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Purpose: This study identifies how complex phenomena in real-world marketing challenges and oppor- 

tunities have been studied and reported since the introduction of Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA) 

as a methodology and set of data analysis and theory development tools in 1987. We provide insights 

into idea adoption journeys investigated by marketing researchers and published in A 

∗ and A-ranked 

Marketing Journals (ABDC list). This article discusses the application of diffusion of innovation theory to 

conceptualize the adoption of QCA as a research methodology in marketing. The study identifies some 

trends in the literature, and outlines opportunities for future research. We focus on four main research 

questions: 

RQ 1 : How quickly and thoroughly was QCA adopted as a theory-testing and theory-development method- 

ology by Marketing research scholars? 

RQ 2 : Focusing on A- and A ∗-ranked journals in marketing, who were the leading authors and editors in 

disseminating QCA and its variants as a methodology and set of technology-based tools? 

RQ 3 : Which marketing phenomena came under investigation using this methodology? 

RQ 4 : Which of the variants of QCA (csQCA, mvQCA or fsQCA) are most used in studying marketing phe- 

nomena? 

Design/methodology/approach: We provide a theoretically informed structural analysis of published mar- 

keting research studies using the Idea Journey theoretical framework, drawing on academic analysis and 

insights published in 216 marketing-related articles across 36 A and A 

∗ marketing journals listed in the 

Scopus database. 

Findings: QCA as a methodology and a set of tools is not yet firmly established in academic marketing 

literature. In general, single articles appeared in a few top marketing journals over the 30-year period 

(1987–2018) covered by this study. The highest proportion of articles appeared in the Journal of Business 

Research , where the editor acted as an advocate and consciously and actively promoted the use of the 

method to study social phenomena. Of the 287 papers uncovered in the structured literature review of 

marketing journals, only 216 were about marketing phenomena. The remaining articles covered topics 

ranging from management to innovation and social media, which were somewhat related, but not pure 

marketing. Furthermore, the locus of research covered by the current marketing/QCA literature lies at 

meso-levels and micro-levels. This reveals opportunities for future research to explore marketing phe- 

nomena at a more macro level, and to revisit outdated marketing theories or adapted social scientists’ 

understandings of current phenomena. 

Research limitations/implications: The paper identifies gaps in the stages of adoption of QCA as a research 

methodology and a set of tools in reporting idea journeys investigating modern marketing phenomena 

that have not previously been covered by the extant academic literature. It suggests some research areas 

that need to be addressed to help inform improvements in policy and practice. A key limitation is that it 
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1. Introduction 

The complexity of marketing phenomena and marketing the-

ories used to explain marketplace activities and scaffold practice

and practitioners’ decisions has been increasing exponentially over

the last three decades ( Brynjolfsson, Hu and Rahman, 2013; Del-

laert and Stremersch, 2005; Sinclair and Agyeman, 2005 ). Several

factors, including the rise of global brands; multi-cultural commu-

nities with diverse demographic compositions; technological ad-

vancements to aid global communication networks; and interna-

tional supply chains that enable global distribution, have added to

this complexity. 

Several scholars offer advice on how to deal with complex,

multi-factor, macro-societal phenomena ( Fiss, 2011; Gilovich, 1991;

Gigerenzer, 1991; Kan, Adegbite, El Omari, and Abdellatif, 2016;

Kent 20 09a, 20 09b; Wagemann and Schneider, 2010; Woodside,

2013 ), and urge researchers to use appropriate tools to ensure

quality research ( Ragin 1994 ) that adheres to principles of fit and

predictive validity ( Marx and Dusa 2011; Kan, Adegbite, El Omari,

and Abdellatif, 2016 ). Woodside (2010) advocates that researchers

should test the quality of research results against three criteria:

knowledge generalization (predictive validity); accuracy (coverage

and fit of the theory to the phenomenon); and complexity (mar-

keting phenomena may have multiple causal or explanatory paths).

Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA) is proposed as a

method that addresses some of the criticisms of both quali-

tative ( Woodside, Ko and Huan, 2012 ) and quantitative stud-

ies ( Greckhamer, Misangyi, Elms, and Lacey, 2008; Kent, 2009a,

2009b ) by achieving high levels of generalizability and accuracy

( Woodside, 2010 ). “(QCA) is a new analytic technique that uses

Boolean algebra to implement principles of comparison used by

scholars engaged in the qualitative study of macrosocial phenom-

ena” ( Ragin, 1994 , p. x). QCA as a research method and a set of

analytical tools is a useful analytical method for cross-case anal-

ysis ( Miles and Huberman, 2003 ) that focuses on the complexity

that characterizes the cases under investigation, thus confirming

Fiss’s (2007) proposition that it is a helpful tool to reduce research

limitations and the misuse of methods. “QCA helps to highlight the

asymmetric nature (i.e., positive or negative instances of a manage-

ment phenomenon that the same determinants cannot explain), as

well as the configurational (i.e., positive or negative instances of a

management phenomenon that isolated determinants do not ex-

plain) and causal complexities (i.e., management phenomenon de-

terminants that link with complementarity and/or substitutability

relations which vary according to the context) of a management

phenomenon” ( Kan et al., 2016 , p. 1462). As QCA “sits midway be-

tween exploration and hypothesis-testing research” ( Kent, 2005 , p.

226), and was originally designed to analyse between 5 and 50

cases ( Woodside and Baxter, 2013 ), it is suited to the study of com-

plex social and organizational phenomena. 

A study by Rihoux et al. (2013 , p. 182) notes that “QCA has

entered over the past few years, a phase of mainstreaming in

quite a few disciplines”, referring to political science and sociology,

and confirms that management studies have become the discipline
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ademic journal articles, and only from A-ranked journals in a single qual-

tudy provides opportunities for considerable future developments – even

wider-ranging literature review. In addition, a study that considers how

arketing theory over the last three decades may be a positive prompt for

o the research community. 

tends both methodology and marketing research by reconciling insights

terature, and highlights the dynamics and interrelationships in the extant

form potential improvements in research and practice by identifying gaps

ve not been covered by the extant academic literature. 

ealand Marketing Academy. Published by Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

ith the fastest uptake of QCA in recent years. This study investi-

ates to what extent QCA techniques are now recognized as valid

nd legitimate research techniques in their own right in the re-

pective marketing disciplines, as indicated by publications in A 

∗-

nd A-ranked journals (ABDC quality list). 

