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Abstract
This paper considers the intricacy issue of what might be the most appropriate underpinning philosophy of science for the study of family business (FB) international partner selection. On the basis of reflection upon claimed weaknesses of positivist international partner selection measures (neglect of agency), and constructivist reduction of social reality to agency (neglect of structure), a critical realist approach is proposed. This approach largely follows the premises of the FB international partner selection research; a critical realism perspective is well suited for both research efforts tackling the increased dynamics and complexities of the FBs during their internationalisation process and the international partner selection research. We suggest that a mechanism-based approach which accommodates agency, openness, structure, and outcomes in its explanations, will provide a more holistic understanding of FBs’ international partner choices, within existing international business networks. The paper concludes by highlighting that a critical realist approach to case study research will enable case study researchers to generate causal explanations that preserve contextual richness and provide a contextualized explanation of the phenomenon.
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A CRITICAL REALIST APPROACH FOR THE STUDY OF FB INTERNATIONAL PARTNER SELECTION

INTRODUCTION
The conceptualisation of differences between the complex international networking decisions of FBs, i.e. “firms where the family owns the majority of the stock and exercise full managerial control” (Gallo & Sveen, 1991, p. 181) and other types of businesses and ownership structures (i.e. non-FBs), are at the intellectual core of research in FB internationalisation research (Arregle et al., 2012; Banalieva & Eddleston, 2011). To date, research on FBs’ international networking decisions have seemingly been based on two opposing philosophical positions, namely constructivism (e.g., de Farias et al., 2009; Hewapathirana, 2014) and positivism (e.g., Eberhard & Craig, 2013). While constructivism is concerned with producing authentic interpretations constructed by individuals to understand the FBs’ dynamics and the nature of successful international business relationships (e.g., Hewapathirana, 2014), positivism is typically occupied with quantifying the differences between FBs and non-FBs in their relationship establishment with external partners (e.g., Banalieva & Eddleston, 2011). 
Regardless of the differences, these two competing approaches largely share the view that FBs usually act in a different way from non-FBs during their internationalisation process (Kontinen & Ojala, 2011; 2012; Eberhard & Craig, 2013). This is mostly due to the idiosyncrasies of the family dimension existing in FBs and not in other types of businesses (e.g., non-FBs). Specifically, on the basis of a systems approach, FBs include three subsystems (family, ownership, and management), whereas other kinds of business include only two (ownership and management) (Swinth & Vinton, 1993). From this perspective, one can truly say that what distinguishes FBs from other kinds of business is, precisely, the family dimension, as delineated by its three subsystems. Due to idiosyncrasies of the family dimension (e.g., socio-emotional wealth preservation tendencies), FBs are shown to have a distinct manner of decision making, compared to other types of firms and ownership structures, when they form business relationships abroad (Banalieva & Eddleston, 2011; De Massis et al., 2014; Kontinen & Ojala, 2011; 2012). In particular, the fear of loosing their control over the firm and the strong internal ties that exist within FBs (Arregle et al., 2007), (attributes that do not exist in non-FBs), result in a reluctance in comparison to non-FBs (Graves & Thomas, 2004) to develop network relationships, despite the importance of such relationships in entering foreign markets (Fernández & Nieto, 2006; Graves & Thomas, 2008; Kontinen & Ojala, 2011; Pukall & Calabrò, 2014). 
Despite the assumption that the distinct way of decision-making inherent in FBs may result in different strategic choices of their international partners, there has been relatively little empirical effort to examine the underlying causal mechanisms and conditions through which decision making of family owners managers and/or non-family owner managers, within FBs, works and drives to an international partner selection (Arregle et al., 2012). Such an exploration is very important since it has the potential to provide both a more detailed understanding and an explanation of the internationalisation processes of FBs. From a network perspective, internationalisation is defined as “a process of initiating, developing, and maintaining international business relationships” (Johanson & Mattsson, 1998, p. 288). Although there is a large amount of research in international relationship building processes between partner firms within the marketing and IB literature (Dwyer et al., 1987; Andersen & Buvik, 2002), research within the context of FBs is limited (Kontinen & Ojala, 2010). Nevertheless, dynamic phenomena and idiosyncrasies of FBs (e.g., stewardship behaviour, socio-emotional wealth preservation tendencies) may result in different international relationship building processes.
