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MANAGEMENT SUMMARY

Cultural distance is often used as a shortcut for deciding how a firm should enter a foreign market. The source

set supports a more conditional reading. Meyer, Estrin, Bhaumik, and Peng integrate institution‑based and

resource‑based views and show how greenfield investment, acquisition, and joint venture address different re-

source and market inefficiencies under different institutional conditions. Slangen and Hennart review why em-

pirical findings on greenfield versus acquisition can be inconsistent. Tihanyi, Griffith, and Russell's meta‑analysis

of 66 independent samples finds no significant overall direct relationships between cultural distance and its fo-

cal outcomes, while moderator analyses vary by context. This article turns the evidence into a synthetic mode‑fit

card. It does not select a market or prescribe an entry mode.

Keywords: Cultural distance · Institutional context · Entry-mode choice · Foreign-market selection · International market entry
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Cultural distance is often used as a shortcut for deciding how a firm should enter a foreign market.

The short answer is that cultural distance is one condition in an entry‑mode problem, not a universal choice rule.

Entry strategy also depends on the resources being sought, the institutions that support or constrain exchange,

the degree of control required, the integration task, and the evidence behind the estimate.

Meyer, Estrin, Bhaumik, and Peng integrate institution‑based and resource‑based views to explain foreign entry

strategies in emerging economies. They distinguish greenfield investment, acquisition, and joint venture as ways

to address different resource and market inefficiencies under different institutional conditions. Slangen and Hen-

nart review the determinants of greenfield versus acquisition entry and explain inconsistent findings through dif-

ferences in samples, contexts, and methods.

Tihanyi, Griffith, and Russell add a meta‑analytic boundary. Their synthesis combines 66 independent samples.

Overall regression results do not provide significant direct relationships between cultural distance and the focal

outcomes, while moderator analyses show that relationships vary by home‑country context and other study con-

ditions.

What operational problem must an international entry mode
solve?
An entry mode is not only a legal form. It is a way to access resources, coordinate activities, manage control, and

absorb or build local knowledge. The same mode can solve one problem and create another.

Table 1 What operational problem must an international entry mode solve?

Entry question What it keeps visible

Resource access Which tangible, intangible, or organizationally embedded resources
are needed?

Institutional fit Which market‑supporting conditions and inefficiencies shape the
choice?

Control Which decisions, standards, and risks require direct influence?

Integration Which local relationships, processes, and capabilities must be com-
bined?

Reversibility How costly is it to change the mode if assumptions fail?

Evidence Which study, sample, and moderator support the inference?

Table from this essay. Sources and interpretation are given in the article.

These questions create a richer decision boundary than “the cultures are far apart, so choose a partner” or “the

cultures are close, so build alone.”
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Table 1 The conditional entry-mode fit card

Synthetic fit question Greenfield Acquisition Joint venture

Primary access logic Build a new operating
configuration

Obtain existing and em-
bedded resources

Combine access, local
knowledge, and shared
control

Institutional question Can the firm build the
missing market links?

Can it integrate the ac-
quired relationships and
routines?

Which local partner closes
a resource or institutional
gap?

Control question Which standards must
be designed from the
start?

Which standards can be
changed without des-
troying value?

Which decisions require
explicit governance?

Cultural‑distance reading Not a standalone rule Not a standalone rule Not a standalone rule

Evidence boundary Fit depends on setting
and resources

Findings vary by sample,
context, and method

Fit depends on institu-
tions, resources, and part-
ner role

Author's synthetic decision framework grounded in Meyer et al. (2009), Slangen and Hennart (2007), and Tihanyi et al. (2005). The entries are illustrative
and do not select a real market or mode.

The card intentionally gives cultural distance the same row for all three modes. That is the point: distance can

shape the problem, but it does not decide the mode without the mechanisms and boundary conditions around it.

How do institutional environments and firm resources interact in
market entry?
Meyer and colleagues integrate institution‑based and resource‑based views rather than asking which one matters

more. The institution‑based view highlights the rules and market‑supporting conditions of the host economy. The

resource‑based view highlights what the entrant has, lacks, or needs to access.

Their argument is that entry modes address different inefficiencies under different institutional conditions. In

weaker institutional frameworks, joint ventures are more important for accessing resources. In stronger institu-

tional frameworks, joint ventures become less important while acquisitions can play a more important role in ac-

cessing intangible and organizationally embedded resources.

This is not a formula that maps one institutional score to one mode. It is a reminder that the mode has a job. If the

job is to reach resources that are locally embedded, ownership, partner access, integration capacity, and institu-

tional support all belong in the review.

Why do greenfield and acquisition performance findings diverge
empirically?
Slangen and Hennart review the empirical literature on the choice between greenfield and acquisition entry. They

compare theoretical perspectives and explain inconsistent findings through differences in samples, contexts, and

methodological choices. That observation matters beyond the specific choice they review.
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An average result can conceal distinct populations. A study of large multinationals may answer a different ques-

tion from a study of smaller entrants. A measure of intended control may differ from a measure of post‑entry in-

tegration. A cross‑sectional design may not observe the cost of building relationships or absorbing a target over

time.

The correct response to inconsistency is not to pick the result that supports a preferred mode. It is to write the

boundary:

Table 3 Why do greenfield and acquisition performance findings diverge empirically?