As QCA methods and technologies (see software and research

ids in Compasss, 2016 ) have now had over three decades (1987–

018) to be adopted, diffused and improved, this seems an oppor-

une time to analyse and reflect on the QCA methodology journey,

ith specific reference to marketing research. The structured anal-

sis of this study may help to identify the nature of the challenges

his new methodology, supported by new technology, has experi-

nced in the marketing discipline and offer marketing scholars in-

ights into knowledge gaps that require investigation. 

The main purpose of this study is to investigate the adoption

f QCA as a research methodology in marketing, and the role of

hought leaders and innovators in diffusing the methodology in the

arketing domain. The four questions this study seeks to under-

tand are: 

RQ 1 : How quickly and thoroughly was QCA adopted as a theory-

testing and theory-development methodology by Marketing re-

search scholars? 

RQ 2 : Focusing on A- and A 

∗-ranked journals in marketing, who

were the leading authors and editors in disseminating QCA

and its variants as a methodology and set of technology-based

tools? 

RQ 3 : Which marketing phenomena came under investigation using

this methodology? 

RQ 4 : Which of the variants of QCA (csQCA, mvQCA or fsQCA) are

most used in studying marketing phenomena? 

Answering these questions will help to promote valuable, useful

heories to relevant audiences to ensure QCA’s adoption. The thor-

ugh investigation will further aid new scholars, Ph.D. candidates

nd marketing research scholars to identify the gaps in theory test-

ng and theory development that require further investigations and

e-testing of theories to further the body of knowledge and con-

ribute to new marketing theories. 

To address these aims, the paper proceeds as follows.

ection 1 describes the specific role of QCA in researchers’ toolk-

ts. Section 2 provides a brief overview of recent reviews of

rganizational and management research using QCA techniques.

ection 3 explains the methods used to capture and analyse in-

ights from existing A-ranked marketing literature, using QCA, and

racks the idea adoption journey for QCA as a research methodol-

gy in marketing. The final section draws conclusions and proposes

n agenda for future research based on insights emerging from the

nalyses in this paper. 

. Overview of QCA as a methodology and a set of tools 

QCA is a method that combines qualitative and quantitative

ethods to study the relationship between multiple factors and a
e marketing theory adoption journey for studies using QCA as a 
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Fig. 1. Spectrum of research methodology. (Adapted from Jordan et al. (2011 , p.1161)). 
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pecific outcome. According to Rihoux and Grimm (2006 , p. 1), this

esearch strategy is more likely to result in “in-depth insight in the

omplexity of the cases, while still attempting to produce some

evel of generalization”. In contrast to net effect thinking, where

ach variable is considered to be able to affect the outcome, or the

evel of probability of the outcome, in isolation and regardless of

he other variables, QCA considers how combinations of conditions

nd case aspects affect the specified outcome. 

In addition, QCA techniques allow for different factors or causal

aths to lead to the same outcome, termed “conjunctural causa-

ion” ( Rihoux and Ragin, 2009 ). “Unlike more quantitative methods

hat are based on correlation, QCA seeks to establish logical con-

ections between combinations of causal conditions and an out-

ome, the result being rules that summarize the sufficiency be-

ween subsets of all of the possible combinations of the causal

onditions (or their complements) and the outcome. Each rule

s a possible path from the causal conditions to the outcome”

 Lambert and Fairweather, 2010 , p. 1). According to Rihoux and

rimm (2006 , p. 18), “By studying combinations of conditions, it is

ossible to unravel the conditions or contexts that enable or dis-

ble specific connections (e.g. between education and the avoid-

nce of poverty)”. 

QCA is both a research strategy and a set of research tools

 Jordan et al., 2011; Rihoux, 2006; Rihoux and De Meur, 2009 ) and

as developed by Ragin (1987) to bridge the divide between qual-

tative and quantitative approaches ( Woodside and Zhang, 2012 ).

see Fig. 1 for its positioning). As a research strategy, QCA (in-

luding csQCA, mvQCA and fsQCA) provides a middle ground be-

ween statistical analysis methods based on large-N studies (typ-

cally quantitative), which may lose the ability to examine causal

inks, and small-N case-oriented (typically qualitative) methods

 Gross, 2010; Jordan et al., 2011; Rihoux, 2006 ), with their limited

eneralisability. 

In essence, the technique involves understanding the interplay

etween variables or conditions, configurations of variables, and

 specific outcome (or absence of a specific outcome) ( Ragin,

987, 20 0 0 ). QCA differs from traditional qualitative research in

eeing causal relationships as complex, asymmetric and equifi-

al ( Wagemann and Schneider, 2007 ). The term equifinality refers

o multiple routes to certain outcomes ( Rihoux, 2006 ); different

ausal paths may lead to the same outcome ( De Meur and Ri-

oux, 2002 ). In other words, it allows for the possibility that the

henomenon can be explained by or result from several combina-

ions of antecedent conditions that are all capable of generating

he same outcome. 

QCA differs from standard statistical analysis in that sets, sub-

ets, unions and intersections of sets are not seen as correlated, or

s co-variables that result in quantifiable net effects, but as suf-

cient conditions to develop causal claims ( Ragin, 20 0 0, 20 08 ).

ccording to Jordan et al. (2011 , p. 1160), QCA is an appropriate

amily of configurational comparative methods to use when “the
 i  
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nderlying question is which of a combination of conditions trig-

er a given outcome”. QCA rejects permanent causality, but views

ausality as context- and conjuncture-sensitive ( Ragin, 1987 ) and

allows different configurations of cases conceived as combinations

f qualitative attributes” ( Ragin, 20 0 0 , p. 181). Information about

ntecedent conditions and outcomes is transformed into sets of

ariables by creating a calibrated set ranging between the two

hresholds of non-membership (0.0) and full membership (1.0).

