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Abstract
Qualitative comparative analysis is gradually becoming more established in the evaluation field. 
The purpose of this article is to highlight the potential for evaluation research of engaging in 
consecutive rounds of this analysis. This is possible when approaching qualitative comparative 
analysis as a systematic strategy for configurational theorizing. To substantiate this potential, we 
present two evaluation studies on Research and Development subsidies for companies in Poland. 
Compared with the results of the first study, the findings of the subsequent consecutive qualitative 
comparative analysis studies were much more nuanced and helped in developing a full-fledged 
configurational program theory. In addition to elaborating on the strengths of a consecutive 
qualitative comparative analysis approach and the relevance of configurational program theories 
for evaluators, this article shares the main lessons learned in overcoming challenges common to 
such designs. Thus, concrete guidance is offered to researchers and evaluators who are willing to 
take configurational theorizing seriously.
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Introduction

Qualitative comparative analysis (QCA) allows for a systematic analysis of the set-theoretic 
relationship between conditions and a particular outcome (effect or impact) on the basis of a 
comparison of cases. The approach and its related techniques were introduced to the evalua-
tion community in previous publications (Befani, 2020; Kahwati and Kane, 2020; Pattyn 
et al., 2019; Stern et al., 2012). Notably, readers of this journal have had an opportunity to 
learn about QCA applications in the context of evaluation studies (Befani, 2013; Blackman 
et al., 2013; Krupnik and Koniewski, 2022; Verweij and Gerrits, 2013) or in the context of 
studies examining evaluation practice itself (Balthasar, 2006; Pattyn, 2014). In addition, 
within the adjacent field of policy analysis, there are numerous applications of set-theoretic 
methods (see Rihoux et al., 2011 for an overview, or Ragin and Fiss, 2017; Thomann, 2020) 
which hold relevance for evaluators, and evaluators interested in applying QCA in their stud-
ies have access to a growing number of examples, evaluation-specific manuals (Befani, 2016), 
and standards of good practice (Rubinson et al., 2019; Thomann et al., 2022; Wagemann and 
Schneider, 2015). Lemire et al. (2020) describe its growing number of applications as illustra-
tive for one of the important trends in evaluation studies: understanding why programs work. 
Yet, while QCA is continuously advancing, existing applications are not always consistent 
with best practice and are not always aligned with QCA as an “approach” that relies on con-
figurational thinking (Thomann et al., 2022).

The present study aims to add to the understanding of how to apply QCA in the evaluation 
field. Most—if not almost all—QCA evaluations limit the application to a single QCA study, 
in which the research process is concluded after one “QCA research cycle.” Thus, knowledge 
about program theories that underpin policy interventions has likely not been fully exploited. 
Fine-tuning robust program theories is an iterative process that involves ongoing reciprocal 
input between evaluators’ expert knowledge, social science theory, stakeholders’ opinions, 
and results of empirical studies (Coryn et  al., 2011). Moreover, lessons drawing in public 
policy often proceed in non-linear and iterative ways, in which existing policy beliefs and 
assumptions are updated after multiple feedback loops, and after accumulating enough knowl-
edge (Jenkins-Smith and Sabatier, 1999).

The purpose of this article, then, is to highlight the benefits of engaging in consecutive 
rounds of QCA. Consecutive QCA refers to the application of QCA in a series of separate 
studies carried out at different moments in time. The studies can have different samples and 
specific research objectives. Collectively, however, they contribute to an overarching research 
goal. In such a stepwise design, key parameters of the subsequent QCA, such as model build-
ing and case selection, are informed by the results of the former round. We show that consecu-
tive QCA can serve cumulative knowledge-building about the evaluand, more so than when 
engaging in a single “standard” QCA cycle. Conducting consecutive QCA adds an additional 
layer to the iterative approach characterizing each individual QCA study. In simple terms, 
consecutive QCA involves multiple interconnected QCA studies, with each study also being 
conducted iteratively.
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Consecutive QCA is particularly well-suited when approached as a systematic strategy for 
configurational theorizing, rather than solely as a research technique. In evaluation settings, this 
entails the necessity of framing program theories (or logic models) as configurations of condi-
tions that lead to an outcome. Program theories depict relationships among program elements 
(program inputs, activities, outputs, and outcomes) and provide causal explanations for why a 
given program may work (Astbury and Leeuw, 2010; Rogers et al., 2000). Theory-driven evalu-
ation is commonly understood as an “evaluation strategy or approach that explicitly integrates 
and uses stakeholder, social science, some combination of, or other types of theories in concep-
tualizing, designing, conducting, interpreting, and applying an evaluation” (Coryn et al., 2011: 
201). Program theories are not rigid, but are refined based on new evidence. Despite the growing 
emphasis on theory building and refinement in evaluation scholarship (Turnbull, 2002; Turner 
et al., 2018; Vellema et al., 2013), the framing of theories in configurational terms that elucidate, 
for instance, how the amalgamation of different program outputs can foster the desired outcomes 
in a particular context remains limited. Nonetheless, one can draw inspiration from the wide 
array of configurational theories available in management studies (Fiss et al., 2013).

