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I highlight why taking causal identification seriously is important for the study of strategy and 
organizations. Nevertheless, the nature of the questions that are central to our field and the nature 
of the data we have to answer these questions complicates doing so. Because of this, I suggest that 
we explicitly consider identification as an issue that can be addressed only through a cumulative 
body of empirical research. I outline current research norms and practices that impede adopting 
this approach and recommend a set of actions to help overcome these norms and practices.
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In the study of strategy and organizations, there is increasing emphasis on causal identification 
in empirical research. This is understandable, because this trend is sweeping through many social 
science disciplines. This includes fields like economics (e.g., Angrist & Pischke, 2010), political 
science (e.g., Samii, 2016), sociology (e.g., Gangl, 2010), and psychology (e.g., Rohrer, 2018).

In this commentary, I highlight why taking causal identification seriously is important for the 
study of strategy and organizations. Nevertheless, the nature of the questions that are central to 
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our field and the nature of the data we have to answer these questions complicates doing so. 
Because of this, I discuss why we should set norms of how to approach causal identification 
within our field rather than blindly importing solutions from related social science disciplines.

The approach I suggest we take is to explicitly consider identification as an issue that can 
be addressed only through a cumulative body of research. What I mean by this is that we 
should view individual papers as providing steps that help advance our understanding of 
causal identification of important questions. For this reason, it will require many related stud-
ies to stake a position of causal identification.

To many, this will appear to be a reasonable and relatively straightforward way to address 
the issue. However, I fear that this outcome does not necessarily appear to be the current 
trajectory within the study of strategy and organizations. In light of this, I offer suggestions 
of research norms that will allow us to generate a cumulative body of research that advances 
causal identification. I also describe why current research norms hinder us from doing so.

What Is Causal Identification and Why Is It Important for the Study of 
Management and Organizations?

Causal identification is the ability to isolate the cause and effect mechanism that creates a 
relationship between two variables that we study—should one exist. As we recognize, isolat-
ing cause and effect is a daunting task. The notion of causal identification is designing 
research that allows us to better understand such relationships. Central to this quest is the 
realization that many different causal mechanisms can lead to the same empirical relation-
ship between observed variables or that a relationship between observed variables might be 
spurious and might arise absent a cause and effect relationship. Therefore, a key element in 
trying to isolate the underlying cause of a relationship between two variables is trying to 
discriminate a hypothesized mechanism from plausible alternative causal mechanisms that 
would generate the same observation.

An example of such efforts is an investigation of mine (Shaver, 1998). The literature had 
a few studies showing that when companies entered a foreign country, their performance was 
superior when they entered by building a new plant versus acquiring a local company (e.g., 
Li, 1995; Li & Guisinger, 1991; Woodcock, Beamish, & Makino, 1994). Some went as far as 
to interpret this relationship as causal. Namely, they offered the recommendation that com-
panies would perform better if they entered a foreign country by a new plant (i.e., choosing 
to enter by new plant caused the superior performance). Reaching this conclusion from a set 
of studies that find partial correlations between performance and new plants does not con-
sider that alternative mechanisms could lead to this relationship.

A very plausible alternative explanation centered on another stream of research that 
argued firms systematically choose new plants under certain conditions (e.g., Caves & 
Mehra, 1986; Hennart & Park, 1993; Kogut & Singh, 1988; Zejan, 1990). One such condi-
tion was when firms had strong sources of competitive advantage. This would suggest an 
alternative mechanism. Companies with strong sources of competitive advantage had better 
performance—and they also tended to enter by new plants. This would not suggest that new 
plants caused superior performance.

My findings were consistent with this alternative that performance and entry by new plant 
were not causally related but that firms with stronger sources of competitive advantage 
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entered by new plant and also performed better. I was also able to establish that companies 
entering by new plant appeared to perform better than if they entered by acquisition and that 
companies that entered by acquisition appeared to perform better than if they had entered by 
new plant. This suggested a mechanism of superior performance by matching entry choice 
and firm capabilities. However, I could not definitely isolate that it was this or some other 
systematic way in which firms chose to enter that determined the effect.

