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ABSTRACT

Qualitative research has become increasingly important to Operations and Supply
Chain Management (OSCM) as scholars confront complex phenomena. In this inter-
view, Assistant Professor Katja Wolfl reflects on the value of qualitative research and ex-
plains why these approaches are particularly useful for studying complex, context-de-
pendent phenomena. She discusses how qualitative methods can support early-stage
theorizing, process explanations, and configurational perspectives that move beyond
linear cause-and-effect logics. Assistant Professor Wolfl provides concrete guidance
on conducting and presenting qualitative research, including how to structure the
analysis clearly, use tables and interview quotes effectively, strengthen data through
triangulation, and make more deliberate choices about sampling and research design.
She also explores the opportunities and challenges of qualitative research in emerging
economies, emphasizing that context should not be treated merely as a setting but as a
driver of theory. The interview concludes with advice for PhD students and early-career
researchers aiming to publish qualitative work internationally, highlighting the impor-
tance of literature grounding, journal fit, and writing.
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Moving beyond linear cause-and-effect logics: Reflections on rigor and relevance of qualitative research in OSCM

Could you talk about your academic trajectory and how qualitative methods became part of your
research agenda? (Kenyth Alves de Freitas and Renata Andreoni Barboza)

Katja WoIfl: When [ started my PhD, [ tried to work with a more experimental approach. The phenomenon I was
Investigating involved deceptive behavior and how people react when they are deceiving someone. However, it did
not really work out the way I wanted. The phenomenon had a very high social desirability bias. In an experimental
situation, people usually want to be seen as honest. So, they probably do not behave as they would in a real situa-
tion, and in the end, it did not work out for what I wanted to understand. So, I looked for new ways to explore my
research question, which led me to move toward qualitative research. In Woelfl et al. (2023), I explore, by combining
qualitative data with a configurational approach, under what circumstances buyers perceive their suppliers to be
deceptive in negotiations.

At the beginning of my PhD, I knew little about qualitative methods. My supervisor and his experimental ap-
proach strongly influenced me. Nevertheless, after the PhD, with more opportunities to explore different things, [
definitely moved more toward qualitative data. It is more interesting because you can explore so many more things
and understand better how they relate to each other. You do not only look at a single construct; you can explore
how things hang together in a complex world. [ do not believe in linear relationships that much. It is more complex,
and qualitative data make it easier to capture this messiness.

In your view, what is the value of qualitative research in advancing theory, especially from an OSCM
perspective? (Kenyth Alves de Freitas and Renata Andreoni Barboza)

Katja WoIfl: The answer to this question relates to why [ find it more interesting. Qualitative research gives you
opportunities to explore phenomena in a more complex setting. It helps you understand more than linear cause-
and-effect relationships. You can examine the phenomenon in its natural context and understand how it is situated
within a specific environment. From a theoretical perspective, the opportunity is clear when we encounter novel
phenomena that no one has examined before. In those cases, we do not yet know how to explain them, and qual-
ltative research has significant power to guide initial theorizing and understanding. However, it is not only about
linear relationships. We can move beyond propositional theorizing and develop richer process theorizing or con-
figurational theorizing (Cornelissen, 2025; Welch et al, 2022). We have more opportunities to understand processes
and underlying mechanisms with qualitative research methods.

What types of OSCM phenomena or research questions are particularly well-suited for qualitative
research? (Kenyth Alves de Freitas and Renata Andreoni Barboza)

Katja WOIfl: Partly it is about novel phenomena that have not been explored before. Nevertheless, that is not the
only part. It is also suitable when you want to understand deeper mechanisms, and when the context is highly rele-
vant to understanding the phenomenon. If you want to understand causal complexity, as relationships that are not
straightforward, qualitative research can be more relevant than only quantitatively testing relationships.

We also see significant technology disruption right now, so there are many opportunities because new phenom-
ena emerge. Moreover, context can be especially promising. For example, in sustainability research, there is often a
Northern worldview. Some projects explore global perspectives, but if you look closely, there is not much on South
America and how sustainability is perceived and enacted there. So, you can ask questions like: How do you translate
sustainability regulations? How are they understood? How are they enacted? The context, in your case, Brazil, can
be important for understanding these questions.

How can Brazilian researchers conduct research that is not only interesting from an American/European
perspective but also meaningful for the broader OSCM community? (Kenyth Alves de Freitas and Renata
Andreoni Barboza)
Katja WoIfl: There is a paper by Welch et al. (2022) from interational business that discusses the power of contex-
tualized theorizing. The key point is that contextual theorizing is not simply taking something well researched in the
US and saying: "Now we study it in Brazll, so it is new.” That is a bad translation of contextual theorizing. Reviewers
often ask: "Why is it different just because it is Brazil, Finland, Germany, or Austria?’ It is not automatically different
just because the setting changes.

What makes contextualized theorizing interesting is carving out what is unique about your context, and explain-
Ing why that uniqueness changes how the research question should be explored. It takes effort to go deeper than
just translating a US phenomenon into Brazil. For example, if you look at sustainability regulations, the underlying
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mechanisms may differ. In parts of Europe, there is a strong assumption: “We have a regulation, and we implement
it." That may not translate the same way to Brazil. If you can articulate how it works differently and why, then the
context becomes part of your theorizing. Brazil is the biggest economy in South America and an increasingly im-
portant business partner, especially for Europe. There is interest in understanding the Brazilian context. The keyword
s understanding. This is where contextual richness needs to come into the research projects, and where time needs
to be taken to compare and articulate differences, making them part of theorizing.