To substantiate the potential of consecutive QCA and configurational theorizing in an evalu-
ation context, we present two evaluation studies conducted by authors of the article on research 
and development (R&D) subsidies in Poland. The aim of each study was to unravel the con-
figurations of conditions leading to companies’ successful use of such subsidies. Learning from 
consecutive QCA models helped in developing a full-fledged configurational program theory.

In the first section of the article, we position our argument in the context of literature related 
to QCA and consecutive theorizing. In the second section, we briefly introduce our case study, 
which leads to our explanation of the potential of consecutive QCA and configurational theo-
rizing in the third section. We conclude the article with a summary of the lessons learned from 
our case study.

Configurational theorizing and consecutive qualitative 
comparative analysis

QCA is set-theoretic, that is, conditions and outcome are depicted as sets and cases have 
assigned membership scores to sets (Schneider and Wagemann, 2012). Complex patterns 
between conditions and outcome can thus be modeled on this basis. Complexity, moreover, 
can manifest in different ways. First, configurations of conditions can lead to an outcome (i.e. 
“conjunctural causation,” as opposed to one condition being sufficient for its occurrence). 
Second, several configurations of conditions can lead to an outcome (i.e. “equifinality”). 
Third, if the presence of a particular combination of conditions is relevant for the outcome, its 
absence is not necessarily relevant to the absence of the outcome (i.e. “causal asymmetry”). 
The relationships between conditions and outcome are described with Boolean algebra. For 
example, if we analyze conditions B, E, and H, along with an outcome S, the result might be 
B × E + E × H → S. In this example, B could represent big companies, E represents compa-
nies that have had experience with receiving similar public support, H represents companies 
belonging to the high-tech sector, and S represents companies successfully taking advantage 
of public support. The results indicate that two different configurations—either the co-occur-
rence of B and E or the co-occurrence E and H—lead to the outcome. However, this result 
does not tell us anything about configurations of conditions leading to the absence of S. 
Therefore, the conditions leading to the absence of S should be analyzed separately.
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Any QCA application goes beyond the so-called “analytical moment” in which researchers 
resort to software and algorithms to arrive at Boolean solution linking conditions and outcome 
(Ragin and Rubinson, 2009; Thomann and Ege, 2020). A full QCA research cycle equally 
entails “the processes before and after the analysis of the data, such as the (re-)collection of 
data, (re-)definition of the case selection criteria, or (re-)specification of concepts, often based 
on preliminary insights gained through QCA-based data analysis” (Schneider and Wagemann, 
2012: 11). Before the analytical moment, the outcome and conditions must be conceptualized 
and operationalized. Even if these steps are also present in other social research approaches, 
they must be conducted in accordance with the premises of the set-theoretic approach described 
above. Moreover, after the analytical moment, the researcher is expected to relate the results 
to cases, and often, more in-depth analysis of specific cases is required. All these steps are 
essential in any QCA research cycle.

Irrespective of the stages through which QCA studies typically proceed, several research 
purposes can be served. The most basic distinction is between inductive and more deductive 
purposes (Thomann and Maggetti, 2017). Berg-Schlosser and De Meur (2009) differentiate 
between five types of usage: summarizing data, checking data coherence, checking hypothe-
ses or existing theories, conducting quick tests of conjectures, and developing new theoretical 
arguments. In this article, we focus on the last option: the potential of QCA for theory develop-
ment in the context of evaluation studies. Illustrative evaluation examples of theory develop-
ment include areas of skills development (Álamos-Concha et al., 2020), and developmental 
(Befani, 2016) and environmental interventions (Befani and Sager, 2006).

