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FROM THE EDITORS

NEW WAYS OF SEEING: PITFALLS AND OPPORTUNITIES IN
MULTILEVEL RESEARCH

Researchers once lamented the paucity of multi-
level theory, models, and research in the literature
(e.g., O’Reilly, 1990; Staw, 1984), but now manage-
ment journals are replete with such studies. Around
a decade ago, Hitt, Beamish, Jackson, and Mathieu
(2007) noted that about a quarter of recent manage-
ment publications were multilevel—undoubtedly,
the trajectory remains positive. The proliferation
may provide support for the adage that “the squeaky
wheel gets the grease,” but it likely also reflects the
field’s desire to develop more comprehensive,
context-rich theory and findings. Moreover, the
availability of “how to” volumes for developing
multilevel theory and analyzing the associated data
(e.g., Johns, 2001, 2006; Kozlowski & Klein, 2000),
as well as the widespread availability of accessible
statistical packages, contributes to the movement.
The shift is both symbolic and substantive. The
multilevel context—once treated as an unknown or
messy source of error variance that needed to be
controlled—is frequently at theheart of theorizingon
a variety of topics. This is perhaps most evident in
the teams literature (see Mathieu, Maynard, Rapp, &
Gilson, 2008, for a review) where multilevel studies
examine direct cross-level effects as well as contex-
tual moderators that influence lower-level processes
andoutcomes (e.g., Yu&Zellmer-Bruhn, 2018).1 But,
the influence is apparent in other streams as well,
including strategic human resource management
(Ployhart,Weekley,&Ramsey,2009), emotions (Scott,
Barnes, & Wagner, 2012), social networks (Brass,
Galaskiewicz, Greve, & Tsai, 2004), and many others.

Management researchers frequently import ideas
from the basic disciplines of psychology, sociology,
political science, anthropology, andeconomics. This
fact is much to the chagrin of some (e.g., concerning
a lack of distinct disciplinary foundation), but to the
delight of others (e.g., in respect of multidisciplinary
richness andalternative views) (see Shaw,Tangirala,
Vissa, & Rodell, 2018). Regardless of opinion, mul-
tilevel research has played an important role in

helping management, as a field, to distance itself
from foundational theories that existed originally at
different levels within the basic disciplines (for an
example, see Sparrowe, Liden, Wayne, & Kraimer,
2001). Moreover, management theorists are adept at
taking constructs originating at one level—whether
borrowed from a basic discipline or formulated in
situ—and developing constitutive definitions and
associated empirical evidence for examination at
other levels (e.g., Knight, Menges, & Bruch, 2018; Yu
& Zellmer-Bruhn, 2018). When executed effectively,
multilevel research can further enhance the stature
of management research among social science re-
searchers, by generating insights about uniquely
organizational phenomena that are central to our
understanding of organizations. The resulting theo-
ries, constructs, and insights are unlikely to be gen-
erated by researchers in other disciplines who
typically theorizeandanalyzeat single levels (seealso
Heath & Sitkin, 2001). Managers, who have to deal
with the general messiness of organizing across in-
dividuals, teams, and departments, may be particu-
larly appreciative of research that helps them to think
about the consequences of what they do at one level
for outcomes at other levels.

Despite these success stories and opportunities,
building theory across levels also presents chal-
lenges. It is certainly more complicated than single-
level theory and, as a result, scholars conducting
multilevel research must be attuned to a wider array
of concerns. While we are certainly not the first, and
are unlikely to be the last, to discuss this topic, our
goal here is to summarize common pitfalls when it
comes to theorizing across levels, aswell as strategies
for avoiding those pitfalls. Before describing the
pitfalls and how to avoid them, though, we begin by
briefly defining three aspects of conducting multi-
level research.