The core argument in the current study is that the constructivist and positivist philosophies may be both partially limited in providing both a detailed understanding and an explanation of FB international partner choices. This is mostly because they either focus on producing rich descriptions that ignore the structural character of the FB (e.g., de Farias et al., 2009), or they focus on explanations based on just partner characteristics (e.g., Banalieva & Eddleston, 2011) ignoring the human agency and FBs dynamics and complexities that permeate a FB.
Bearing this in mind, the aim of this paper is to find the most appropriate philosophy of science for the study of FB international partner selection. We propose that a critical realism perspective to FB international partner selection research is an excellent paradigmatic perspective, since it has the potential to overcome difficulties inherent in the aforementioned philosophical traditions; critical realism accommodate both the structural character of FBs and human agency in the explanations of international partner choices of FBs (Bhaskar, 1978; Sayer, 2004; Reed, 2005; Easton, 2010). Structural aspects of FBs networks and human agency (decision-making actors) are essential when investigating such networking phenomena, like international partner choices; Structures may guide decision-making of human agency, however it is the human agency that produce and reproduce the structural aspects of networks (Jack, 2010).
The contribution of this paper is twofold. First of all, by discussing the fundamental assumptions upon which critical realism is based, we show the unique potential of this perspective to attribute causality in FB internationalisation networking research, without sacrificing the human agency, through the identification and explanation of generative mechanisms of FBs. By identifying and describing causal mechanisms, at multiple levels of analysis, FB internationalisation researchers can establish explicit causal knowledge and discover theories, explaining precisely why FB international phenomena occurred in a particular setting. Second, our paper discusses and reflects on methodological issues for future FB and IB critical realist researchers. Hence it can provide fundamental ideas meant to assist FB and IB scholars in conducting critical realist research.
In this paper, the argument for the need of a critical realist perspective to FB international partner selection research is developed as follows. First, we discuss the main positions within the philosophy of science and provide a broader discussion on the basic premises of FB international partner selection research. We proceed by outlining the underlying philosophies of science of the two extremes (the positivism and the constructivism) especially from the point of view of FBs and international partner selection research, and advocate how the critical realist paradigm has the potential to overcome both sets of difficulties and problems inherent on the two extremes. Finally we integrate the critical realist approach with case study research as an alternative approach to FBs international partner selection research and reflect on promising pluralistic methods for future research. The paper concludes with a discussion and conclusion section with reflections on the challenges that critical realist researchers may face.

PHILOSOPHICAL ASSUMPTIONS AND BASIC PREMISES OF FB INTERNATIONAL PARTNER SELECTION RESEARCH
The aim of this section is not to provide an exhaustive review of the philosophy of science or FB international partner selection research, but to first present some central tenets of the philosophical assumptions underlying a research, plus discuss basic premises that should be taken into consideration when investigating FB international partner choices. 
Philosophical assumptions within different philosophical perspectives
Understandings or explanations of a phenomenon emerge through an examination of the philosophical or else meta-theoretical assumptions underlying them, namely, ontological assumptions (the nature of reality and being) and epistemological assumptions (how we come to know about what exists). These assumptions are starting points that determine how an inquiry is to be practiced, and give rise to different philosophical perspectives, termed also as philosophical paradigms (for more see Guba & Lincoln, 1994). These different philosophical perspectives can be placed along a continuum ranging from objectivist to subjectivist approaches to social science (Cunliffe, 2011). In particular, objectivist assumptions view reality as “a concrete given, something that is external to, imposing itself on, and even determining individual behavior” (Cunliffe, 2011, p. 649). Objectivist assumptions suggest that knowledge is similarly ‘‘real’’ in the sense of having observable and measurable regularities, laws, and patterns. Research approaches such as positivism and functionalism are inspired by an objectivist ontology and epistemology (see also Figure 1). 