We apply “configurational theorizing” approach to theory development. This implies a focus 
on “understanding how or why multiple attributes combine into distinct configurations to explain 
a phenomenon, while also recognizing that complex causal explanations may involve more than 
one configuration of attributes leading to the outcome of interest” (Furnari et al., 2021: 779). 
Thus, it is closely aligned with the general principles of QCA presented above. Configurational 
theorizing is based on a distinct approach to causality (Sterntl et al., 2012) and to protocols for 
conducting research (Fiss et al., 2013). To be clear, while configurational theorizing is associated 
with QCA, it also allows the use of other set-theoretic methods (e.g. coincidence analysis). Its 
very name makes its crucial distinctive features intuitive to grasp by less methodology-oriented 
members of the evaluation community and evaluation stakeholders.

As mentioned in the introduction, theorizing typically occurs iteratively in an evaluation 
context: Program theories are built on diverse sources of input (i.e. literature reviews, second-
ary data, and stakeholders) (Coryn et al., 2011) and knowledge must be summarized across 
multiple interventions (Befani and Sager, 2006). More than in other research settings, there-
fore, an iterative approach to configurational theorizing is essential; this is, however, far from 
easy. Furnari et al. (2021) illustrate that the cumulation of knowledge involves many feedback 
loops between the stages. In this article, we show that consecutive QCA (i.e. applying QCA at 
different stages of the evaluation process) may be instrumental to such a purpose. In the fol-
lowing sections, we illustrate this with a real evaluation case.

Case study: Evaluation of Polish R&D support schemes for 
companies

The case that serves as an illustration for consecutive QCA concerns an evaluation of the big-
gest Polish R&D support scheme for companies. The scheme is run by the National Centre for 
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Research and Development, the executive agency of the Ministry of Regional Development in 
Poland. The main goal of the scheme, which was implemented in 2012 and targets companies 
involved in industrial research or development, is to foster inventions or new industrial designs 
and to promote implementation of breakthrough innovations. The goal is reflected in the 
scheme’s desired outcome at the company level: the introduction of the supported innovations 
to the Polish market. This outcome is operationalized as the income that companies earned as 
a result of R&D activities. Single companies, a consortium of companies, and scientific units 
can apply to the scheme and receive funding for specific projects.

This support scheme was implemented within different programs, of which the two most 
current ones were analyzed and subjected to an evaluation. These constitute the focus of this 
article. The first program was Measure 1.4 in Operational Program Innovative Economy 
(OPIE), which was implemented in the programming period 2007–2014 (Ministry of Regional 
Development in Poland, 2012). The subsequent program was Measure 1.1.1 in European 
Union (EU) Operational Program Smart Growth (OPSG), which was implemented in the pro-
gramming period 2015–2021 (Ministry of Development Funds and Regional Policy, 2022). 
447 million EUR and 2.7 billion EUR were allocated for the programs, respectively.

For both evaluation studies, QCA served as the main method for investigating the condi-
tions under which the R&D subsidies were successful. Altogether, across both studies, three 
QCA models were created: one (Model 1) for Measure 1.1.1 OPSG and two models (2a and 
2b) for 1.4 OPIE. The conceptualization of the outcome was identical across the models. Both 
evaluations investigated beneficiaries (companies or consortia) whose projects were advanced 
enough at the time of our research. That is, we included only beneficiaries who started their 
project (Model 1) or ended it (Models 2a and 2b) 3 years before the respective studies took 
place (Table 1).

