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Beyond “Suspended Causality” ; Configurational Logic and
Methodological Repositioning of Qualitative Comparative Analysis
(QCA) in Educational Research

Li Yan
( College of Education, Zhejiang University, Hangzhou 310058, China)

Abstract : Qualitative Comparative Analysis ( QCA) has gained prominence in educational research
because of its capacity to address causal complexity. Yet, its rapid diftusion has often led to excessive
technicalization and instrumental use, resulting in systematic distortions such as detheorized calibration, de-
contextualized case analysis, and regression—like misreadings of causality. These distortions stem primarily
from the lack of theoretical grounding and epistemological misalignment. To address these issues, this article
proposes an integrative analytical framework for QCA guided by theory. The framework is articulated
around five core principles; embedding theory to anchor problem structures and define analytical premises
through configurational thinking; maintaining case orientation to ensure that empirical contexts inform the
entire process; cultivating calibration awareness to balance theoretical anchors with empirical judgments while
ensuring transparency; fostering iterative dialogue to reconcile logical parsimony with empirical richness; and
exercising interpretive caution to reconstruct causal mechanisms and advance typological theory through set-
theoretic reasoning. Guided by these principles, QCA extends beyond a technical procedure to serve as a
bridge from methodological reflexivity to theoretical reflexivity. In doing so, it systematically generates
middle-range theories that link macro—level propositions with micro—level evidence, offers multiple
explanatory pathways for complex educational phenomena, and supports the cumulative advancement of
disciplinary knowledge.

Key words : Qualitative Comparative Analysis ( QCA) ; educational research; configurational logic;

middlerange theory; methodological reflexivity
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