MULTILEVEL ASPECTS IN
ORGANIZATIONAL RESEARCH

Organizational scholars have attended to multi-
level aspects in theorizing, measurement, and mod-
eling. “Theorizing” is concerned with explaining

1 We consider cross-level studies as a subset of multi-
level studies.
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what causes what and why. Multilevel theorizing
involves identifying and explaining how factors at
different levels affect outcome at a particular level.
These factors could be drawn from a combination of
lower-level, same-level, and/or higher-level con-
structs as that of the outcome. If the factors are at the
same level as the outcome, it is a single-level theo-
rization. But, if the level of at least one explanatory
factor differs from that of the outcome, it is consid-
ered multilevel theorizing. While our focus is on
multilevel theorizing, the impact and appropriate-
ness of theory is intricately connected to the unique
measurement and analysis issues inherent in multi-
level research.

Multilevel “measurement” has typically dealt with
how thepropertiesof ahigher-levelunit aremeasured
from the lower-level units (Chen, Mathieu, & Bliese,
2004; Kozlowski & Klein, 2000). The measures that
reside at the construct level and are measured at the
construct level are called “global unit properties”
(e.g., team size, firm sales, etc.), and these do not
constitute multilevel measurements. However, mea-
sures that reside at a construct level but are measured
at the lower level are multilevel measurements, and
have been labeled “emergent unit properties” by
Kozlowski andKlein (2000). They proposed two forms
of emergent unit properties: “compositional” and
“compilation” models of aggregating the lower-level
unit properties to the construct-level properties.

Multilevel “models” are estimatedwith techniques
capable of partitioning the variance atmultiple levels.
Typically, the data consist of observations ofmultiple
lower-level units that are nested in a higher-level unit.
Because nested data violate the assumptions inherent
in ordinary least squares regression, deriving in-
ferences from these data requires special consider-
ations. Accordingly,multilevel scholars have applied
various multilevel modeling techniques such as
hierarchical linear modeling, random coefficients re-
gression,mixed effectsmodeling,mixed determinants
modeling, random-effects or fixed-effectsmodeling, or
multilevel regression modeling.

COMMON PITFALLS AND OPPORTUNITIES

Multilevel research is prone to two broad types
of pitfalls. We label these as “failures to surface as-
sumptions” and “misalignment of different compo-
nents in a study,” and elaborate on them below.

Failure to Surface Assumptions

While examining and acknowledging stated and
unstatedassumptions arequite important for research

in general, these endeavors takes an even more
prominent position inmultilevel research.Multilevel
research is prone to issues arising from three forms of
failure to acknowledge assumptions.

Pitfall #1: Poorly chosen levels. The first form
of failure concerns the selection of levels to study.
Organizational phenomena comprise several dis-
tinct levels. Examples of these levels include intra-
individual, individual, team, project group, functional
division,businessunit, strategicbusinessdivision, and
organization, just to name a few. While some levels
may be too proximal to one another to offer additional
insights, some other levels may be too distant to one
another to provide meaningful influence without
consideration of intermediate levels. Gaps of this sort
can stem from an inability to properly identify distinct
levels or inadequate theorizing to explain fully why
one level is expected to influence another. Alterna-
tively, researchers may take inadequate steps in the
logic chain to explain why the level of focus provides
meaningful insight inwhat otherwisewouldbe seen as
too far removed from the focal level. Not properly
identifying and/or motivating which levels to include
in a studycouldmake it less impactful at best andmere
noise at worst.

To avoid this pitfall and find research opportuni-
ties, researchers should fully develop anoverarching
premise, grounded in theories from each level, to
support multiple and unique levels of theory. For
example, Joshi and Knight (2015) theorized about
group deference at the dyadic level in contrast to
research emphasizing deference as an individual-
level construct. They unpacked concepts from status
characteristics theory and demography to build
a meaningful dyadic and asymmetric view of defer-
ence within teams. A clear overarching premise of-
ten requires full exploration and explication of logic
in the “other” level—a level that may have been
implied or inferred in prior work but has not been
fully explicated. For example, Drazin, Glynn, and
Kazanjian (1999) extended the notion of multilevel
theorizing beyond lower-level units embedded in
proximal higher-level units (e.g., individuals within
teams) by offering theory about creativity consider-
ing large-scale, long-term, project-based contexts
and time. They dissected assumptions about level
within creativity research and applied a sensemaking
perspective to highlight a partial inclusion approach
to teams where individuals are simultaneously em-
bedded in multiple teams.