The first model involved 36 cases and was built using monitoring data from the agency 
implementing the subsidies. The second study (Models 2a and 2b) started with an extensive 
literature review, with the aim of creating a longlist of factors deemed potential influencers of 
the outcome.1 On the basis of our in-depth knowledge of the program in question, we nar-
rowed down the list of factors (conditions) to the most relevant ones for our particular evalu-
ation setting. These were included in the second QCA model (2a), which was built using data 
for 89 cases. We requested an interview with each of the companies represented in Model 2a. 
The 34 companies that agreed to an interview were included in the third QCA model (2b). This 
model included additional data about conditions we identified earlier in the literature review. 
The QCA analysis was conducted with R (Duşa, 2018; Oana and Schneider, 2018) and fsQCA 
software (Ragin, 2017). The details of the analyses leading to all three models are described 
in Table 2 and the Supplementary Material.

Scheme 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022

Measure 
1.1.1. 
OPSG

Call Projects Model 1

Measure 
1.4 OPIE

Call Projects
Model 

2a
Model 

2b

Table 1.  Timeline of investigated programs, supported projects, and analyses.
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Showcasing knowledge cumulation through consecutive QCA 
studies

In this section, we illustrate the potential of consecutive QCA studies and configurational 
theorizing for knowledge cumulation. We distinguish among four stages, which are common 
in a configurational theorizing process. An influential paper by Furnari et al. (2021) inspired 
our approach. They insightfully link every stage to different heuristics, which researchers can 
instrumentally use in the process of cumulative knowledge-building. Several of these heuris-
tics proved highly relevant to our QCA study—we mention them in parentheses when present-
ing the stages. Identifying relevant conditions constitutes the first stage, called scoping. 
Evaluators may have to contend with the challenge of too many conditions that are potentially 
relevant to the outcome, a situation common in case-based research. Two heuristics help over-
come this challenge: first, the evaluator starts with one key attribute before identifying other 
important ones (“Complexify from an anchor”), and then aggregates the attributes according 
to their conceptual similarity (“Simplify to higher order constructs”). At the second stage of 
theorizing, linking, evaluators identify configurations of conditions that they think may lead 
to an investigated outcome. During this task it is important to consider alternative paths lead-
ing to an outcome (“Think equifinally”), while also considering how the absence of some 
conditions can be an important element of configurations (“Think about absence”). Finally, at 
the third stage, naming, evaluators label the configurations. The labels should be easily under-
stood by the audience (“Articulate with simplicity”) and should enable holistic interpretation 
across configurations (“Capture the whole”).

To fully account for the nature of a QCA process, we deem it relevant to consider a fourth 
stage of knowledge cumulation, which complements the stages distinguished by configura-
tional theorists. In QCA, conditions and outcomes are translated into sets, a procedure known 
as “calibration.” Consecutive QCA offers much potential for precise cumulative learning 
about the calibration, and about the operationalization of conditions and outcomes, generally. 
We, therefore, include it as a separate aspect through which knowledge accumulation can 
occur in consecutive QCA studies. Table 3 provides an overview of the main insights collected 
during the evaluation process.

In what follows, we discuss how we proceeded from one model to another (1, 2a, and 2b), 
after providing a concise description of the knowledge base on which we could rely before 
starting the study.

Before the evaluation

The effectiveness of R&D subsidies has been studied since the early 1980s. The most cited 
research includes David et al. (2000), Clausen (2009), and Czarnitzki and Lopes-Bento (2013). 
The abundance of relevant articles has made it possible to conduct systematic reviews and 
meta-evaluations (Cunningham et al., 2016; Dimos and Pugh, 2016; Petrin, 2018). As these 
reviews and meta-evaluations clearly show, generating income from introducing an R&D pro-
ject to the market is treated as a crucial indicator of success. These studies suggest that the 
final results can be explained mostly by a mix of companies’ capabilities and orientations (as 
measured by size, experience, and financial situation), the subsidies’ features (e.g. grant size), 
the projects’ characteristics (e.g. innovativeness of R&D work), and external factors (e.g. a 
specific sector). The crucial role of company characteristics led some researchers to write 
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about the cumulative advantage for companies receiving the subsidies. That is, to use one of 
the heuristics—“Articulate with simplicity”—companies with advantage achieve success 
(Figure 1). This process is known in the social sciences as the Matthew effect (Merton, 1968). 
Broadly defined in the context of R&D subsidies, it refers to granting subsidies to companies 
who are already more competitive. The beneficiaries take successful advantage of subsidies 
and are even more competitive after participating in the program (Krupnik, 2012). Although 
the Matthew effect is acknowledged in evaluation and among policy-makers, its interpretation 
from a public policy perspective remains ambiguous and the process itself is under-researched 
(Antonelli and Crespi, 2013; Pereira and Suarez, 2017).