-----------------------------------
Insert Figure 1 about here
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On the other hand, subjectivist assumptions suggest that reality is “a projection of human imagination; humans are autonomous, give meanings to their surroundings, and are creative” (Cunliffe, 2011, p. 649). Subjectivist assumptions suggest that knowledge is personal and experiential; a human world is never a world of itself, yet it is an experienced world (Lamb et al., 2009). Subjectivists’ assumptions constitute the philosophical underpinnings of constructivism or interpretivism (for more see also Burrell & Morgan, 1979; Guba & Linkoln, 1994).
Critical realism borrows from both objectivist and subjectivist assumptions in that it acknowledges the existence of the mind-independent reality which is only imperfectly apprehensible through observations (Sayer, 1992). Critical realism adheres to a stratified layered ontology that encloses three levels, namely: the real, the actual and the empirical. The real consists of mechanisms, i.e., “the ways of acting of things” (Bhaskar 1975, p. 14). These mechanisms are produced by social structures (e.g. a single organisation) and when activated, they generate phenomena at the level of actual and which may or may not be observed at the level of empirical (Bhaskar, 1978; Sayer, 2004; Reed, 2005; Easton, 2010). The three domains are nested such that the events, i.e. “a specific happening or action resulting from the enactment of one or more mechanisms” (Wynn & Williams, 2012, p. 792) in the domain of the actual that occur, are not necessarily perceived as experiences in the domain of the empirical. Similarly there are mechanisms which exist in the domain of the real but that are not activated, or are activated but neutralised by other mechanisms, and thus do not produce events in the domain of the actual (see also figure 2).
-----------------------------------
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It is not the case that the real or the actual cannot be observed, but simply that it may not always be capable of being observed. Knowledge is “mediated”; knowledge is subjective and influenced by the context of the situation, namely: the individuals’ experiences and perception and the social environment (Ponterotto, 2005; Wynn & Williams, 2012). 
Metaphorically speaking, critical realists highlight that the world (reality) is like an iceberg and we only see “the tip of an iceberg but that doesn't mean that the invisible three-quarters are not there or are not connected to what we see” (Easton et al., 2010, p. 123). An analytic discussion follows in which basic premises that should be taken into consideration when investigating FB international partner selection are presented. 

Basic premises of FBs international partner selection
According to the theoretical framework of Dwyer et al. (1987) business relationships unfold in five phases: 1) awareness, 2) exploration, 3) expansion, 4) commitment, and 5) dissolution, while Andersen and Buvik (2002) highlight that partner choices are made after the exploration phase. 
In particular, in the awareness phase, the seller or buyer is searching for a number of feasible international exchange partners (Dwyer et al., 1987). A number of information sources may be used in the identification of potential partners, including those in existing business’ networks (Andersen & Buvik, 2002). After having gathered enough information about each potential partner, firms get into the exploration phase, a search and trial phase in relational exchange which includes five sub-processes, namely: 1) attraction, 2) communication and bargaining, 3) development and exercise of power, 4) norm development and 5) expectation development (for more see Dwyer et al., 1987). In this exploration phase firms filter out the less desirable partners (Andersen & Buvik, 2002). This means that in this phase decision makers have already seen the alternatives (the possible candidates) and proceed to the evaluation process by searching for the most desirable partner.
Research in social psychology has highlighted that individuals select those candidates who seem most desirable to them and links social desirability with attraction (Taylor et al., 2011). In business terms, a firm will search for potential partners that are perceived to be attractive (Scanzoni, 1979). This does not mean that a partner will be selected due to attraction but a firm will select a partner from those partners who are most attractive to. The resulting number of potential partners after this process can be characterized as the firm’s consideration set, i.e. the set of potential partners for the firm to choose from. The decision then will be taken by individuals (e.g., family owners or non-family managers within the FB), who interpret, give meaning and make causal explanations on partner characteristics and behaviours (Mohr & Spekman, 1994) of the most attractive business partners (Eberly et al., 2011).
