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At the 2017 AIB conference in Dubai, two themes seemed
to dominate the debate, either as dedicated panel-topics or as
implicit subtext of many sessions: the questions of (a) are we
living in an era that is rapidly de-globalizing and, the—seem-
ingly unrelated—question of, (b) whether IB is in the process
of losing its relevance.

It could be argued that there is probably an element of truth in
both statements, that both questions are more interconnected
than it appears at first sight, and that the potential threat of a
de-globalizing world might even strengthen the role of IB in
the future.

We will discuss each of these two questions in turn, outline
where they are connected, and explain how this could lead to a
more central role of IB in the near future.

Whether we are indeed experiencing a gradual—or even rap-
id—de-globalization is a difficult question to answer. Judging
by the number of panels and session-headlines at this years
AIB conference, one could certainly get this impression: “Glo-
balization under threat: how should IB respond?” “Business in
a less globalized world—where to go from here?” or “De-glo-
balization: lessons from history.”

Similarly, many publications—academic and non-academ-
ic—point in this direction; to illustrate, we would only like to
point to a few examples, such as Sauvant (2013) who, citing
UNCTAD figures, pointed out that we observe a continuous
rise of policy measures and FDI regulations which make invest-
ment climates less welcoming. Or Abbosh et al. (2017), who
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observed that barriers for trade and investment to cross borders
are increasing (e.g., “the number of trade-restrictive measures
in the G20 nations almost quadrupled from 324 in 2010 to
1,263 in 2016).

There are individual aspects which collectively paint a dark-
er picture, as outlined by Boddewyn and Rottig (2017), e.g.,
less international business, guarded globalization of emerging
markets and the anti-globalization movements in developed
counties, or Witt’s (2017) observation that the big internation-
alization-policy-projects are in trouble. WTO negotiations for
trade liberalization (the “Doha Round”) ended in failure, TPP
has been abandoned, and NAFTA is questioned by a US presi-
dent who is an outspoken opponent of free trade and open bor-
ders. Even the vociferously “Pro-Free-trade nations”—Canada
and the EU member states—barely managed to push the Com-
prehensive Economic and Trade Agreement (CETA) through
against the vocal protest of their own populations. Hence, as
Witt (2017) so poignantly remarked, globalization, which for
a quarter of a century seemed unstoppable, increasingly “looks
more vulnerable than inexorable.”

But while the “anti-globalization narrative” sounds intuitively
plausible, and the seeming slowing down of goods, services,
and investments crossing national borders apparently confirms
this, there are other narratives, rarely heard, but maybe equally
plausible. Maybe the slowing numbers of goods crossing our
borders is based on something other than the world entering a
new era of isolationism and economic nationalism?

It could be argued, that this is the inevitable slow-down of a
several decade long off-shoring process. The diminishing-re-
turn curve or saturation point, where all companies who want-
ed to re-locate production to low cost countries have eventually
done so. Or we over-state the seriousness of the slowing-down
of globalization due to inaccuracies of the figures on which we



base this assumption. BOP figures are famously problematic
in measuring FDI activities (Beugelsdijk et al., 2010). Not to
mention national specifics which make FDI figures hard to in-
terpret (Sutherland & Anderson, 2015).

Our observations could be biased given the relatively high cut-
off points introduced for BOP reporting, an effect which not
only could distort figures due to the change in reporting stan-
dards but also on account of the fact that most of the large
MNCs already enjoy a global presence — and that it is arguably
now small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) who are glo-
balizing. With the high cut-off points we are potentially sys-
tematically (and in ever increasing numbers) under-estimating
the flows of investments due to ever more transactions falling

below the reporting threshold.

Maybe the effects of the OECD’s base erosion and profit shift-
ing (BEPS) initiative and the tightening of national legislation
seeking to curb round-tripping or the use of tax havens is cre-
ating a far more pronounced effect in statistics than we had
assumed. Which would point more to a decade-long oblivious-
ness to artificially over-expanded cross-border investment flows
due to tax purposes, than a slow-down of economic activity or
even de-globalization.