Most of the studies mentioned above indicate that, on average, R&D subsidies lead to 
higher sales of innovative products. However, an increase has not been observed for each 
beneficiary (Petrin, 2018). This heterogeneity reflects the claim of realistic evaluation that 
there is no public intervention that works for everyone, and that public interventions may 
generate different effects depending on the contextual factors in which they are implemented 
(Pawson and Tilley, 1997). It is precisely the inconclusiveness of many studies on subsidies 
that has led to calls to consider alternative research designs. Cunningham et al. (2016) and 
others, for instance, underlined the importance of going beyond the average impact for all 
beneficiaries and investigating the effects for specific groups of beneficiaries. Similar conclu-
sions were drawn by Mouque (2012: 12), who suggested “the use of other forms of evaluation 
(notably observational ‘theory-based’ methods such as case studies) to shed light on the 
results.” Our article addresses this call. Furthermore, our study explicitly built on existing 
literature but took it a step further by engaging in QCA research. QCA, as mentioned, provides 
the potential to account for contextual factors that affect how R&D subsidies generate effects 
(or a lack thereof) within firms, while also enabling modest generalization.

Model 1

Model 1 indeed confirmed the presence of a Matthew effect among the investigated benefi-
ciaries (Figure 2). Companies that were bigger than microenterprises and experienced in intro-
ducing new products to the market achieved success.

However, the model also had some limitations. While the interviews following the QCA 
analytical moment helped us identify how our model could be improved, the limitations con-
cerned both the outcome and the included conditions. With respect to the outcome, we realized 
that income from sales of the R&D activities’ effects was measured much too early. For many 

Figure 1.  Model before the evaluation.
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companies, the outcome had not yet been observed but was likely to be present in the near 
future. As for the conditions, we learned that factors such as the company’s orientation toward 
the subsidy (i.e. strategic importance of the project or prospective revenue for the company), 
company’s knowledge of the target market, and contextual factors (e.g. market disruptions) 
were also relevant for cases not explained by the model. Notably, some companies that did not 
have an identified advantage (i.e. inexperienced microenterprises) did achieve success. In 
other words, even if the model was correct, it did not paint the whole picture and it was worth 
developing it further in the next step of the evaluation; this was also necessary to account for 
the cases that were not (yet) explained.

Model 2a

With Model 2a, these limitations could be partially overcome (Figure 3). Some paths showed 
companies having a previous advantage (e.g. bigger, older, and more experienced) but there 
were also groups of companies for which these conditions were absent. This observation was 
aligned with the heuristic, “Think equifinally” (i.e. about multiple configurations that may 
lead to an outcome).

Figure 2.  Model 1.
Note: Condition may be present (black), absent (“~“) or not included in the pathway; N = 36, Consistency = 0.75, 
Coverage = 0.83.

Figure 3.  Model 2a.
Note: Condition may be present (black), absent (“~“) or not included in the pathway; N = 82, Consistency = 0.90, 
Coverage = 0.49. The relatively low coverage was a result of including in the model only configurations of conditions 
that were represented by at least two companies.
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While the model was built on secondary data, the interpretability and understandability of 
its paths were limited. Without enough familiarity with the cases, it was difficult to make causal 
claims about the configurations of conditions that turned out to be sufficient for success. 
For example, having a subcontractor seemed to play an important role; however, the nature and 
extent of this condition’s role in the configurations remained unclear. It was also unclear 
whether the presence of this condition was an artifact obscuring another important condition 
that was not included in the model. Thus, despite the advances and progression in nuance made 
in Model 2a compared with that in Model 1, the picture remained relatively blurred and merited 
more follow-up investigation.

Model 2b

Model 2b combined the strengths of its predecessors. It was saturated with data from 
diverse sources and it included the whole spectrum of conditions that were found to be 
relevant in the previous models. The additional conditions introduced the challenge of hav-
ing too many conditions, however, and thus the risk of violating a good ratio between cases 
and outcomes.