Taking the aforementioned discussion into account it seems that in order to provide a holistic understanding of how FBs choose their international partners, researchers should focus not only on the reflections and descriptions of FBs decisions, but also on the causes that drives international partner choices.

CRITISISM OF THE MAJOR PHILOSHOPHICAL APPROACHES IN FB INTERNATIONAL PARTNER SELECTION RESEARCH: TOWARDS A CRITICAL REALISM APPROACH
In this section we first outline the positivist and constructivist approaches to FB international partner selection research and above all, we propose critical realism as the best potentially promising perspective to FB international partner selection research.
Criticism of the positivist approach
Most FB international partner selection research operates within the positivist research tradition. The most popular positivist objective measures of partner selection used in FB internationalisation research include FBs’ behavioural and organisational characteristics. Behavioural characteristics constitute for instance attributes of partners (e.g., independence) while organisational characteristics include structural attributes (e.g., Arregle et al., 2012; Eberhard & Craig, 2013). Concentrating on both behavioural characteristics and organisational characteristics, positivist studies mostly aim to capture the typical individual value in FBs relationship building activities, which play a central role in their strategic decisions. For example the work of Arregle et al. (2012) on how external parties (e.g., board directors) in governance serve as a catalyst for FB internationalisation has provided researchers with a way to conceptualise and measure the differences between owners and external managers in complex strategic decisions. 
Despite the simple and standardized measures used, FB international partner selection is mainly seen as overly simplistic and static. Researchers within this tradition cannot provide a holistic understanding and an explanation of a phenomenon rather they should reduce the phenomenon under investigation (e.g., FB international partner selection) in to smaller partial dimensions (e.g., international partner selection and ownership) to accommodate parsimonious causal relationships that can be empirically tested. The researcher randomly assigns a large sample of prospective FB. The goal of the study is to identify one set of results (one true social reality) that can be generalizable to a larger population. 
However positivism pays insufficient attention to the true depth of social reality and its causal mechanisms that drive FBs to select a foreign partner. Social and complex phenomena such as FB international partner choices cannot be explained by observable actions or events only. According to Arregle et al (2012) FBs’ strategic decisions, including relationship building activities, represent simplifications of complex and changing environmental conditions, and should be complemented with more qualitative based work to facilitate an in-depth understanding (Arregle et al., 2012). 
Partner selection is a strategic decision, inherent in a relationship building process, which involves a great deal of uncertainty and complexity (Schwenk, 1984). The choice of partners is complex because decision makers are typically faced with numerous alternative candidates that can be evaluated on numerous more or less uncertain dimensions (Jensen & Roy, 2008). A decision maker should identify the problem (e.g., the need for finding an exclusive representative), see the alternatives (e.g., the possible candidates for exclusive partnership relationships) and evaluate/select the most appropriate partner (Schwenk, 1984; Andersen & Buvik, 2002). 
The role of individual personal characteristics and/or interpretations during this decision making process is extremely important, since they are highly likely to affect all strategic decisions (Child & Hsieh, 2014), including FB international partner choices. For example family dimensions, including FBs stewardship behaviour, socio-emotional wealth, the individual unit, the family and changes in succession, may influence the interpretations and causal explanations on partner characteristics. Moreover, the individuals decision makers’ perceptions might change through time (de Farias, 2009). For example, recent research suggest that FBs are usually driven by responding to immediate situational demands or environmental changes which encourage them to take decisions to develop international relationships (Plakoyiannaki et al., 2014). Nevertheless after their first initial entrance in a foreign market, FBs are shown to adopt a more proactive stance towards the establishment of relationships (Kontinen & Ojala, 2011; Plakoyiannaki et al., 2014). Changes might occur within a company’s business network as well. For example a FB may change their initial international partner during its internationalisation process. A positivist approach constrains researchers to identify, conceptualise and describe those changes that might occur during the FB internationalisation process. 