The above discussion highlights why causal identification is important to many scholars 
in the study of strategy and organizations. If a goal of our research is to inform managers or 
other policy makers, they wish to know the cause and effect of the actions that they could 
take. For example, they wish to know how making a particular choice will affect an outcome 
that they care about.

To see the importance of this, let me revisit the previous example. If the relationship 
between entering by new plant and performance was causal, then the recommendation we 
can provide managers is straightforward. Enter by new plant, rather than acquiring, and you 
will perform better. However, if this is not the causal mechanism of the empirical relation-
ship, then the advice is less clear. If it is that firms with sources of competitive advantage 
perform better, it suggests that entering by new plant will not have an effect. It suggests that 
companies with strong sources of competitive advantage will perform better and enter with 
new plants; it has nothing to do with the choice of entry mode in a causal sense.

The Role of Research Design in Establishing Causal Identification

A key consideration in establishing causal identification is discriminating between alter-
native mechanisms that would lead to an observed empirical relationship. But how does one 
go about conducting research to address this? Explicitly developing a research design and 
empirical strategy to address cause and effect is of paramount importance. In terms of 
research design, one concept is central: variance. Moreover, there are three important com-
ponents of variance to consider.

First, one must have variance in the causal lever of interest. In other words, there must be 
variance in the independent variable (i.e., x) in order to assess whether the independent variable 
has any impact. For scholars who run experiments, this reflects the experimental manipulation, 
namely, assigning a subject to a treatment or control group. However, for scholars who work 
with nonexperimental data, it is not only important that there be variance in the independent 
variable. It is critical that we understand what generates the variance in the independent vari-
able. For example, is it random? Does someone choose or determine the value of x? If so, who 
is it? And what affects his or her choice? Knowing the answers to these questions is especially 
important for establishing causal identification in nonexperimental studies.1 Further confound-
ing this is that in nonexperimental studies, we are often unable to directly measure the causal 
lever central to our theory. When we rely on variables that although related to the causal lever 
are removed from it, understanding what other factors might create variance in the variable of 
interest becomes important. For example, some of my studies measure experience as a proxy 
for learning. However, experience is an indirect measure that can capture other effects, such as 
ability (i.e., “good” companies are more likely to survive compared to “poor” companies).

Second, one must be able to measure variation—should it exist—in the outcome of inter-
est. In other words, it is important that we have the ability to capture variation in the 
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dependent variable. Especially important is the ability to measure variation that we expect is 
attributable to the independent variable of interest. The exercise of determining what gener-
ates variation in the outcome of interest aids in identifying what might be other mechanisms 
that affect the outcome. Again, discriminating between potential sources of variation is key 
in assessing the mechanism that affects the outcome of interest.

Third, ideally, we must be able to control for or remove variation in all other sources of 
variance in the outcome of interest. To the extent that influences other than the key indepen-
dent variable affect the dependent variable, it is important to consider the extent to which we 
can identify ways to measure them. With measurement, these effects can often be controlled 
for through statistical approaches. Alternatively, we can often remove variation from alterna-
tive effects by choosing settings where these effects are muted or by employing statistical 
techniques that might condition-out or control for expected but unmeasured effects.

Why Causal Identification Is Difficult in the Study of Strategy and 
Organizations

Moving from the aspiration of isolating cause and effect to the reality of doing so is dif-
ficult. Building from the research design considerations in the previous section, there are 
three reasons why designing research to assess causal identification is especially difficult in 
the study of strategy and organizations. All of these arise because most of our empirical 
investigations occur in nonexperimental settings.

First, we tend to study outcomes that have many determinants. For example, many studies 
in strategy and organizations focus on organization performance. What affects organization 
performance? Arguably hundreds or thousands of different things in real-world settings. 
Therefore, it is difficult to design a study or find a setting where only the mechanism of inter-
est affects organization performance. In addition, with a multitude of factors affecting perfor-
mance, it becomes impossible to identify, measure, and control for all confounding factors. 
Further complicating these efforts is the reality that factors that we currently do not consider 
can have an impact on organization performance.