As often happens, many alternative models were possible that could have explained the 
outcome and would have had satisfying parameters. Configurational theorizing was very 
instrumental at this point. First, macroconditions—conditions that are merged with more con-
ditions—were created (heuristic: “Simplify to higher order constructs”). Second, conditions 
were categorized (heuristic: “Complexify from an anchor”) into causal triggers and auxiliary 
conditions. Three company conditions were conceived as causal triggers: access to inspiring 
resources, that is, being a large company or linked to another enterprise and being involved in 
informal cooperation with other R&D units or interactions with scientists (RES), strategic 
importance of the project or the revenue from this project (STR), and expanding existing busi-
ness (BAU). Three other conditions served as auxiliary: experience in R&D (EXP), formal 
cooperation (FORM), and no radical changes in context (CON). Their configurations explained 
the success of the R&D subsidy, that is, the company received income from their introduction 
of the subsidized project to the market. Third, one of the heuristics related to the linking 
stage—“think about absence”—was inspirational in that it alerted us to investigate how the 
absence of a condition is connected to the presence of another condition. In Model 2b, the 
absence of EXP is clearly connected with FORM. Companies that did not have much experi-
ence but engaged in formal cooperation were successful. Therefore, experience and formal 
cooperation seemed to serve as alternative conditions for success.2

The seven paths leading to the outcome were aggregated into two groups of beneficiaries 
at the naming stage of configurational theorizing (heuristic: “Capture the whole”). Motivated 
learners were the companies that did not have enough experience but based their success 
either on their strategy or on inspiration from formal cooperation with academic institutions. 
They were aware of their deficits and made up for them by engaging in formal cooperation 
with other partners and learning through the process. Alternatively, pragmatic entrepreneurs 
took advantage of their relationships with existing clients and their experience with compara-
ble products. They usually had the necessary R&D experience.

The final model (Figure 4) goes beyond the previously explained Matthew effect. Even if 
the initial advantage plays an important role, it may be built on the diverse foundations of 
RES, STR, and BAU. R&D experience may serve as an additional advantage;3 however, it 
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may be effectively substituted by formal cooperation with other partners who have the neces-
sary resources or capabilities.

Importantly, the process was far from linear, even when additional knowledge was accu-
mulated and fine-tuned at each stage. It is difficult to convincingly argue that Model 2a was 
unambiguously better than Model 1, but it was decidedly an important step in the overall 
process.

Concluding discussion

This article illustrates the potential of configurational theorizing and consecutive QCA for 
cumulative knowledge-building and, particularly, for theory development. Compared with the 
results of the first study, the final findings were much more nuanced, and helped us develop a 
more fine-grained configurational program theory. Moreover, conducting QCA in a consecu-
tive manner helped us deal with the methodological challenges typically present during the 
process: both handling multiple conditions and not having all the necessary data at some stages 
of the research. The final model proved much better than its predecessors, especially given that 
the insights gathered along the way related to the calibration of the outcome and conditions.

Our article makes two contributions to the literature on the use of QCA in evaluation studies. 
First, it demonstrates how configurational theorizing may be instrumental in program theory 
development. As demonstrated by our case example, configurational theorizing and the associ-
ated relevant heuristics (Furnari al., 2021) provided a useful instrument for guiding our 
approach, and other evaluators may wish to adopt the same strategy. In addition, we believe that 
configurational theorizing has potential for the evaluation community at large, irrespective of 
the methods being used. It can, for example, be a useful vehicle for articulating program theo-
ries at the first stages of the evaluation process such as during workshops with stakeholders.

Second, the article shows how consecutive QCA is remarkably compatible with configura-
tional theorizing and has the potential to help evaluators substantially advance program 
theories when confronted with program interventions that are characterized by conjunctural 

Figure 4.  Model 2b.
Note: Condition may be present (black), absent (“~“) or not included in the pathway; N = 35, Consistency = 0.96, 
Coverage = 1.
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complexity. Consecutive QCA lends itself particularly well to any series of project or program 
evaluations, that are conducted at different moments in time, for which the results of the pre-
ceding QCA can inform the next one. Together, as we explain in our definition of consecutive 
QCA, the series of studies should have an overarching research goal, but can have different 
samples and specific research objectives.