CA researchers use theoretical information and arguments to cre-

te a calibrated set of membership and use intensive theoretical

nd collected knowledge of cases to determine which empirical ev-

dence to consider ( Wagemann and Schneider, 2010 ). 

. Extant records of the QCA journey in organizational studies 

nd management 

In pursuit of an answer to our research questions, our study

ound three inventory-type literature review articles. The first is an

rticle by Jordan et al. (2011) , which identified 338 journal articles

eferencing Ragin’s (1987) ground-breaking book The Comparative

ethod and QCA-related journal articles. Jordan et al. (2011) find

hat the majority of the articles published since Ragin’s founda-

ional work were in the fields of sociology (33%) and political sci-

nce (government and public administration: 30%). 

The second review study ( Rihoux, Álamos-Concha, Bol, Marx

nd Rezsöhazy, 2013 ) is a systematic mapping of published QCA

tudies ̶ using a very inclusive search of the Web of Science and the

OMPASSS database, covering approximately 313 peer-reviewed

ournal articles (2013, p. 176), and a total of approximately 900

ublications, including peer-reviewed journal articles, books, book

hapters, monographs, and various other publications. Rihoux et al.

2013 , p.176) conclude “that the broader use of QCA started to

ick up quite late after the publication of Charles Ragin’s seminal

olume (1987)… only from 2003 to 2004 onward”. Rihoux et al.

2013) surmise that the English textbook on the method ( Ragin,

009 ) as well as the availability of various software options (R

nd STATA), ensured a wider dissemination and adoption of the

ethodology (QCA) over various disciplines. In the early stages

f awareness, work from three core disciplines; political science

51%); sociology and anthropology (34%); and economics and man-

gement sciences (26%) appeared in peer-reviewed articles. It is

nly after 2007 that the QCA variates (derived from crisp set QCA

r csQCA) multi-variate QCA (mvQCA) and fussy-set QCA (fsQCA)

howed a sharp increase, responding to availability of the first

nglish textbook ( Rihoux and Ragin, 2009 ), various research aids

Compasss.org includes software) and training offered by a larger

ool of international instructors (German textbook and courses by

chneider and Wagemann in 2007). According to this review, the

rincipal field of study using QCA and its variants is still politi-

al science ( Rihoux et al., 2013 ), but the fastest-growing follower

s management studies, “not surprisingly because QCA appears
e marketing theory adoption journey for studies using QCA as a 
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f  
particularly well suited for many core management studies topics”

( Rihoux et al., 2013 , p. 177). 

The third review study focused on publications of studies in

Management, offering a critical review of all the uses of QCA in

management studies until February 2015 ( Kan et al., 2016 ). The

article structures the extant literature in management issues and

discusses how management research scholars use QCA to investi-

gate these issues. The value of Kan et al.’s (2016) review lies in

illuminating new knowledge production opportunities in manage-

ment scholarship. It also aids the expansion of the primary empir-

ical research toolbox, offering a formalization of qualitative anal-

ysis methods and technology. Covering a range of sub-disciplines

(general management, marketing, innovation, strategy, human re-

sources, organisational studies, production and operations, infor-

mation systems, finance, public management, operations research)

the article finds 22 (of a total of 94) published articles in the field

of marketing. This 23.4% contribution from marketing scholarly re-

search constituted the second highest contributing domain (after

general management). This finding highlights the relevance of QCA

for the marketing domain. As Kan et al. (2016) conclude, their find-

ings indicate that future research should direct effort into “gen-

eral management and marketing [as these] are the areas that apply

QCA the most.” ( Kan et al., 2016 , p. 1462). 

The review studies described above first identified articles us-

ing QCA in the Web of Science database, and then triangulated the

results with the Compasss database. This paper follows this estab-

lished method of delimiting the scope of the investigation as pio-

neered by Rihoux et al. (2013) and Kan et al. (2016) . Our study ex-

tends the prior studies by investigating an additional seven years

of research (Rihoux’s study stopped at 2011 and Kan et al.’s liter-

ature review of marketing includes articles up to 2014). In addi-

tion, this study investigates a finely graded question, as it relates

to the focus of this journal on investigations into complex market-

ing phenomena. This study also focuses on when early adopters in

marketing applied the QCA method, and which topics they inves-

tigated using the variants of QCA, thus identifying thought leaders

within the marketing discipline. 

4. Marketing thought leaders and early influencers 

Without specifically providing a clear definition of “marketing

thought leaders”, Wilkie and Moore (2003) report on the roles of

academic authors; research scholars and publishing practitioners;

the AMA and its mouthpiece the Journal of Marketing (JM); and a

host of publications and their editors in advancing thought about

and theory in marketing. It is clear from this article that journal

articles played a significant, if not the primary role in thought de-

velopment in marketing in recent years. 

Although the study by Wilkie and Moore (2003) gives full credit

to the role of books and other knowledge channels, it is quite

clear that journals and academic articles remain both thought-

provoking and research-provoking catalysts for young marketers

to broaden and deepen their knowledge in marketing. Wilkie and

Moore (2003) used the procedure of analysing the titles of articles

in ranked journals, and the words within these titles, to determine

and predict changes in marketing foci, and shifts in thoughts and

paradigms in the field. 

A comprehensive note by Woodside (2016) , considering adop-

tion of QCA by marketing scholars, is not included earlier as a liter-

ature review study, although it is of great importance to the focus

here on thought leaders. The research note appears in the Journal

of Business to Business Marketing (a C-ranked journal on the ABDC

list). Woodside (2016) identifies Fiss (2011), Hubbard (2016), Mc-

Clelland (1998), Ordanini et al. (2014) , and Woodside and Bax-

ter (2013) as early espousers of QCA. “Though having made lit-

tle dent in stopping the practice, Armstrong (2012) , along with
Please cite this article as: R. De Villiers and P. Tipgomut, Reviewing th
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ubbard (2016), Gigerenzer (2004) , and Zadeh (1996) , have been

roublemakers in attacking NHST as a mindless statistical proce-

ure for decades” ( Woodside, 2016 , p. 330). Woodside (2016) de-

cribes “trouble makers” who acted as thought leaders and who,

or more than two decades, attempted to shift the dominant prac-

ice of using null hypothesis statistical testing (NHST) and sym-

etrical statistical analysis to somewhat precise outcome testing

SPOT). 