Pitfall #2: Lack of clear definitions for the level
of constructs. Multilevel research requires clear con-
ceptual definitions—the articulation and justification
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of the construct space and assumptions regarding the
appropriate level for each construct. Yet, researchers
often fail to do this. For example, “experience sam-
pling methodology” is becoming increasingly pop-
ular. This is a methodology in which data are
gathered from the same individuals at multiple
points in time, which allows researchers to model
within-person changes. Within-person changes are
often also predicted to depend on between-person
differences, resulting in amultilevel study (Curran &
Bauer, 2011). A common pitfall in experience sam-
pling methodology studies (and other types of re-
search) is a failure to explicitly conceptualize and
build theory regarding constructs that operate at the
within-person (lower) versus the between-person
(higher) level of analysis. Many times, reviewers are
surprisedwhen theMethod section reveals the use of
experience sampling methodology because the
within versus betweennature of each construct is not
explicit in the theory and hypotheses.

To avoid this pitfall, researchers should clearly
articulate the level at which each construct in
a study is conceptualized. Many constructs can be
conceptualized at different levels (e.g., within per-
son, between person, between group, etc.). If con-
ceptualized at the within-person level, it is important
to justifywhy the construct of interest is indeed likely
to fluctuate over time within the same person, and to
specify the timeperiod of likely fluctuation (e.g., does
the construct vary daily, weekly, monthly, etc.?).
Design considerations should then follow and show
consistency with the conceptual approach. Like-
wise, if conceptualized at the between-person level,
it is important to justify why the construct of interest
is indeed likely to vary between persons. This be-
comes particularly relevant in research done within
a single organization or unit. For example, it is im-
portant to justify why organizationally relevant con-
structs (e.g., engagement) are likely to be relatively
stable within person, but are likely to vary meaning-
fully among members of the same organization.
Finally, if aconstruct isconceptualizedat thebetween-
group level, it is important to justify why the
construct is likely to vary between groups, as well as
whether it is likely to be shared or also vary within
units.

Notably, although it is important to explicitly state
and justify the level at which constructs operate,
constructs can be meaningfully and fruitfully oper-
ationalized at different levels of analysis in different
studies. Nishii, Lepak, and Schneider’s (2008)
study provides an example of making a theoretical
contribution through conceptualizing a construct at

a new level of analysis. They argued that, whereas
much of human resource management research fo-
cuses on practices at the organizational level of
analysis, there is likely to be individual-level varia-
tion in reactions to those practices. On the one hand,
it is intuitive to believe that, if an organization or
work group has a given set of human resource man-
agement practices, all members should hold similar
reactions to those practices. Yet, Nishii, Lepak, and
Schneider (2008) convincingly theorized and found
that, in fact,members of the samework groups/units/
organizations form different perceptions of human
resource management practices, which in turn have
implications for organizational performance.

In summary, the decisions about the level of con-
ceptualizations and operationalizations should be
theory driven—at what conceptual level are con-
structs of interest likely to be relatively stable versus
variable. This is a critical first step, as identifying
the appropriate level at which to conceptualize con-
structs has implications for theoretical arguments
regarding the relationships among them.

Pitfall #3: Assuming homology. The third pitfall
involves theory integration from different levels.
Multilevel studies nearly always require integration
across theoretical levels. Theoretical logic for justi-
fying relationships in this multilevel theorization
may be drawn from theories that are developed in
single-level studies. Drawing and applying logic di-
rectly from these theories with few restrictions may
cause issues, as theunderlying assumptions for these
relationships may not hold across levels. Evenwhen
theories at different levels are homologous, the dy-
namics by which a construct at one level affects
the outcome at the same level may be different from
how it affects another outcome at a different level.
Multilevel scholars could avoid this pitfall by being
sensitive to or acknowledging the assumptions
inherent in theorizing at each distinct level and
explicitly reconciling the stated and unstated as-
sumptions at each level. For example, Yu and
Zellmer-Bruhn (2018) articulated well the different
processes involved in the impact of team mindful-
ness on conflict at the team level and on social
undermining at the individual level.