Configurational theorizing is as demanding as any other theory development process. 
Researchers are faced with many consequential decisions. However, its configurational lan-
guage, existing good practices, and heuristics make the decisions transparent and replicable. 
Consecutive QCA is also challenging; it self-evidently requires more resources (finances, 
data, and time) than when a study is restricted to one QCA cycle. Thus, evaluation commis-
sioners should carefully weigh the benefits and costs prior to implementing such designs.

In addition to addressing the purpose of overall knowledge cumulation, we highlight other 
reasons for engaging in consecutive QCA. First, two QCAs may be conducted for different 
purposes. For example, researchers may analyze a larger sample of cases and choose some of 
these for more in-depth analysis. Then, QCA may be conducted on the smaller sample of more 
closely investigated cases (Models 2a and 2b in this article). The second model will have more 
conditions, added on the basis of the in-depth analysis. Different research objectives may also 
be related to different stages of the policy and evaluation cycle. Researchers may want to con-
duct an exploratory QCA analysis in a mid-term evaluation (Model 1) and then engage in fully 
fledged theory development in an ex-post evaluation (Models 2a and 2b). Second, after con-
ducting an exploratory QCA study and reporting it to stakeholders, researchers may learn that 
the calibration of conditions or the outcome should be altered. That was the case after Model 
1 was built. The lessons learned were used in the next QCA study. Finally, researchers may 
want to conduct robustness checks of their models for different cases. A robustness check is 
important whenever researchers want to make generalizations, which is often the case in eval-
uation studies. Even if QCA results cannot be generalized in a statistical sense, some modest 
generalization claims are feasible under certain conditions. It is our hope that future work will 
evaluate our model with other R&D subsidies.

Ideally, researchers want their consecutive QCA to be both fully coherent (i.e. have the 
same calibration of conditions and outcome for comparison’s sake) and flexible (i.e. use the 
best available calibration for the research stage and data at hand). During the actual research 
process, however, researchers might encounter a trade-off between coherence and flexibility. 
We consider this to be a primary challenge when employing consecutive QCA—or at least, 
that was our experience. Addressing this trade-off requires a precise delineation of the objec-
tives behind the consecutive QCA. This trade-off can only be addressed by being clear about 
the objectives of the consecutive QCA. On the one hand, researchers applying consecutive 
QCA at different stages of the research process should be more flexible in their analysis, as 
should those who want to go beyond the limitations discovered in their earlier study. On the 
other hand, coherence should be a priority during robustness checks.

The next challenge researchers applying consecutive QCA will likely encounter is how to 
deal with differences between models that are built along the way. If Condition A is present in 
the first model but is recalibrated in a second model with different cases, it may play a differ-
ent role in configurations covered by the model. Researchers are expected to determine 
whether these differences arise from weak robustness in the earlier model, different scope 
conditions and contexts, or a different calibration of conditions or outcome. While researchers 
dealing with this challenge do not yet have clear guidelines at their disposal, they can rely on 
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a growing literature body with various strategies to incorporate the time dimension into the 
analysis (Caren and Panofsky, 2005; Pagliarin and Gerrits, 2020; Ragin and Fiss, 2017; 
Verweij and Vis, 2021), robustness checks (Oana and Schneider, 2021), theory evaluation 
(Oana and Schneider, 2018), and the role of context and scope conditions (Falleti and Lynch, 
2009). All these resources can help in this endeavor. Building cumulative knowledge is, thus, 
also at stake when learning about consecutive QCA designs themselves, and we believe our 
article can usefully contribute to these challenges.
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Notes

1.	 The literature review included 69 papers that investigated the effects of R&D subsidies on R&D 
expenditure and income from innovations’ sale on the firm- or plant-level data (published between 
2010 and 2020 in reviewed English-language journals available in the Web of Science’s core 
collection).

2.	 This insight also helps us understand the role of condition SUB in the Model 2a, which was dis-
cussed above. The condition “Subcontractor in the project” evolved into “Formal cooperation.” 
Thanks to the insights gathered in the interviews, the condition was more precisely defined and 
became more easily interpretable.

3.	 Experience in R&D was categorized as an auxiliary condition and not a causal trigger on the basis 
of the insights gathered during the interviews.
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