. Method and analysis 

.1. Identifying qualifying criteria and full data set 

The aim of this paper is to analyse the entire journey to date,

s reflected in highly ranked academic journals over the last three

ecades (since Ragin’s (1987) publication). 

To determine the broad areas of marketing in which QCA has

een used, research published in ranked, peer-reviewed academic

ournals over the two decades from 1998 to 2018 was investigated.

he first step was to identify which journals to include in the

tudy. Given both the quality of journals included in the Australasia

usiness Deans’ Council (ABDC) ranked list (2016), and the thought

eadership criteria used in selecting journals for inclusion in this

ist, it was decided to consider studies published in the top-ranked

arketing journals on the ABDC quality list. A list of 36 A 

∗- and

-ranked journals was identified, with titles containing the words

arketing, consumer or business, and stressing “marketing” as a

articular focus. The initial search used Google Scholar, Scopus and

eb of Science to search for articles containing both “marketing”

nd “QCA” in their titles or abstracts. A limited number of studies

ere found, which raised concerns about the validity and useful-

ess of the search. In order to be thorough, each journal’s web-

ite, containing all its publications over this period were searched,

sing the same combination of terms. This converged to a con-

racted database of 13 journals, containing a total of 378 separate

nd unique papers. At the time this study was undertaken (sub-

itted for publication in July 2018), 3,349 journals listed in the

copus database included the words QCA, fsQCA, mvQCA or csQCA

ver all disciplines and all domains. One could argue that the 378

rticles identified, given the delimitation and search criteria dis-

ussed below, in Marketing, Advertising, Retail and Sales Journals

s a noteworthy tip (11.05%) of the proverbial iceberg of 3,349 arti-

les with QCA in the title or abstract listed in Scopus. The substan-

ial growth in the number of articles since the total of 22 listed

y Kan et al. (2016) is remarkable. This led to two of our research

uestions: Which authors and journals can be regarded as thought

eaders (innovators and early adopters)?; and (2) Which focal ar-

as came under investigation using this methodology in the early

ears of QCA adoption? 

A structured search of these 13 A 

∗ and A-ranked journals

or the period January 1988 to June 2018 was undertaken. The

ength of time is an important consideration when investigating

he method-adoption journey. QCA as a research methodology for

omplex social phenomena was brought to the attention of the

esearch community by Ragin (1987) . Ragin’s paper represented

he first widespread dissemination of QCA, and so 1988 repre-

ented the first possible stage in the idea adoption journey for this

ethod. The endpoint of June 2018 was chosen on the pragmatic

asis that this was the last possible date to capture data before

ompleting our paper. 

.2. Coding methods and mapping 

For each of the A 

∗- and A-ranked journal articles studied, we

ollowed previously employed, validated methodological mapping
e marketing theory adoption journey for studies using QCA as a 
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Table 1 

Distribution of Marketing Research over the 20-year period 1998–2018. 

ABDC quality ranked Academic Marketing 

Journals (MAQ publications) 

RANK 1998–20 0 0 20 01–20 03 20 04–20 06 20 07–20 09 2010–2012 2013–2015 2016–2018 ∗ TOT 

EJM European Journal of Marketing A ∗ 1 3 4 

IMM Industrial Marketing 

Management 

A ∗ 1 4 11 16 

IJRM International Journal of 

Research in Marketing 

A ∗ 0 

MS Journal of Consumer Research A ∗ 0 

JCR Journal of Marketing A ∗ 1 1 

JR Journal of Marketing Research A ∗ 2 2 

JSR Journal of Retailing A ∗ 0 

JAMS Journal of Service Research A ∗ 1 1 2 

JAM Journal of the Academy of 

Marketing Science 

A ∗ 1 1 

MA Marketing Science A ∗ 1 1 

TRB Transportation Research 

Methodological 

A 0 

IJCR International Journal of 

Consumer Studies 

A 0 

IMR International Marketing Review A 1 1 2 

JA Journal of Advertising A 0 

JAR Journal of Advertising Research A 0 

JBM Journal of Brand Management A 1 1 

JBIR Journal of Business and 

Industrial Marketing 

A 1 1 

JBR Journal of Business Research A 1 21 135 157 

JCA Journal of Consumer Affairs A 0 

JCP Journal of Consumer 

Psychology 

A 0 

JIM Journal of Interactive Marketing A 0 

JIM Journal of International 

Marketing 

A 0 

JMa Journal of Macromarketing A 0 

JMM Journal of Marketing 

Management 

A 1 1 

JPPM Journal of Public Policy and 

Marketing 

A 0 

JRCS Journal of Retailing and 

Consumer Services 

A 1 7 8 

JSM Journal of Services Marketing A 1 2 3 

JStM Journal of Strategic Marketing A 0 

JTT Journal of Travel and Tourism 

Marketing 

A 0 

JVM Journal of Vacation Marketing A 0 

JIP Marketing Intelligence and 

Planning 

A 0 

ML Marketing Letters A 0 

MT Marketing Theory A 0 

P&M Psychology and Marketing A 3 13 16 

PRR Public Relations Review A 0 

QME Quantitative Marketing and 

Economics 

A 0 

TOT Total number of articles - 216 

∗ Note: The table allows for (mostly) 3-year intervals, but note that the period of 2016-2018 is not complete since the article was submitted in July 2018, and thus does 

not cover marketing publications after June 2018. 
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rocesses (e.g., Kan et al. 2016; Rihoux et al. 2013 ), and consid-

red that the original intention for QCA ( Ragin 1987 ) was to study

mall- and intermediate-N research situations, investigating low

umbers of conditions, and not explicitly to be used in combina-

ion with other methods. 

In total 216 A&A 

∗-ranked journal articles 1 were identified as

ddressing the marketing-QCA dual-investigation criteria. Table 1

hows the number of articles identified per journal per year over

he last two decades. 