Above all, positivists address “what the reality is” rather than “what is ought to be”. Nevertheless what is real, is much more than what we can see and experience (Archer et al., 2013; Mingers, 2004). What we observe about a phenomenon does not provide us with answers of what causes this phenomenon to happen and if we search to find solutions to real problems within organisations, we should search for the causes. Positivism reduces reality to a human conjunction of cause with effect and has little regarding the mechanisms which link them (Wynn & Williams, 2012). However, to better understand and explain social and complex phenomena such as FBs international partner decisions and choices we need to focus on the “entities” that have innate or “causal” powers, and understand the mechanisms that drive partner choices. Such entities can be ideas, beliefs, structures or anything else that has causal power (Fleetwood 2005). For example, “empathy” can be the tendency of an entity – in this case the international relationship- that in specific circumstances can affect an outcome and thus form the basis for a causal explanation. Empathy in FBs is linked with the preservation of their socio-emotional wealth, and can lead to changes in the objectivity of judgment (Goel et al., 2012). FBs who feel empathy for another partner are more likely to act altruistically and for instance preserve a relationship with an international partner, even when they could easily avoid the responsibility this decision may engender (e.g., a preservation of a non-beneficial relationship may result in loss of resources). 
Overall, the naïve realism ontology and objectivistic epistemology, guides but also constrains researchers working within positivists approaches to identify, conceptualize, describe and explain a complex phenomenon such as FB international partner selection in a holistic manner (Jack et al., 2010; Welch et al., 2011).

Criticism of the constructivist approach
The constructivist approach to FB international partner selection stresses that the individuals (e.g., key decision-making actors) experiences and interpretations can lead to an understanding or explanation of a phenomenon. For example, a recent work by de Farias et al. (2009) on global business partnering among FBs, focuses on the different realities experienced by exporters, to understand FBs internationalisation process. However networking phenomena like FB international partner selection cannot be explained with reference to human interpretations and individual experiences only; structural aspects of FBs’ international networks also matter. For example FBs and/or the international partner may be parts of larger networks. Thereby, they may also have secondary functions with other businesses, for example with other local or foreign customer or supplier firms which may in turn influence the entire international business network and the selection of a partner. When investigating international partner selection, one should focus on the conjuncture forces that cause the event (e.g., the selection) to happen. A constructivist approach neglects structural characteristics of the FBs, such as the structural character of partners’ interactions (c.f. Jack et al., 2010). 
In addition, although the constructivist tradition highlight how individuals act (Lamb et al., 2009) (e.g., how they understand a success of a relationship), it cannot provide us with an understanding on what caused an action to happen (e.g., what drive a success of the relationship). A causal explanation is one that identifies entities (e.g., an altruistic behaviour of a family owner) plus the mechanisms (e.g., network closure) that connect them (e.g., Kontinen & Ojala, 2012), and combine causes to events (Easton, 2010; Wynn & Williams, 2012). However, the subjective epistemology inherent in the constructivist approach denies the objective reality of the world, hence rejecting the idea of causal explanations and hence, causality. Even moderate versions of constructivists (Järvensivu & Törnroos, 2010), cannot explain partner selection given that they do not accept a single objective reality, rather they take into account the multiple, constructed based realities.
Overall, to provide a holistic understanding of FBs complex strategic decisions such as international partner choices, researchers should first understand the source of FBs’ causal tendencies (meaning that they should first understand the complex and dynamic phenomena of FBs) and identify the causal mechanisms (components of structure, the variations in contextual influences and other potentially activated mechanisms) which interact to produce the choice of a partner. Given the limitations inherent in the assumptions underlying the aforementioned traditions, both an understanding and a causal explanation of how FBs select their partners in the international arena is constraining. It seems that the most appropriate scientific approach that can provide a more detailed understanding and a causal explanation of the FBs partner selection phenomenon is the critical realism approach.