Second, we tend to study business organizations, and these organizations are complex. 
This means not only that many factors affect outcomes but also that many things are simul-
taneously happening within an organization. Therefore, isolating a specific factor becomes 
difficult because it can simultaneously vary with many other factors and it becomes difficult 
to isolate any one effect. This looks very different from a laboratory setting where nonfocal 
effects are held constant or expected to be randomly assigned across experimental treat-
ments. In addition, the complexity of the organizations that we study often means that many 
outcomes we care about—such as organization performance—are multidimensional. For 
example, organizations might simultaneously care about financial performance and social 
impact.

Third, we study organizations where actors purposely manage to the outcomes that we 
study. This suggests that we rarely find ourselves in experimental settings where individuals 
are randomly assigned to actions. Because managers or policy makers purposely select the 
actions (i.e., “treatments”) that we wish to study, this complicates establishing causal identi-
fication. The attributes upon which managers choose strategies are often difficult to distin-
guish from the outcomes of those strategies. My previous discussion of firms with strong 



1248    Journal of Management / September 2020

sources of competitive advantage purposely choosing to enter foreign markets with new 
plants is an example of this.

Identification Through a Cumulative Body of Research

Despite the above concerns, this does not diminish the importance of striving for causal 
identification if our goal is to inform managers or policy makers. However, it suggests the 
need to establish an approach within the study of strategy and organizations that acknowl-
edges the importance of identification while simultaneously acknowledging the difficulty. I 
say this because I see dangers of blindly adopting practices from other fields or having such 
standards or practices imposed on us if we fail to define our own path forward. For example, 
it is not useful to require the use of research designs such as field experiments or natural 
experiments for phenomena that do not lend themselves to these approaches (e.g., studying 
acquisition performance). As a result, the approach that I favor is to view identification as the 
output of a cumulative body of research. To me this means the following.

We recognize that any one paper will not solve the identification challenge for most strategy 
and organization questions. Rather, it will take multiple papers that in combination will provide 
insight into the causal mechanisms. Systematically building upon previous empirical work—in 
multiple ways to isolate cause and effect—will have a larger impact than relying on any one study.

Important contributions in this approach will build from existing theory and existing 
empirical results with a focus on advancing identification—and not a focus on advancing 
theory. Such studies will often add to our understanding by ruling out competing causal 
mechanisms that previous research has been unable to rule out or by advancing alternative 
causal mechanisms that have not been previously considered. This is especially valuable for 
advancing our understanding of important questions. Studies can also contribute by accu-
rately and transparently describing steps to better identification in future work.

Multiple Tools to Help Establish Identification

To accomplish this, we have many tools at our disposal. I summarize these in Table 1 and 
provide a more detailed description below. Although all of these tools can aid in our under-
standing, it is not possible for them all to be simultaneously put to use. This further reinforces 
that greater understanding will likely come from a cumulative body of research, often with 
papers employing different approaches to causal identification.

A key element on this list is measurement. Discussions of measurement often do not play as 
large of a role in our research designs compared to other fields of study because we tend to rely 
on well-established data like company profit or market value from secondary sources. However, 
measurement can play an important role in establishing causal identification. Better measures can 
often aid in isolating the causal mechanism of interest. They might better capture the predicted 
mechanism, or they might be less sensitive to being influenced by other forces. For these reasons, 
improving measurement can be a viable path to better establishing causal identification.

Another important element that can aid in establishing causal identification is the nature 
of the data we employ and the properties of the samples we collect. Data will range in quality 
along a number of dimensions that can affect research design effectiveness. For example, 
when data are measured with error, this means that additional factors—other than the causal 
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mechanism of interest—affect variables of interest. The addition of these extraneous factors 
hinders the ability to establish causal identification. In addition, sample representativeness 
can play an important role. Although some samples can allow for better measurement or 
might account for spurious effects, they might lead to questions about representativeness and 
our ability to draw general conclusions. The process of establishing causal identification will 
have to care about both of these issues. Therefore, the ability to extend effects from tightly 
designed samples to more generalizable samples can be an important contribution in our 
attempts to draw causal identification.