This filtering methodology is conceptually similar to the meth-

ds used by Kan et al. (2016) . Our search extended to the key-

ords, abstract, introduction and conclusion of the chosen jour-
1 We included all journal articles except calls for papers, book reviews, teaching 

ases, short commentary and poems. 

c  

P  

m  

t

Please cite this article as: R. De Villiers and P. Tipgomut, Reviewing th

methodological approach: Insights, gaps and agenda for future researc

2018.10.007 
als. We are confident that this additional, thorough, journal-by-

ournal search covered all the published articles that met the

election criteria. The two review articles mentioned earlier in

his study, in fact, found fewer articles meeting the same cri-

eria over the same period of their studies than the current

tudy. 

We acknowledge that an important limitation of this review is

ts restricted focus on one communication channel; academic jour-

al articles for highly ranked, peer-reviewed journals with a focus

n A 

∗- and A-ranked publications. The rationale for this focus is

hat these highly ranked, high-impact journals are likely to attract

hought leaders and primary research influencers, but it does ex-

lude other obvious sources such as lesser ranked journal articles,

h.D. theses, books and book reviews, editorial comments, research

onographs, and conference proceedings, which are all channels

hat scholars use to engage with a wider audience. 
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Fig. 2. A ∗ and A-ranked Marketing Publications using QCA (and its variants) as a method to analyse and interpret the data. 
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5.3. Research method: content analysis 

In line with RQ 3 
2 and to establish the key theme and purpose

of each individual article, a systematic analysis of the downloaded

articles was carried out. A full data set recorded the authors, ti-

tles, keywords, and abstracts of all articles in the set. From these,

we created a theme table of research methods (QCA and its vari-

ants), and the focus of the research (topic/theme). Using NVivo

as an analysis tool, we removed 162 stop words, including vari-

ous dates, numerals, and non-theme related words. In addition, we

completed thematical analyses using Excel Pivot tables and Lexi-

mancer data analysis software. The resulting thematic analyses ap-

pear in Section 5.3 of this paper. 

6. Analysis and findings 

6.1. Exponential growth in the last five years 

Table 1 shows the number of peer-reviewed research papers in

Marketing that were published in A 

∗ or A-ranked journals, and that

used QCA or its variants as data analysis methods (MAQ articles).

The first article we could find that met the MAQ criteria was pub-

lished in 1999, in the Journal of Marketing Research ( Viswanathan

and Childers, 1999 ) and investigated how product attributes influ-

ence product categorization. The paper uses fsQCA as a method,

and has been cited 146 times. (For details of specific papers, cita-

tions to date, methods used and their foci, please see the Bibliog-

raphy at the end of this paper.) Table 2 shows the entire base of

qualifying papers over the two decades, 1998–2018. 

Fig. 2 visually displays the exponential growth in the volume of

MAQ over time: from zero in 1998, to five articles in 2013 and at

its peak, 119 MAQ articles in 2016. It is notable that a large pro-

portion of articles is concentrated in a small number of journals.

By far the largest number of articles appeared in the Journal of

Business Research (JBR): 157 papers out of the overall total of 216

articles (1998–2018). 

Fig. 2 clearly establishes the dramatic changes in the MAQ land-

scape in 2016. In 2016, JBR published 105 of the total of 119 MAQ
2 RQ 3 : Which focal areas came under investigation using this methodology? 

(  

B  

(
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apers published that year, a remarkable 88.2% of all 2016 MAQs

nd a staggering 72.7% of all published articles over the entire

eriod (1998–2018). The second largest number of MAQ articles

2016) appeared in Psychology and Marketing (P&M) , with eight rel-

vant MAQ publications. Third in terms of quantity (see Fig. 3 )

ith two MAQ research studies is the A 

∗-ranked journal, Industrial

arketing Management (IMM ). 

It is remarkable (see Table 3 ) that 72.7% of all the MAQ articles

ncovered by our research were published in a single journal ( JBR),

ith 93.1% of all MAQ published since the method was launched

ppearing in only five journals: JBR, P&M, IMM, JRCS and EJM (See

ibliography in Appendix A for the full list of citations.) 

.2. Thought leaders and disseminators 

To answer research question two (RQ 2 ), as to who were the

hought leaders disseminating QCA, we used three methods. The

rst was to identify early adopters by investigating the first five

ears of MAQ publications (1999–2003). The year 1998 was not

ncluded here since there were no MAQ publications that year.

he second was to identify authors who appeared most often and

ere most cited in the 216 MAQ publications over the entire pe-

iod, using EXCEL pivot tables and NVivo frequency counts. The

hird method was to investigate the visionary editors who desk-

ccepted, send out for review and published the early papers in

he top five MAQ journals. We asked the editors – specifically with

egard to the phenomenal increase in 2016 – for their views on

ontextual factors that might have led to the tipping point and re-

arkable increase. We also sought insights into contextual factors

rom the Compasss website for the three years (2013–2015) prior

o the outlier of 2016. 

.2.1. Authors of the first five years under investigation (1998–2002) 

Our literature review identified only three articles published

ver this 5-year period, all between 1999 and 2001. The authors,

ll published in A 

∗-ranked journals, are Viswanathan, and Childers

1999) , cited 146 times; Varki et al. (20 0 0) , cited 39 times; and

eynon et al. (2001) , cited 39 times according to Google Scholar.

See the Bibliography in Appendix A for full citations.) 
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Table 2 

All A ∗ and A-ranked Journal Publications, covering Marketing and using QCA as a method (or combined method). a 

Rank Journal Number of marketing focus 

A ∗ European Journal of Marketing 4 

A ∗ Industrial Marketing Management 16 

A ∗ International Journal of Research in Marketing 0 

A ∗ Journal of Consumer Research 0 

A ∗ Journal of Marketing 1 

A ∗ Journal of Marketing Research 2 

A ∗ Journal of Retailing 0 

A ∗ Journal of Service Research 2 

A ∗ Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science 1 

A ∗ Marketing Science 1 

A ∗ Transportation Research Part B: Methodological 0 

A International Journal of Consumer Studies 0 

A International Marketing Review 2 

A Journal of Advertising 0 

A Journal of Advertising Research 0 

A Journal of Brand Management 1 

A Journal of Business and Industrial Marketing 1 

A Journal of Business Research 157 

A Journal of Consumer Affairs 0 

A Journal of Consumer Psychology 0 

A Journal of Interactive Marketing 0 

A Journal of International Marketing 0 

A Journal of Macromarketing 0 

A Journal of Marketing Management 1 

A Journal of Public Policy and Marketing 0 

A Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services 8 

A Journal of Services Marketing 3 

A Journal of Strategic Marketing 0 

A Journal of Travel and Tourism Marketing 0 

A Journal of Vacation Marketing 0 

A Marketing Intelligence and Planning 0 

A Marketing Letters 0 

A Marketing Theory 0 

A Psychology and Marketing 16 

A Public Relations Review 0 

A Quantitative Marketing and Economics 0 

Total A ∗ 27 

Total A 189 

Total 216 

a We retained journals with zero publications, to indicate that a large number of Marketing Journals still (after 

20 years) have no papers meeting the MAQ selection criteria. 