Towards a critical realist approach to FBs international partner selection research
It is often not recognized that there are problems within the philosophies—of science and of social science—themselves. As we have already mentioned in the previous section, in networking research positivism has been critiqued about neglecting agency, whereas constructivism sacrifice the structural components which influence FBs in their actions. Nevertheless, critical realism has the potential to offer a way of resolving most of these issues. Hence we suggest that it is a consistent and coherent underpinning philosophy for the study of FBs international partner selection.
As formulated by Bhaskar (1975) and extended by others (e.g., Sayer et al., 1992; Archer, 1995), critical realism philosophical tradition is a type of philosophy of science, which has developed in debate with a range of philosophical approaches. According to critical realism, the world is seen to consist of human agents and social structures, i.e. configurations of causal mechanisms, powers, rules, relations, resources, positions, and practices (Fleetwood, 2005). The structures constitute the real entities we seek to investigate in a specific contextual situation, and can be part of a larger structure, or may contain a number of component substructures (Wynn & Williams, 2012). For example a structure may be a single organisation and a substructure the partner relationships in it. 
Critical realism is well suited to the study of FB international partner selection for mostly two reasons: First, as we explicitly refer to the previous section, a holistic understanding and explanation of FBs international partner choices, includes a simultaneous focus on FBs structural components and agency; both structure and human agency should not be viewed in isolation when investigating such FBs international networking decision and choices. Structure is very important in research on FBs international partner since structure guides as how actions of FBs are performed (cf. Jack et al., 2010). Nevertheless, it should be recognized that it is the agents (humans) who produce and/or reproduce this structure by means of their activities. 
Second, the FB international partner selection phenomenon in itself has a stratified ontology to invite a critical realist approach; partner choices result from the causal mechanisms that are inherent in the individuals’ decision making process when they building international relationships (Schwenk 1984; Andersen & Buvik, 2002). In each phase of the relationship building process and sub-processes of FBs, (Dwyer et al., 1987) there are one or more mechanisms that are activated within a FB which produce the events to occur. These mechanisms are influenced by the family owner idiosyncrasies (e.g., socio-emotional preservation tendencies, succession, management etc.) plus the social environment (their existing social and business networks) (see also Figure 3).
-----------------------------------
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These mechanisms when activated they produce an event (e.g., attraction), yet they are not always activated. Rather they are activated under specific contextual conditions. In a FB context, explanations may emerge behind the complexity of FBs’ dynamic phenomena such as stewardship behaviour, control mechanisms, socio-emotional wealth preservation tendencies, succession and management. 
While a constructivist approach would allow a richer and a more in-depth investigation of FBs with the possibilities of capturing the FBs complex dynamics when they select a foreign partner, it would tackle especially why and how FBs international partner selection is as it is and not as it should be. Similarly a positivist approach would allow identification of causal relationships, but with sacrificing the context and the important role of the human agency. Nevertheless, the stratification of reality inherent in the critical realist perspective enables FBs researchers to look for causes (contrary to regularities) in actors’ perceptions and interpretations and note discrete events, while at the same time they should question what causes them to happen (Easton, 2010).
Apart from the existence of an independent and a stratified (layered) reality comprised of structures, mechanisms, experiences and events, critical realism is based on the assumption of an open systems perspective (Wynn & Williams, 2012). In particular, critical realists view reality as an open system (Bhaskar, 1998) that is beyond our ability to control directly, thus do not allow for prediction. Social systems or complex phenomena, like FBs international partner selection, cannot adequately be constrained in the real world as can be done with laboratory experiments (Wynn & Williams, 2012). Each event, (e.g., a choice) is not only dependent on the causal powers available within a social structure (e.g., a family owners’ empathy towards an international partner), but also on the continuously changing contextual conditions (e.g., changes in the ownership when the next generation takes up the reins) and the evolving properties of components within the structure. As mechanisms are enacted, the structure is modified as a result of their effects (Archer, 1995) making constant contextual conditions a rare exception. Instead, because the boundaries of social systems are typically permeable, we are unable to assume that the mechanisms that were enacted in FBs and/ or a given sector will generate the same events, if enacted in the future. In critical realism, the dynamic and variable reality of open systems shifts the focus onto identifying the tendency of mechanisms to act within a specific contextual environment at a specified time (Sayer, 1992).