We also have a host of tools related to statistical approaches and research designs to aid in 
assessing causal identification. In the strategy field these include approaches such as natural 
experiments, regression discontinuities, focusing on within-firm variation (i.e., fixed-effects 
estimators), difference in difference designs, and instrumental variables. All of these are 
approaches to isolate the sources of variation in the independent variables as coming from 
particular causal mechanisms versus alternatives.

Another approach to try and rule out alternative explanations and assess causal identifica-
tion is to examine relationships related to the causal lever beyond the focal relationship. 
Often, an empirical relationship is consistent with different causal levers. The example I 
previously highlighted was that experience might correlate with firm success because of 
learning or firm ability. A viable strategy to better identify the causal relationship is to look 
for a different empirical relationship in the same data where we would expect that learning 
and capability would not have the same effect and assess how experience affects that out-
come. For this reason, investigating broader patterns in the data can be an important path 
towards furthering our understanding of causal identification.

Finally, carefully interpreting the results that we obtain can be another way—though 
sometimes overlooked—in helping to advance causal identification. Assessing the magni-
tude of results, in absolute terms or relative to other established effects, can be a means of 
assessing what drives certain relationships. Moreover, it can help identify the relevance of 
effects and the consistency across studies.

Implications of Having Multiple Tools

Viewing the list in Table 1 as a set of alternative tools to help establish causal identification has 
important implications. First, it suggests that there cannot be “a single” approach—especially in 

Table 1

Research Strategies to Improve Causal Identification

Measurement
Data and sample
Statistical approaches/design
•• Natural experiments
•• Regression discontinuity
•• Within estimators (i.e., fixed effects)
•• Differences in differences
•• Instrumental variables

Patterns of results across different relationships
Careful interpretation of coefficient estimates
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settings where establishing causal identification is difficult, as in our field. In other words, there 
are no “silver bullets” or ways forward that will unequivocally solve the problem. Each approach 
has its strengths and limitations. With this in mind, it also suggests that using all of these tools will 
be necessary to develop a comprehensive understanding of important questions in our field.

Second, many discussions of causal identification quickly move to statistical approaches 
(like panel data estimators and instrumental variables) or narrow elements of research design 
(like natural experiments or differences in differences). Although these are important tools at 
our disposal, one can see they are only a subset of the tools that can aid in reaching better 
identification. Depending on the topic and state of the literature, progress might be better 
made by focusing on other aspects of research design.

We Should Not Expect Initial Clarity When Building a Cumulative Body of 
Research

Just like sampling from a population, it is unlikely that findings will immediately con-
verge when we attempt to build a cumulative body of research. It will often take many studies 
before an underlying effect becomes clear. As a result, we should expect that the initial pro-
cess of building a cumulative body of research will often appear inconsistent or confused. It 
will require repeated studies to begin to hone into effects—should they exist.

This also means that we should expect contradictory findings as part of building a cumula-
tive body of research. Contradictory findings will often reflect that the process of building a 
cumulative body of research is working, rather than failing. This expectation is at odds with 
the belief that all results should be the same or that differences in findings are due only to 
inferior research or poor research practices. Building a cumulative body of empirical research 
also requires the expectation that a solid research finding at one point in time, given the lit-
erature, data, and methods, might not stand up to the advances in the literature, data, and 
methods.

As I highlight, there exist a variety of approaches to aid assessing causal identification—
and using the set of approaches will advance our understanding of the phenomena we study. 
However, variation in approaches further increases the chance that it will take time for 
research findings to converge. Nevertheless, this outcome is preferred to focusing on a nar-
row set of tools that might lead us quickly to an answer—albeit a partial or incomplete 
answer. In other words, “cumulative research” does not mean that we adopt one approach and 
build only from that.