Fig. 3. Pie chart indicating MAQ journal articles published in 2016. 
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Table 3 

Percentage of MAQ articles by top 5 journals for the period 1998–2018. 

No. of published articles A ∗ or A-ranked Journals in Marketing, publishing QCA Percentage (216 articles) 

157 Journal of Business Research (JBR) 72.7 

16 Psychology and Marketing (P&M) 7.4 

16 Industrial Marketing Management (IMM) 7.4 

8 Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services (JRCS) 3.7 

4 European Journal of Marketing (EJM) 1.9 

201 Total of TOP 5 A ∗ and A-ranked Marketing Journals 93.1 

Fig. 4. MAQ authors as thought leaders. 

Table 4 

Top five thought leading MAQ authors. 

Authors Number of publications (1998–2018) 

Woodside, Arch G. 16 

Wu, Chih-Wen 8 

Leischnig, Alexander 7 

Henneberg, Stephan C. 6 

Foroudi, Pantea 5 
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6.2.2. Most prolific authors over the full period (1998–2018) 

To ensure accuracy we used both Excel pivot tables and NVivo

thematic analysis to determine the most prolific authors (as in-

dividuals) over the entire period (1998–2018). The pivot chart in

Fig. 4 indicates authors who published more than twice in these

top-ranked journals, either as sole author or in collaborative teams.

A total of 648 authors (with some repetition due to numerous

publications) appear on the MAQ list. The top five authors appear

in Table 4 . 

Considering one measure of peer impact, citations, Table 5 illus-

trates the top-ranked journal articles and their authors (over the

entire 1998-2018 period). 

6.2.3. Ranked journals as disseminators of QCA methodology and 

research tools 

In the first five years , Journal of Marketing Research (1999; 20 0 0)

and European Journal of Marketing (2001) were the primary pub-

lishers of MAQ papers. Both these journals made no further con-

tribution to the diffusion of information and knowledge until 2016,

when the EJM published another three papers in 2016, 2017 and

2018. In the last 5-year period (the VIQ Z period of this study see

Fig. 6 ), Journal of Business Research actively promulgated QCA as a

methodology (Woodside, A.G., personal communication, 2018). See

Fig. 5 for all MAQ journal publications over the two decades of dis-

semination. 
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.3. Concentrated publications for the period of dissemination 

Reports on “the first five years” of start-ups, ideas, inventions

nd product and institutional innovations and radical technologi-

al innovations ( Barling and Lang, 2003; Craig and Moores, 2006;

urbaxani, 1990; Rogers, 2010; Shane and Ulrich, 2004; Shea and

asch, 1990; Soffer, Nachmias and Ram, 2010 ) are ubiquitous, but

o term or designation has been found to succinctly describe this

ell-referenced period. We use VEQ 1 (see Fig. 6 ) to indicate the

-year period after a new invention, knowledge or idea, product,

rocess, technology or service has been introduced into a domain,

iscipline, organization or population/universe (for data). We indi-

ate the 5-year period around the turning point, which is the point

f maximum uptake of the phenomenon over the investigated pe-

iod, as VEQ X . For this analysis VEQ 1 is the period 1999–2003; and

EQ 4 = VEQ X = (2014–2018). 

Our study finds that 95% of all MAQ publications happened in

EQ x , which is as expected, also the last five years of this review. It

s notable that only 5% of MAQ articles took more than 15 years to

e published. It is also interesting to note that the during the ini-

ial VEQ 1 period, A 

∗-ranked journals like IMM and JRS published

rticles using QCA and fsQCA, but did not publish again until 2010.

uite disturbingly, a single MAQ article appeared in A 

∗/A-ranked

ournals between 2001 and 2010. It is quite notable that 2016 saw

 sharp incline in published MAQ articles. Our requests for infor-

ation from the relevant journals (JBR: P&M; JRCS; and IMM) re-

ulted in the following revelations: 

“The year 2016 was my final year as JBR Editor in Chief. Start-

ing in 2013 and accelerating in 2015 and accelerating again in

2016, I directed authors to shift away from writing (one) di-

rectional hypotheses and to stop using NHST and to replace

both with asymmetric theory/analysis. Then, this message, in-

struction, stopped after my post at JBR ended at the start of

2017. I sent readings to dozens and dozens of authors during
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Fig. 5. The total number of MAQ papers by the 36 A and A ∗ Journals over two decades of QCA advocacy. 

Fig. 6. Number of A ∗ and A-ranked QCA papers by VEQ n period. 
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Table 5 

The top five most cited papers (and their authors) for the period 1998–2018. 

Citations Author(s) Title Journal Year published 

211 Ordanini, A.Parasuraman, A.Rubera, G. When the Recipe Is More Important Than the Ingredients: A Qualitative 

Comparative Analysis (QCA) of Service Innovation Configurations 

JSR 2014 

199 Woodside, A.G. Embrace • perform • model: Complexity theory, contrarian case analysis, and 

multiple realities 

JBR 2014 

153 Wu, P-L.Yeh, S-S.Woodside, A.G. Applying complexity theory to deepen service dominant logic: Configural 

analysis of customer experience-and-outcome assessments of professional 

JBR 2014 

147 Viswanathan, M.Childers, T.L. Understanding how product attributes influence product categorization: 

development and validation of fuzzy set-based measures of gradedness in 

product categories 

JMR 1999 

130 Woodside, A.G. Bridging the chasm between survey and case study research: Research 

methods for achieving generalization, accuracy, and complexity 

IMM 2010 
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2013–2016. Encouraging the use of "SPOT" started in 2016, as I

recall.” (A.G. Woodside, personal communication, July 18, 2018).