Finally, technological change is also having a significant impact
on cross-border flows. Due to advanced manufacturing, 3D
printing and robotics, the once unbeatable advantage of low-la-
bour cost countries evaporates, and efficiency seeking FDI is
losings its main driver. Similarly, the increasing “de-physical-
ization” of products (e.g., CDs and DVDs into stream-able
files, maps into an APP on mobile devices) is converting prod-
ucts into bits & bytes which might cross borders, but whose
economic value we are unable to measure. So simply because
we cannot measure it, it does not exist?

So while there is undoubtedly a hardening of the policy con-
text, and while the metrics with which we have—so far—mea-
sured globalization are indicating a slow-down, the jury is still
out on whether we are truly living in less globally intercon-
nected times, whether what we are seeing (or measuring) really
is the harbinger of economic nationalism, or whether it isnt
rather a new economic paradigm which so far we are unable
to quantify.

This leads us to the second main theme of this year’s AIB con-
ference.

Without too much of a stretch of imagination one can argue,
that right now, this is the case. While we call ourselves inter-
national business, it is undisputed that the vast majority of the
output we produce isn't read by either the business community

or the political decision makers. Hence, it is hardly surprising
that, as Boddewyn & Rottig (2017: 3) remark, “we have failed
so far to help our stakeholders—students, managers and pol-
icy-makers—make sense of our constantly changing world.”
The dramatic part of this is, that this isnt new. Ten years ago,
Cohen (2007) observed that academic, peer-reviewed journals
aren’t written for and certainly not read by practitioners.

While we call ourselves
international business, it is
undisputed that the vast
majority of the output we
produce isn’t read by either
the business community or
the political decision makers.

At this year’s AIB conference in Dubai, the same conclusions
were reached—but then quickly and nonchalantly brushed
aside with reference to the academic incentive system. There
is no other way. Publish or perish—the omnipresent excuse
on everyone’s lips. But if our research output isn't read by, and
doesn’t seem to have any relevance to, business people or poli-
cymakers, what is it then really for? And as a long-term consid-
eration, why should a large sector such as ours be financed by
public funds if there is no discernible use to those who provide
and sign off these funds? In our very own interest we should
make sure that we are relevant, interesting, and useful to the
business community and to policymakers.

Even if to us the benefits are obvious, we need to look at our
work through the eyes of those we allegedly speak for. Looking
at the typical IB journal article, why should business people
bother to read our output? Cohen (2007) rightly remarked
that we focus on methodology and theory, and—at best—add
a sentence or two on practical application. More importantly,
however, I would contend that we are not even talking about
the things practitioners would be interested in. We largely
produce replication studies of previous articles which, in turn,
are dealing with highly theoretical issues that can somehow be
linked to the great theories in our field. Few, if any, deal with
practical, real-world problems.

This is largely due to what can and cannot be published in
academic journals. While for the individual, publishing in

VOL.17,NO. 4,2017 7



A-journals is furthering his or her career (and hence, perfectly
understandable), as a field this practice will lead us straight into
a dead end. The shocking bit in all of this is that most of us
see this danger, but merely shrug our shoulders and carry on.
“The system can’t be changed” is a frequent response, and this
might or might not be the case. But in order to stay relevant,
we simply have to find new and uncharted areas to research,
and we need to engage with business people and political de-
cision makers.

And therein, I would contend, lies the other problem. Do we
actually want to do that?

A few weeks ago, I was privy to a celebrated and highly pub-
lished academic explaining to an experienced and well-con-
nected businessman that the question he raised is invalid and
irrelevant, not least because it doesn' tie into the theories and
models how business people are taking decisions. Would it not
be a reasonable assumption that a businessman might have
some insight into such things? So, apart from it being breath-
takingly arrogant, it is precisely what Boddewyn and Rottig
(2017), von Glinow (2017), and Doh (2017) are warning us
of. It is the cutting oneself off from ones” own sources as well
any interest of the purported end-user. This is a prime exam-
ple of the elitist detachment that Collinson (2017) was taking
about.

If we are serious about the much repeated mantra that rele-
vancy and impact do indeed matter, it appears to be obvious
that, “practitioners [...] are the best source of research questions
of greatest urgency in the working world, as well as the data”
(Garman, 2011: 131). Instead of continuing to ignore practi-
cal questions and continue on our quest to hunt for “gaps in
the literature,” slicing extant research into narrower and nar-
rower hypothetical questions that have lost all relevance and
connection to reality, we ought to bridge the by now sizeable
gap between the concern of practitioners and the output of
researchers. The gap between theory and practice. If we want
to be relevant, we ought to think research questions from the
end-user. How do we add value for these people? What are the
questions that keep them up at night? And—a healthy dose of
self-interest—how do we ensure that our output enters into the

public debate?