Norms and Beliefs That Impede Adopting This Approach

Many will see the benefits of identification through a cumulative body of research as a 
logical way forward; however, there are research norms within our field that work against 
this occurring. In particular, I see three norms that impede progress toward this goal. 
Although there are published articles that are exceptions to these norms, I believe they 
accurately reflect practices in our field—especially within our journals. This conclusion is 
reinforced from my discussion with others in the field and appeared to be the consensus 
among participants at the NSF/UF (National Science Foundation/University of Florida) 
workshop.
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All Papers Must Have Novel Theoretical Contributions

As authors and editors, we see many reviews dismiss papers because reviewers fail to see 
a “novel theoretical contribution.” I do not know the origination of this norm, but it is well 
entrenched within our field.2 This works against building to causal identification through a 
cumulative body of research because it assumes that one paper—and in fact the first paper—
on a subject will effectively answer the question. Revisiting a finding—without advancing a 
new theory or proposition—fails the novelty test.

I find this norm to be especially problematic because journals in our field publish articles 
that only advance theory and do not attempt to test the theory that they advance. With a norm 
that all papers must advance theory, this precludes testing theories that initially appear in 
theory-only papers! In essence, the existence of this norm requires that we accept assertion 
as proof of important theoretical mechanisms. That does not strike me as valid social 
science.

All Previous Findings Are Equally Well Identified

To the extent that there exist multiple studies on a subject, we tend to treat all previous 
findings as equally well identified. For example, many papers motivate the use of moderating 
variables with the observation that previous results are equivocal and show multiple relation-
ships. Although this can be the cause for equivocal results, it is also plausible that the reason 
why results changed is that over time, better-identified studies converged to a specific 
conclusion.

Relatedly, reviews of previous research often focus on the theoretical advances within a 
literature. There tends to be little discussion with respect to advances in identifying whether 
the causal relationships of the theories hold. Consistent with my concern that we tend to view 
all previous studies as equally well identified is the concern that meta-analyses can be mis-
leading in areas of research where causal identification has improved over time (e.g., Bettis, 
Helfat, & Shaver, 2016). In such settings, narrative reviews that describe the evolution of 
empirical findings and identification strategies paint a more accurate picture of the state of 
knowledge. The perceived statistical rigor of meta-analyses can lead to less-informed con-
clusions than well-crafted narrative descriptions.

When we consider all previous results as equally well identified, we preclude the possibil-
ity of honing in on better-identified relationships. We also fail to recognize the possibility of 
progress or advances in empirical strategies within a line of inquiry.

The Only Reason to Revisit Results Is to Detect Academic Bad Behavior

Related to the previous two points is the belief that the only purpose to revisit previous 
results is to detect academic fraud or highlight empirical research incompetence. To the 
extent it exists, my sense is that fraud in our field is rare. Moreover, although results might 
change because previous studies are not well executed, I view identification through a cumu-
lative body of research as focusing on where we are heading to—not where we are coming 
from. The reason to strive for better identification is to provide better answers to important 
questions. In many cases better identification will confirm previous findings. In the cases 
where it does not, many of the previous studies will be competently executed. Focusing on 
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past results and the competence of previous empirical execution is a distraction from the 
goals of building a cumulative body of research.

Steps to Move Forward

I offer the following actions as tangible starting points for how to promote research that 
advances causal identification through a cumulative body of research.

“Research Design” Instead of “Data and Methods”

The common structure of many empirical management and strategy papers is to move 
quickly from hypotheses to descriptions of the data and estimation techniques used to test 
the hypotheses. Situating this in a broader discussion of research design will facilitate 
identification through a cumulative body of research. Rather than simply describing the 
data sources, variable definitions, and statistical techniques, I suggest that authors explic-
itly discuss their empirical strategy. That is, discuss how they invoke variance in their key 
independent variables, capture variance in the outcome of interest, and control for other 
sources of variance that might confound the results—and how all of this relates to the 
theory they test. The discussion should highlight what creates variance in the empirical 
setting (e.g., variation across firms or within firms, and what generates this variation) and 
how this maps to an ideal test.3

This discussion will provide greater transparency of a paper’s identification approach. It 
will highlight the strengths of the research design strategy. It can also provide clarity as to the 
limitations of the research design strategy and should help direct ways in which identification 
can be advanced in future work.