To conclude, a critical realist approach to FB international partner selection seeks to understand what are the underlying structures and mechanisms that produce the choice of the international partner. This requires going beyond subjective interpretations of key decision-making actors differences to discover their hidden generative mechanisms. The aim is to produce a context-sensitive and dynamic approach to FB international partner selection.

A CRITICAL REALIST CASE STUDY APPROACH
In a FBs international networking research, which aims to understand and generate causal explanations of the international strategic partner choices, a critical case study research is ideally matching (cf. Easton, 1995; 2010). The reason is threefold: First of all, critical realism and case study research make a good fit allowing both on understanding and explanation (Easton, 2010). Critical realist case studies seek to identify causal generative mechanisms that do not function on a general level, rather they focus on deep descriptions of the phenomena and develop explanations for the way things act and how they are capable of doing so (Wynn & Williams, 2012). The aim is to provide a “contextualised explanation” of why and how events are produced (Welch et al., 2011, p. 752). This is a method of theorizing when conducting case studies and it is extremely important, since it can enable case study researchers to generate causal explanations that preserve contextual richness. Some of the rest methods of theorizing when conducting case studies, namely, inductive-theory building, natural experiment and interpretive sensemaking, can generate explanations, yet with sacrificing the context (Welch et al., 2011). Context is extremely important when investigating FBs choices since decision making actors operate within already existing social actors (e.g., social networks) and explanations cannot be based on family owners and/or managers’ intentionality and agency only. In such a research, the context can be the FBs international business network. A business network is defined as “a set of two or more exchange relationships between business firms that are conceptualised as collective actors” (Anderson et al., 1994, p. 2). Researchers aiming at understanding these dyadic business relationship building activities among partners should give attention to the embedded context within dyadic relationships take place since partners interactions with other networking partners may influence FBs’ actions (see also previous section). The network settings extend without limits through connected relationships, making any business network boundary arbitrary (Anderson et al., 1994). This highlights the need to examine the FBs’ international business network context, by focusing on the FBs’ “network horizons”, i.e. the part of the network within a horizon that the FB considers relevant (Anderson et al., 1994, p. 4). 
Second, FB international partner selection is a complex phenomenon; in FBs networking activities, there are several components interacting simultaneously (e.g., family owner’s stewardship behaviour, changes in succession, etc.). A critical case study research can capture the dynamics and complexities of FBs when selecting international partners since critical realist case study researchers will look for and note discernible events while at the same time inquire what causes them to happen (Easton, 2010).
Finally, inquiries into causal generative mechanisms require an “intensive” research strategy (Sayer, 1992, p. 242), hence case study is ideally matched to a critical realist epistemology (Easton, 2010; Welch et al., 2011). An intensive research strategy typically involves a single case study or multiple cases of phenomena in their contextual contexts (Sayer, 1992; Emmel, 2013). Although the use of a single case study would allow tracing a range of causal mechanisms that drive FBs international partner selection and develop idiographic explanations (Tsoukas, 1989), the choice of multiple cases can make possible to identify the subtle similarities and differences of causal mechanisms within a collection of cases, in their naturalistic context (Piekkari et al., 2009). 
The selection of rich data from multiple sources of evidence enables the researcher to decide between alternatives. As Easton (2010) has defined, case research is “a research method that involves investigating one or a small number of social entities or situations about which data are collected using multiple sources of data and developing a holistic description through an iterative research process” (Easton, 2010, p. 119). We suggest that researchers can use data other than only interviews. For example the use of secondary materials (such as company archival data) can be helpful in understanding the history of the FB, in forming historical case studies and in understanding the circumstance behind events. 