“[T]here was no special initiative to encourage the submission

of manuscripts that employed QCA …The fact that P&M has

been able to achieve leadership status in the publication of arti-

cles that employ QCA is a tribute to the statistical sophistication

and forward-looking thinking of many highly educated review-

ers on the Psychology & Marketing editorial board.” (R.J. Cohen,

personal communication, July 28, 2018). 

It seems that the only specific and conscious shift to pub-

lish more asymmetrical, non-traditional studies was made by

the editor-in-chief of JBR. Further evidence of this conscious

championing of QCA as the methodology is the special is-

sue titled: "Set-Theoretic Research in Business", ( Journal of Busi-

ness Research 69(4) ) which included almost 50 articles applying

QCA ( http://www.compasss.org/software.htm ). Some indication of

Woodside’s thought leadership and championing of the invention

is the notable decline after his editorship ended in 2017/18. 

6.4. Themes and methods 

6.4.1. Themes in the first five years (1998–2002), VEQ 1 

The first MAQ article identified is the A 

∗ paper by Viswanathan

and Childers, (1999) , focusing on “how product attributes influence

product categorization”. The very first article this study extracted,

which specifically and intentionally brings the new methodology to

the attention of marketing scholars, is that of Varki et al. (20 0 0) ,

entitled “Modeling fuzzy data in qualitative marketing research”

in JMR (see Bibliography). In the abstract, the authors highlight

that “Qualitative data in marketing research are often fuzzy, be-

cause they involve open-ended descriptions of complex phenom-

ena. The authors also propose a moment-based measure of overall

data fuzziness that is bounded by 0 (completely crisp) and 1 (com-

pletely fuzzy).” The topic of the last seminal work in the initiation

(first five years) period is “Knowledge discovery in marketing: An

approach through rough set theory” ( Beynon et al., 2001 ). 

6.4.2. Themes over the next five years (20 04–20 08) 

A single article appears in this period, in the JMM (2005) with

the themes: “service elimination” and “business decision-making”

(2005). 

6.4.3. Themes of all topics over the three decades (1998–2018) 

Key themes were analysed using NVivo thematic analysis soft-

ware, Leximancer quantitative content analysis, and manual classi-

fication based on the keywords and abstracts of each article. The

themes that emerged are shown in Fig. 7 . 

A theme table ( Table 6 , Figs. 8 and 9 ) indicates the over-arching

themes as analysed by marketing scholars over the entire research

period of 1999–2018. By far the largest number of papers (N = 49)
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ocused on consumer behaviour studies, followed by studies in

he domain of Marketing Management ( N = 33). The next biggest

opic area is Marketing Strategy. These figures seem to indicate a

airly good balance between tactical and strategic issues. The low-

st number of MAQ articles tackled issues in marketing research

ethodology ( N = 8) and digital commerce ( N = 7). The latter two

ow levels are of concern since both are concerned with complex,

urrent phenomena and thus indicate low levels of adoption in ap-

ropriate sub-disciplines. This finding seems to indicate that there

s not yet adequate insight into the role of QCA in theory testing

nd its value in finding success recipes in low ( N = 4) and high case

nalyses. In line with Kent’s (2005 , p. 226) finding, this may indi-

ate that researchers use QCA mostly to test theories instead of

sing this method for exploratory analyses. 

Macro issues such as marketing strategy and digital commerce;

eso-themes such as innovation, brand and relationship manage-

ent; and micro-themes such as understanding consumer deci-

ions using digital media have been investigated by marketing

cholars. Not surprisingly, the largest number of MAQ articles ad-

ressed consumer behaviour topics. This field lends itself to the

se of QCA due to the likely equifinality of success recipes and

he complexity of antecedent conditions that are likely to affect

he outcome. In line with the findings from earlier review arti-

les ( Rihoux et al., 2013; Kan et al., 2016 ), marketing management

tudies appear as the second highest number of studies. It is sur-

rising that such a low number of QCA methodology papers have

een published to assist in the dissemination of the theory, and to

elp scholars to apply this methodology specifically to marketing

henomena. The lowest number of articles (7 of 216; 3.2%) inves-

igated digital marketing phenomena. This seems to indicate a gap

n the adoption of this methodological approach and an opportu-

ity for scholars to study these contemporary marketing phenom-

na using QCA. The word tree ( Fig. 9 ) and theme table ( Table 6 )

rovide insight into the different types of marketing phenomena

eing investigated in academic literature, how often these phe-

omena were explored, by which authors, and in which of the

ournals in the scope of this study they were published (see MAQ

n the next section). 

Given the MAQ research sourcing criteria, it is reasonable

hat QCA-terminology such as “analysis; comparative; qualitative;

sQCA; fuzzy; performance and findings” appears at the top of

he word tree. Marketing terminology appears in the third tier

ith words such as “customer”; “theory”, “brand”; “social” and

he fourth tier with terminology: “marketing”; “value”; “business”;

model” and the method word “configurations”. 

Once the theme table was constructed, core categories related

o the themes were identified using Leximancer Software (see

ig. 10 ). 

Fig. 10 (Leximancer Word Bubbles at 33%) illustrates the lim-

ted range of themes, theories, models and frameworks studied

y marketing scholars over the three decades of MAQ research.
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Fig. 7. Main themes in the form of an Nvivo Word Cloud. 

Table 6 

Theme table: Words appearing more than 50 times in the 216 articles NVivo word-count and weighted percentage 

(%). 