Denounce Novel Theory as a Publication Requirement

We cannot approach identification through a cumulative body of research unless we 
change the norm that all papers must have novel theory. To my surprise—and to my plea-
sure—this appeared to be the consensus (if not unanimous) view among participants at the 
NSF/UF workshop. There was discussion of whether a joint statement of many journal edi-
tors in support of this view would help weaken this norm. A joint statement of editors will be 
more powerful than solely relying on commentaries like this to promote a change in norms. 
It would send a powerful message that encourages scholars to engage in research that 
advances identification, informs reviewers that editors in our field do not support the view 
that all papers require novel theory, and removes the assessment that a paper lacks novel 
theory as a reviewer crutch to reject submitted manuscripts.

I wish to elaborate on two points that stem from this suggestion. First, although this sug-
gestion is consistent with Hambrick’s (2007) essay extolling the virtues of empirically moti-
vated research, the basis of my request differs. My request is a reinforcement of theory-driven 
research. In fact, it is a plea that we take theory more seriously. If we are serious about the 
theories we develop, then we should want to promote the most rigorous, well-identified tests 
of these theories. We should be willing to subject our theories to advances in testing over 
time. Causal identification through a cumulative body of research is consistent with this.
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Second, making the call for openness to papers without theoretical contributions does not 
equate to calling for a moratorium on theory development. Creating norms that restrict theory 
development is as equally myopic as norms requiring all papers have novel theory. In addi-
tion, causal identification through a cumulative body of research will often require theory 
development and extension in order to effectively test theories (e.g., Shapira, 2011). Although 
my focus is on the empirical assessment of theory through identification, this cannot be done 
without recognizing that advancing and refining theory will often coevolve with better iden-
tified tests.

Guidelines for Identification Through a Cumulative Body of Research

To effectively implement identification through a cumulative body of research will require 
that authors, reviewers, and editors have a shared understanding of what this means. I offer 
my view.

When a paper advances new questions or predictions, setting the bar for publication as 
“airtight” identification is too high. A reasonable expectation should include the following 
elements. First, the paper should include a detailed discussion of the research design strategy 
and the assumptions under which the results will reflect causal effects. This will provide clar-
ity about the strengths and limitations of the empirical approach. Second, the paper should 
include a transparent description of measurement and testing. It is important that reviewers 
and readers believe the reported empirical associations. If I do not believe the empirical esti-
mates, I cannot believe any claims of identification. Third, the paper should take steps to 
demonstrate that empirical relationships are not merely a reflection of well-known or obvi-
ous alternative explanations. Namely, it is reasonable to ask that authors consider well-known 
or obvious alternative explanations if they wish to advance a new claim. It is unreasonable to 
ask them to prove there cannot be any alternative explanation.

Papers that build upon initial findings with the intention of advancing identification must 
be subject to rigorous assessment of contribution. Not every attempt to revisit previous tests 
is equivalent to advancing identification. Building a cumulative body of research will often 
require creative approaches to research design and careful scholarship—attributes that we 
revere and expect in other approaches. It also means papers that advance identification—but 
do not perfectly address identification—constitute a contribution to our cumulative under-
standing. For example, if a novel empirical strategy is able to isolate an alternative explana-
tion that previous studies have not been able to address, or if a study advances and examines 
an alternative explanation that previous studies have not considered, these constitute advances 
in identification. In order for reviewers and editors to make this assessment, it is incumbent 
on authors to be clear about the novelty of their research design and identification approach. 
It is important that reviewers and editors assess advances in research design and not the 
results per se. For example, papers that confirm existing findings with notably better identi-
fication constitute advances for our field.