Evidence question Boundary to record

Who is entering? Firm resources, prior experience, and international footprint

Where? Institutional conditions and resource‑market inefficiencies

What is being accessed? Local relationships, assets, knowledge, or organizational routines

When is the choice observed? Pre‑entry intention, entry decision, integration, or performance

How is the mode measured? Legal form, ownership, control, or operational arrangement

Which result transfers? The relationship that matches the current decision and context

Table from this essay. Sources and interpretation are given in the article.

Why does cultural distance require organizational moderating vari-
ables?
Tihanyi, Griffith, and Russell meta‑analyze 66 independent samples on cultural distance, entry mode choice, in-

ternational diversification, and multinational‑enterprise performance. Their overall regression results do not

provide significant direct relationships between cultural distance and the three focal outcomes. Moderator ana-

lyses show that relationships vary by home‑country context and other study conditions.

This does not make cultural distance irrelevant. It changes the grammar of the claim. “Cultural distance causes

acquisition” is too strong. “The relationship may vary with context and study conditions” is closer to the evidence

boundary.

The moderator can be a clue to mechanism. A home‑country context may shape managerial experience or institu-

tional familiarity. Industry conditions may change the value of local knowledge. A mode‑specific integration bur-

den may make distance more consequential after entry than at the initial choice. These are questions to test, not

facts to import from the meta‑analysis without a matching design.

How should expansion teams conduct a mode‑fit diagnostic for
new markets?
Use this sequence before choosing a mode:

1 Name the resource or market inefficiency the entry must address.
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2 Describe the host institutions that support or constrain the solution.

3 Identify the control, integration, and local‑knowledge requirements.

4 Compare greenfield, acquisition, and joint venture against the same requirements.

5 State where cultural distance could alter the mechanism.

6 Identify the sample, context, and method behind the supporting evidence.

7 Define the reversible next step and the signal that would change the mode decision.

The final step prevents a mode choice from becoming an identity statement. The organization can treat the entry

mode as a hypothesis about access, control, and integration.

Which three common cultural distance assumptions should execut-
ives reject?
First, do not say that cultural distance chooses an entry mode. The source set supports conditional relationships,

not a universal mapping.

Second, do not treat greenfield, acquisition, and joint venture as interchangeable labels. They address different

resource, market, control, and integration problems.

Third, do not resolve inconsistent findings by averaging away the context. Samples, settings, and methods are

part of the explanation for why estimates differ.

For adjacent decisions, compare cultural distance by base country with mode-specific foreign-market fit.

Where are the empirical boundaries of cultural distance research?
Meyer et al. provide the institution‑based and resource‑based explanation, the different roles of greenfield, ac-

quisition, and joint venture, and the institutional boundary around those modes. Slangen and Hennart provide

the review of greenfield and acquisition determinants and the explanation of sample, context, and method differ-

ences. Tihanyi et al. provide the 66-sample meta‑analysis, its overall null direct relationships, and the moderator

warning. The fit card and review sequence are author‑owned translations. They do not select a foreign market or

recommend an entry mode.

https://isoglu.com/insights/journal/cultural-distance-changes-with-base-country/
https://isoglu.com/insights/journal/foreign-market-selection-should-compare-mode-specific-fit/


Cultural distance is not a universal entry-mode rule Page 7

REFERENCES

Meyer, K. E., Estrin, S., Bhaumik, S. K., & Peng, M. W. (2009). Institutions, resources, and entry strategies in emerging economies.
Strategic Management Journal, 30(1), 61-80. DOI

Slangen, A., & Hennart, J.-F. (2007). Greenfield or acquisition entry: A review of the empirical foreign establishment mode literat-
ure. Journal of International Management, 13(4), 403-429. DOI

Tihanyi, L., Griffith, D. A., & Russell, C. J. (2005). The effect of cultural distance on entry mode choice, international diversification,
and MNE performance: A meta‑analysis. Journal of International Business Studies, 36(3), 270-283. DOI

https://doi.org/10.1002/smj.720
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.intman.2007.08.001
https://doi.org/10.1057/palgrave.jibs.8400136


E N D  O F  E S S A Y

H O W  T O  C I T E  T H I S  E S S A Y

Isoglu, S. (2026, September 1). Cultural distance is not a universal entry-mode rule. Sinan

Isoglu.

https://isoglu.com/insights/journal/cultural-distance-is-not-a-universal-entry-mode-rule/

K E E P  R E A D I N G

Growth that compounds

What is cohort analysis? A stable entry event before a retention curve
https://isoglu.com/insights/journal/what-is-cohort-analysis/

Growth that compounds

What is CAC?
https://isoglu.com/insights/journal/what-is-cac/

Growth that compounds

One customer model cannot predict every outcome
https://isoglu.com/insights/journal/one-customer-model-cannot-predict-every-outcome/

Sinan Isoglu, MBA (Quantic)

Commercial growth leader, lecturer and doctoral researcher

© 2026 Sinan Isoglu · isoglu.com · All rights reserved

Online version: https://isoglu.com/insights/journal/cultural-distance-is-not-a-universal-entry-mode-rule/

https://isoglu.com/insights/journal/what-is-cohort-analysis/
https://isoglu.com/insights/journal/what-is-cac/
https://isoglu.com/insights/journal/one-customer-model-cannot-predict-every-outcome/

	abstract
	sec-1
	sec-2
	sec-3
	sec-4
	sec-5
	sec-6
	sec-7
	refs