Word Count Weighted percentage (%) Word Count Weighted percentage (%) 

Qualitative 170 0.97 …

Comparative 167 0.95 Behaviour 63 0.36 

Fuzzy 152 0.86 Influence 63 0.36 

Performance 149 0.85 Market 62 0.35 

fsqca 130 0.74 Quality 62 0.35 

Customer 125 0.71 Knowledge 60 0.34 

Theory 122 0.69 Online 58 0.33 

Brand 121 0.69 Relationships 58 0.33 

Social 117 0.66 Combinations 57 0.32 

Service 114 0.65 Complex 55 0.31 

Firms 106 0.60 Product 53 0.31 

Innovation 98 0.56 Management 53 0.30 

Marketing 96 0.55 Satisfaction 53 0.30 

Configurations 95 0.54 Media 52 0.30 

Value 89 0.51 Organizational 51 0.29 

Model 86 0.49 Trust 51 0.29 

Loyalty 78 0.44 Variable 50 0.28 

Relationship 67 0.38 Effects 50 0.28 
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 similar picture to the one identified using thematic analysis tools

uch as NVivo and Excel Pivot tables appears when using Lexi-

ancer as a research tool. To the left of the central bubble (“stud-

es”) the methodological themes appear: “results”; “performance”;

approach”; comparative” and “necessary”. Marketing themes are 

lluminated to the right of the diagram, indicating foci: “product”;

brand”; “loyalty”; and “findings”. The analysis indicates that find-

ngs combine concepts such as: “value, customer, online, quality,

ervice and relationships”. 
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The next section concludes the paper and suggests several re-

earch areas and opportunities that warrant academic investiga-

ion. 

. Conclusions and research agenda 

This article extends the previous investigations into the adop-

ion of QCA to management sciences (e.g., Curchod, 2003, Fiss,

007; Kan et al. 2016 ) for the particular discipline of marketing. 
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Fig. 8. Matrix of Journals and their foci (themes) over the period 1998–2018. (Note: See the full citations in the Bibliography in Appendix A ). 

Fig. 9. NVivo analysis: Word tree for themes from all MAQ articles 1998–2018. 
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Fig. 10. Thematic Analysis of MAQ journal articles over the period (1998–2018). 
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From the comparison between general management publica-

ions and marketing publications in A- and A 

∗-ranked journals, the

cceptance of QCA into the mainstream of marketing thought was

oticeably slower than in sociology and management science. From

013, articles on marketing topics were appearing with increased

egularity in the broader-based Journal of Business Research (JBR)

nd in the more closely focused Industrial Marketing Management

IMM) and Psychology and Marketing (P&M). The study indicates

hat scholar A.G. Woodside played a key role as catalyst, mentor,

uide and decision maker to promote and diffuse the ideas and

echnology supporting QCA; firstly as a visionary editor and cham-

ion, but secondly as an advocate and self-confessed mentor to

arly-career scholars. 

This study does not agree with Woodside’s (2016) note that sci-

ntific research in marketing has reached the “tipping point” of ac-

eptance. Based on our study of the 36 A 

∗ and A-ranked journals

n marketing, the mere 216 articles found to use QCA in model

esting, compared to the thousands of published papers in social

cience, communication, and political science, show that QCA is

till in the minority. Woodside records a wish that by 2020 the

aradigm shift to asymmetric modelling (i.e., theory and analyt-
Please cite this article as: R. De Villiers and P. Tipgomut, Reviewing th

methodological approach: Insights, gaps and agenda for future researc

2018.10.007 
cs for using SPOT) will be accepted and employed “by a sub-

tantial share of management science literature in general and the

usiness-to-business literature in particular” ( Woodside, 2016 , p.

32). For this wish to become a reality, and following the advice of

oger (2010) , Lorenzi, Novak, Weiss, Gadd, and Unertl (2008) and

oore (2004; 2014 ) on how to progress to the early majority

hase (also termed the mainstream) of diffusion, scientists could

i) change the perceived attributes of the invention; (ii) use cham-

ions to promote the invention; (iii) change norms within the sys-

em; and (iv) activate peer networks to diffuse the invention. It

s clear that although leaders like Woodside, and other authors

nd editors mentioned here, attempted some, if not all, of these

our strategies, concerted, conscious and well-resourced attempts

re more likely to result in quicker and wider acceptance. A few

hampions to push the invention in the large marketing science

ommunity are not enough to change the norms of quality re-

earch practice and acceptable standards of generalizability and ac-

uracy ( Kan et al., 2016; Woodside 2010, 2012 ). Although changing

orms may take a long time, it can be done. Champions should

nite to prepare post-graduate marketing students and doctoral

andidates, through doctoral colloquiums and other targeted chan-
e marketing theory adoption journey for studies using QCA as a 

h, Australasian Marketing Journal, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ausmj. 
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nels, to consider the method at least as part of their research

toolkit. 

7.1. Future research agenda 

This study focused on MAQ journal publications. Future litera-

ture review articles could consider the wider range of research and

researcher development sources including tutorials, teacher notes,

textbooks, course outlines, and various other industry-related re-

search outlets such as practitioner journals and industry-reports,

to offer a more comprehensive study of the diffusion of QCA

methodology in marketing research. The theme table of publica-

tions should provide scholars with an agenda for theory progres-

sion and possible gaps for future research. 

The extent of the above questions requires the use of theories

that enhance the robustness of the insights and understandings

these enquiries will provide. This represents another stimulating

research area that can aim, for example, at: 

• theorizing the conditions under which researchers accept and

diffuse new research methods and tools to ideas; 
Please cite this article as: R. De Villiers and P. Tipgomut, Reviewing th

methodological approach: Insights, gaps and agenda for future researc

2018.10.007 
• theorizing the process(es) through which QCA, asymmetrical

thinking and new research methods become established in re-

search practices, both in and beyond marketing; 

• developing research decision-making frameworks aimed at as-

sisting marketing scholars and both academic and practitioner

researchers; 

• critiquing current QCA applications in marketing literature, in

order to promote the development of newer and sounder prac-

tices. 

While not exhausting the empirical and theoretical challenges

hat surround the uptake and implementation of QCA as a method-

logy and set of tools, the scope of the above research avenues

nd research questions shows that academic QCA-based research

till has much potential. Further championing by visionaries and

hought leaders is necessary. More focused examinations of the

mpact of QCA methodological approaches on marketing theory

esting and theory development are likely to add considerably to

ur understanding of the development of sound marketing re-

earch practices. 
e marketing theory adoption journey for studies using QCA as a 
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