Reward the Risk Takers

Writing papers that deviate from current research norms in our field is a risky endeavor, 
although necessary to advance causal identification through a cumulative body of research. 



1254    Journal of Management / September 2020

Therefore, in order to incent authors to engage in these efforts, it is important that our high-
quality journals be willing to accept such papers if this approach is going to be successful. I 
do not advocate new or specialized outlets for this type of work. If our current journals are 
not open to this type of scholarship and advancing new outlets is the only way forward, then 
I believe we have failed. Part of this reflects that authors will do what is rewarded, and many 
of us find ourselves in reward systems based on publishing in a narrowly defined set of jour-
nals. New journals are rarely considered, and if new journals are the only outlets for this 
approach, there is little motivation to advance this type of scholarship.

An example of how our existing journals can promote identification through a cumulative 
body of research would be to update guidance on crafting review articles. For example, out-
lets like the Journal of Management, The Academy of Management Annals, and the Strategic 
Management Journal encourage (or focus exclusively on) review articles. As I mentioned 
previously, most reviews focus on theoretical advances and summaries of empirical findings. 
Encouraging narratives of how identification advanced as the literature evolved and high-
lighting shortcomings in current approaches would help displace the premise that all results 
are equally well identified and could spur advances in identification strategies.

Recognizing the risk of this endeavor also suggests that in order to succeed, senior schol-
ars should be active participants. The cost for senior scholars to “test the water”’ and demon-
strate that our field’s high-quality journals will be willing to accept papers that advance 
identification of important questions and refine tests of existing theories is lower than for 
more junior scholars under tenure pressure.

This Goes Beyond Current Calls for Replication

We cannot expect that recent calls for replication will advance causal identification 
through a cumulative body of research. It will require more focused efforts like I describe 
above. The reason is that many replications focus on the generalizability of existing tests 
rather than advancing better-identified tests. Because it is more straightforward to find novel 
settings in which to apply existing research designs than it is to devise novel research designs 
with better identification, calling for replication will not necessarily lead to the approach that 
I am promoting.

Conclusion

Because of the nature of the questions that we ask and the types of data that we typically 
examine, causal identification is difficult in the study of strategy and organizations. 
Nevertheless, taking causal identification seriously is important if we wish to have our 
empirical research inform managers or policy makers. For this reason, I propose that we 
consider causal identification through a cumulative body of research in the study of strategy 
and organizations.

Making this happen will require a concerted effort by the academy. This is because there 
appear to be powerful research norms in conflict with many tenets of this approach. Moreover, 
adopting this approach will be difficult because we will have to reach consensus on how to 
execute this approach, and we will have to establish new research norms within the field.4 In 
order to prime efforts to start this process, I offer tangible actions to advance this approach. 
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My hope is that we debate and refine these ideas rather than see them as the only path for-
ward or dismiss them because they are difficult to implement.

My fear is that if we fail to act, we will see a bifurcation of research in our field—of which 
there are already indications. I fear we will divide into two camps: one camp that continues 
the focus on generating new theories without trying to better test these theories or the theories 
that we have—in part because identification is difficult—and another camp that cares about 
identification so much that the ability to identify empirical tests determines the questions 
they ask, and they abandon the important but messy questions central to the study of strategy 
and organizations.

Notes
1.	 In other words, we must assess whether the variable is exogenous or endogenous and if endogenous, the 

source of endogeneity.
2.	 The most acute journal statement of this is the Academy of Management Journal’s Criteria for Publication, 

which requires that papers make “strong theoretical contributions.” This requirement was first formally introduced 
in the June 1999 issue.

3.	 I should note that empirical strategy and organization research that utilize experiments look like this. As a 
result, this recommendation is most applicable for nonexperimental research.

4.	 In Bettis et al. (2016), we discuss the complications of translating the desire to publish replication studies to 
the reality of how to do so.
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