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Abstract

International entrepreneurship (IE) research has grown rapidly, encompassing many industries

and world regions. Past IE research has examined the macro, industry and firm-specific variables that

lead to companies’ early internationalization and its financial and non-financial outcomes. Most prior

IE research has been correlational in focus and static in design. Focusing on early internationaliza-

tion, we propose that a significant shift can occur in IE research by applying a cognitive perspective

and examining how entrepreneurs recognize and exploit opportunities in international markets.

A cognitive approach will allow researchers to probe entrepreneurs’ motivations to internationalize

and capture their mental models. The article highlights the benefits to be gained from and the

challenges associated with using a cognitive approach to IE research.
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Research on international entrepreneurship (IE) has grown rapidly over the past decade,

reflecting the important issues facing entrepreneurs as they internationalize their

operations. Accumulating research findings have led IE researchers to revise the

domain of their research territory (Zahra & George, 2002). As a result, born global
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(McDougall & Oviatt, 2003; Oviatt & McDougall, 1994) and established companies

(Birkinshaw, 1997) alike are being analyzed in IE research. Researchers have also

incorporated multiple theoretical perspectives to explain the antecedents, processes and

effects of IE. Currently, research on IE is being conducted in the world’s six major

continents, with specialized conferences, doctoral consortia and journals devoted to

diverse IE phenomena. IE articles and symposia are now routinely included in established

conferences and leading academic journals (McDougall & Oviatt).

The breath-taking speed by which IE research has grown and become so accepted has

led some to question the cumulative value-added of this research. Some IE research has

been creative in offering rich insights into complex issues. Other research simply mirrors

international business (IB) or strategy research, ignoring IE’s unique territory. While we

strongly favor integrative and cross-disciplinary research, we worry that the distinctive

and rich IE territory is not fully exploited in theory building, research design, or analysis.

This has given IE research a mechanical quality that has impoverished theory building and

has limited the overall impact of prior findings. The boundaries of the phenomena being

examined have also changed to the point that one has to ask: What does IE research cover?

What is unique about this research? What is IE’s distinctive competence? These and

similar questions have already prompted Zahra and George (2002) to review the IE

literature and attempt to reconcile contradictory findings.

1. Focus and objectives

In this article, we argue that research on early internationalization would benefit from

giving attention to the territory being studied and the motivations for internationalization.

Studying these issues requires researchers to probe and understand entrepreneurial

cognition and how it influences the choices that companies make. While a cognitive

approach has its shortcomings, it offers multiple advantages that can enrich the literature.

We believe that the ‘mechanical’ quality of some early internationalization research could

be overcome by using an alternative theoretical lens such as cognition that recognizes the

importance of both the economic and non-economic motivations in shaping the content

and process decisions relating to early internationalization. The cognitive perspective also

provides important clues about how entrepreneurs might perceive and construct their

industries’ boundaries and opportunities at home and in host countries. A cognitive

approach can be fruitful in studying born globals (i.e. companies that are created to

compete internationally from inception) and established companies.

In order to set the stage for our argument, Section 2 discusses the importance and

diversity of motivations that lead entrepreneurs to internationalize their operations early.

These motivations have been overlooked in prior studies, creating a serious gap in IE

research. Next, the article analyzes the importance of recognizing the context of IE

decisions and activities. It concludes by highlighting the vital importance of connecting

explanations of IE decisions to their geographic context, with all related cultural,

ideological and technological complexities. Once this has been completed, the article

discusses the need for a cognitive perspective on IE decisions in order to better connect the

content of these decisions with the processes that generate them and the global context
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