So what does this mean for our field? And why should times
of trouble—where globalization might or might not be under
threat—be a second breath of life for IB?

We are not the only ones who are feeling the heat. Increasing-
ly, there is a complicated and confusing world out there; one
which raises more questions than ever before. Business people
and policymakers are desperately looking for answers. And, if
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we are willing to rise to the challenge and deal with real-world
problems, rather than the slightly narcissistic navel-gazing of
our own pet theories, there is an eager readership waiting out
there for those who, with a birds-eye view, might make sense
of the messy world they find themselves in. Business people
and politicians are as confused and worried by the question of
whether we are experiencing another era of de-globalization as
we are; they are wondering—as many of us do—whether his-
tory is repeating itself. Merely being part of the effort to seek
to answer this question should drive our field right into the
epicentre of decision makers’ interest.

But for that we need to speak to business people and to polit-
ical opinion leaders; we need to leave “our ivory towers” (von
Glinow, 2017) and walk the production halls, trading rooms,
and ministerial corridors. Just ask yourself, when was the last
time you asked a business person what they are concerned
about? Not a narrowly defined survey question, where on a
Likert scale they could tick a box—but an open-ended ques-
tion of what they consider to be important? Collinson (2017)
is absolutely right in noting that we need “a clearer understand-
ing of the processes, practices, and policies” that guide practi-
tioners’ lives. We need to ensure that our output is read not
just by a handful of fellow academics but by those who, and for
whom, we profess to research. For that, we need to chart a full-
er, a more realistic picture, we need to work interdisciplinary.

And, we might need to re-think some of our theories. If one
of the hallmarks of a globalized world is consistently low infla-
tion rates (imported deflationary effects through a lower cost-
base), would the end of globalization then not result in the
re-emergence of inflation? If digitization is changing the rules
of the game and shortening global supply chains, would un-
derstanding IoT, LPWAN and OPC UA—things the business
community is currently trying to get to grips with—not be a
pre-requisite to be able to carry the debate?

The world is changing: global supply chains are in the pro-
cess of being reconfigured, today’s future markets might not
be tomorrow’s future markets, and the metrics that have served
us well for decades are becoming more and more useless in a
digitized world. And the fifteenth replication study of some-
thing we have known for a decade really isn’t adding any useful
answers (other than possibly being accepted for publication in
an A-journal).

If we truly want to, and if we dare to step out of our self-chosen
limitations, we might find ourselves right in the center of pol-
icy debate and in the spotlight of managers’ interest, contrib-
uting our part to answers in this ever more complex world—a
world which potentially is indeed becoming more restrictive
and where international trade and investment are getting more
difficult to navigate. But wouldn’t that mean that high-quality
intellectual input is more important than ever?



If we come to the conclusion that we are in fact entering a pe-
riod of de-globalization, the business community won't simply
nod their head in acquiescence and accept that it is all over
now, but they will want to have answers, and models, and ideas
about “what next.”

Operating internationally will probably always be possible,
but more complex and expensive. Companies might, as Witt
(2017) suggested, need more than one strategy. Sauvant (2013)
observed that the rise of protectionism predates the financial
crisis and might have more to do with a reassessment of nations
of how they benefit from foreign investors.

As a field, we have to ask ourselves if we have potentially missed
that phenomenon—just like economists didn't see the biggest
financial crisis in a century coming. Should we then not hurry
to get to grips with this new reality, rather than focus on the
ever same old theories that led us to a point where we wonder
whether we are, in fact, still relevant? Should understanding
and explaining that new business environment not be the core
of what our field is all about?

Seeking to answer the question of whether we are experiencing
de-globalization and, if so, how to deal with its repercussions,
should be a major boost for our field. And, if we are willing
to engage with the business community and political opinions
leaders, we might be finding the very raison d’étre we seemed
to have been looking for so eagerly at our 2017 AIB annual
meeting in Dubai.
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