Misalignment of Different Components in a Study

Given that organizational research can be multi-
level with regard to three components—theory, mea-
surement, and analytical method—misalignment
among these components is another source of com-
mon pitfalls in multilevel research. Misalignment
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can take at least three forms: (1) the levels of the
theory and the measurement of constructs, (2) the
level of the theory and the analytical methods used,
or (3) the measurement of constructs and the ana-
lytical methods used may not be aligned. Aligning
theory with both measurement and analytical
methods is often more difficult than it appears,
and these types of misalignments are especially
common. We therefore elaborate on these pitfalls
below.

Pitfall #4: Misfit between theory and measure-
ment of constructs.Acommonpitfall is for studies to
theorize about multilevel constructs and processes,
but end up empirically employing constructs mea-
suredonly forhigher-level constructs. In essence, the
theorization is multilevel but the constructs are
measured at a single level. Additionally, aggregation
of data from a lower level to measure a higher-level
unit is also based on some underlying theory. For
example, Chan (1998) provided a model of five dif-
ferent ways in which lower-level units should be
aggregated, each of which implies different theoret-
ical assumptions about the nature of the higher-level
construct. It isnotuncommonformultilevel researchers
to employ these high-level measures without paying
close attention to the match between their theoriza-
tion and the theorization underlying their measures.
If they are mismatched, the empirical testing of their
theorization becomes invalid. Multilevel scholars
should pay explicit attention to the basis of aggre-
gation of a lower-level unit’s data to a higher-level
unit’s measure to make sure that it matches their
theorization. This aspect of matching also creates
opportunities for enriching our understanding of
phenomena.

Pitfall #5: Misfit between theory and analytical
methods. Multilevel data requires analysis that ac-
counts for the multilevel nature of the data. Some
research may theorize relationships at a single level
but end up using multilevel analytical methods.
While this in itself may not result in inaccurate
findings, this situation represents a missed oppor-
tunity for enrichingourunderstanding by employing
multilevel theorizing. Conversely, researchers may
put forward multilevel theorizing in a timid or im-
plicit fashion, fail to fully explicate the logic em-
bedded in the theorizing, and then use a single-level
analytical approach. For example, some studies that
employ theorization of Coleman’s boat model
(Coleman, 1990), which posits that actions/events at
one level lead to outcomes at that level via processes
at a lower level, do not empirically explore those
lower-level processes. Their empirical testing is

typically done at a single level with data collected
and analyzed at the level of the outcome of interest.
In these cases, researchers miss an opportunity to
fully explore multilevel conceptual implications
and affects due to methodological constraints.

CONCLUSIONS

Multilevel approaches provide important and in-
teresting opportunities to enrich our understanding
of organizational phenomena, but they should be
applied wisely. Some phenomena may be more
parsimoniously explained with single-level theoriz-
ing and testing. High-quality research involves many
tradeoffs and considerations—such as between par-
simony and completeness, elegance and contextual
richness, aswell asmanyother cogitations.Multilevel
lenses and techniques should be considered against
tradeoffs.Perils andpitfalls shouldbeweighedagainst
the value gained from increased complexity of the
study. The combination of the trendy tools and the
appropriate data can be quite impressive. But, if
amultilevel approach does not inform the domains in
which the research is embedded, and if there is not
a theoretically justified reason for the data structure
and analyses, the researcher’s efforts may be better
spent on other aspects of developing the research.
For example, daily diary studies (i.e., within- and
between-person levels) can be very informative, but
only when doing so helps answer a compelling con-
ceptual problem or puzzle that is unique to the nest-
ing, timing, or level of analysis issue.

Even with increased attention, multilevel theo-
rizing is a critical and still underexplored way of
seeing organizational problems. Our intention in
outlining common pitfalls associated with such
theorizingwas twofold. First, it provides researchers
with ahandy reference list of issues to considerwhen
conducting multilevel research. Researchers must
recognize that effectivemultilevel theorizing should
be born out of theoretically sound justifications and
from some problem or puzzle that doing so helps
solve or illuminate. Second, it provides scholars
with a list of opportunities for future multilevel re-
search. Every shortcomingwe have identified here is
an opportunity waiting to be explored to further our
understanding of phenomena and to advance theory.
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