Summarizing, it is worth noting that the logic of the case becomes a matter of putting forward alternative causal mechanisms. These mechanisms are investigated further to select the best, i.e. the one which are most consistent with the data and which would seem to inform the relevant theory. Critical realists will employ retroduction, i.e. “the mode of inference in which events are explained by identifying mechanisms which are capable of producing them” (Sayer, 1992, p. 107). Retroduction is a backward process that helps researchers to move from a conception of the phenomenon of interest to a conception of a different kind of mechanism which could have generated the given phenomenon. Generalizations may emerge, but these generalizations are contingent and limited, formed via the specification of causal mechanisms and the contextual conditions under which they operate.  
This type of approach has the potential to provide researchers in the FB international networking research with new perspectives for understanding the uniqueness of FBs when selecting foreign partners and their strategic behaviour more broadly. Thereby, aspects such as socio-emotional wealth, stewardship behaviour and managerial issues in the formation of FBs network ties can be understood in more detail and more contextually to increase the potential of the critical case study to contribute to FB theorizing (Dawson & Hjorth, 2012; Kontinen & Ojala, 2012). 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS
By building on the philosophical assumptions of critical realism, the aim of this paper was to find the most appropriate philosophical perspective to FB international partner selection research. The paper argued that previous research within positivist and constructivist traditions is lacking contextual understanding of underlying structures and mechanisms that produce complex decisions like FBs international partner selection. The critical realism perspective has the potential to overcome difficulties inherent in the two extremes and enrich the FBs internationalisation field via deeper understanding of causal mechanisms that generate international partner choices. Critical realism offers value both in its own terms and in complementing the predominant approaches, by capturing dynamics and complexities of FBs and focusing on contextual explanations of international phenomena. 
While a constructivist approach would allow a richer and a more in-depth investigation of FBs with the possibilities of capturing their sensemaking process and the complex dynamics of their international relationships, it would tackle especially why and how FBs international partner selection is as it is and not as it should be. To this end, we highlight that a critical realist approach will allow researchers not only to understand the complexity of such dynamic phenomena, but also it will allow asking what causes those phenomena to happen (Easton, 2010).
In methodological terms, we recommend a consideration of the potential of critical realist case study research in FB international networking activities. Such an approach would contribute to the development of a contextual explanation of FBs; international partner selection, which responds to calls for the examination of the context and its limitations (Kontinen & Ojala, 2012; Eberhard & Craig, 2013). A critical realist approach to case study research will allow researchers fleshing out the influence of context in theorizing FBs international partner selection and FBs internationalisation phenomena more broadly. 
Although we propose the critical realism as an appropriate underpinning philosophy of science for the study of FB international partner selection research, researchers adopting this philosophical perspective may face some challenges. First of all, the selection of the case is very important; cases should be representative of the phenomena researchers are trying to explain. Moreover the results are not necessarily generalizable across multiple settings, thereby case selection should not be made based on this basis. The emphasis is on the precisely and detailed focused study of a limited number of cases in a specific context, in an attempt to build an explanatory theory that matches as closely as possible the empirical facts (Sayer, 1992; Wynn & Williams, 2012). Second, the results should be interpreted cautiously; the explanation researchers will select as the most likely cause of the phenomenon consists of the set of mechanisms which interact to generate the most accurate representation of the “real world” given our existing knowledge. Third, the investigation of structures and their generative powers at the real domain, based on rich, heterogeneous data is demanding for critical realist researchers; they should not being blinded by a single theoretical perspective.
Overall, we suggest that the incorporation of critical realism in the research agenda of FB internationalisation research will move the field towards a more pluralistic future in the study of FBs international networking phenomena.
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APPENDIX
Figure 1: Ontology, epistemology and major paradigmatic perspectives (adapted from Järvensivu & Törnroos, 2010)
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Figure 2: The stratified reality (adapted from Bhaskar 1975, p. 13)
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Figure 3: Relationship building process & influential dimensions (combined from Dwyer et al., 1987; Andersen and Buvik, 2002)
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