What do you think are common weaknesses or mistakes in qualitative submissions, and how can we
address them? (Kenyth Alves de Freitas and Renata Andreoni Barboza)
Katja Wolfl: One frequent issue is that the richness of the data is not presented fully. Reviewers do not really know
what data researchers collected, why they collected it, how they analyzed it, or how things connect. Often, the
description of data collection and analysis is very brief and focuses on a mechanical process. For example, authors
say: "We used Gioia et al. (2013)," then first-order codes, second-order codes, and that is basically it. However, that
does not tell the reviewer much about your data. Reviewers need to assess rigor. In qualitative research, this means
authors need to present the analytic story: how they conducted the analysis, where they changed course, what
they discovered, how they started with an initial puzzle, and how the analysis developed.

There is always the critique: "‘But we have a page limit.” Yes, but you need to use the page limit wisely. To get into
a revision round, you need to show interesting data and how you dealt with it. Otherwise, you might not pass the
Initial bar. Also, avoid using methodological terms as empty keywords, such as ‘Gioia,” ‘Eisenhardt,” and ‘case study.’
Do not just name them. Describe what you are doing.

Reviewers often ask for more data and more detail. How can we move beyond templates and show the
richness of our data in practical steps? (Kenyth Alves de Freitas and Renata Andreoni Barboza)

Katja WoIfl: Tables are definitely great. About templates: there is a big debate. If you follow a template unthinkingly,
1t might not be the best thing. Nevertheless, if you are new to qualitative analysis, a template can be a helpful guide.
The Gioia et al. (2013) approach is not a bad thing because it gives guidance on moving from what people say in
interviews (first-order concepts) to more theoretical dimensions. The problem is when authors only state the steps
without showing how they applied them. You need to say: "Here is a first-order code, and here is a quote that sup-
ports it." That already tells reviewers much more. Furthermore, when you present higher-order concepts, do not
just say you have them. Explain where they came from. Did existing literature inform them? Did you discover them?
What literature informed the concepts? That type of detail tells much more than mechanical descriptions. The key
1s to be reflexive about how you approach data analysis and about your decisions on which data to collect - they
need to fit your research aim. We discuss this in our recent paper in the Journal of Operations Management (Wilhelm
et al, 2026).

One challenge in OSCM is that some reviewers are not well-trained in qualitative methods. Sometimes, if you
present richer material, they may say you are foreshadowing findings. However, we want to change that. If you want
to publish gqualitative research, be transparent about your steps and present them as clearly as possible. Also, look
beyond OSCM papers. Qualitative papers in journals like the Academy of Management Journal often provide much
richer descriptions of how data were analyzed. They can offer guidance on what kind of information to include.

Sometimes, interview-only studies are seen as insufficient. How can researchers build a richer database
to make a paper more competitive? (Kenyth Alves de Freitas and Renata Andreoni Barboza)

Katja WOIfl: It takes effort. Interview-only studies can be more difficult to publish, especially in top journals. One
Interview per case is usually not enough if you claim you are doing a case study. Reviewers will ask: How can that
be a case study? If you have only one interview per case, you might consider methods such as fuzzy-set qualitative
comparative analysis, which are better suited to such designs (see, for example, Woelfl et al, 2026). To build richer
data, secondary sources are often feasible, such as company reports, newspapers, and documents. Observations
can add richness, if possible. Moreover, it takes persistence to get more than one interview per case: asking again,
seeking multiple perspectives, and engaging different hierarchical levels.

However, always ask: Why am I collecting additional data? What information can I get from it? You should not
collect extra data just because reviewers want it. There should be an analytical purpose, something that brings you
closer to your research question. Moreover, you should report that purpose, for example, in tables: what data you
collected, and how you used it in the analysis.
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Is there a magic number of interviews? (Kenyth Alves de Freitas and Renata Andreoni Barboza)

Katja WéIfl: No, there is no magic number. OSCM researchers often do not publish with fewer than 20 interviews,
but do not quote me on 20. In other fields, there are papers with around 10 interviews because they are very deep,
maybe three hours each. It depends on what you are interested in and what you need. It is not about the number.

How can we go from interviews and qualitative data to theoretical contributions? (Kenyth Alves de
Freitas and Renata Andreoni Barboza)

Katja WOIfl: It is not easy. For me, the first step is descriptive understanding: what is actually going on in the data.
Interviews become long transcripts, and it is hard to read everything again and again. So, I create case write-ups,
maybe half a page, capturing the most important points. That makes comparison easier. Then I identify what is inter-
esting. Do I see something puzzling that [ do not understand? Are there contradictions? Are there deviant cases? Is
there an outlier? These patterns suggest where theoretical richness might be.

Then, you need to know the literature. You need to identify the conversation you want to join. That conversation
can evolve, but you need a main body of literature to which you aim to contribute. Understanding what the literature
already knows, and also what it does not know, helps you interpret what is interesting or puzzling in your data and
how you can link findings to theory.

In the design phase, what should researchers do? (Kenyth Alves de Freitas and Renata Andreoni Barboza)
Katja WoIfl: One aspect is preparation and planning. Many qualitative researchers are phenomenon-driven: we see
something interesting and want to know more, so we start collecting data. However, it can be useful to add an inter-
mediate step. Before collecting data, look at the literature: what is already known about the phenomenon, and what
do you want to know in addition? That gives direction: what kind of data you might need, what questions to ask, and
how to think purposefully about sampling.

Access is always an issue, and snowball sampling is common. Nevertheless, approach it strategically. Ask: Is this
Interview really helping my research? Does it support the theoretical direction? Also, remember: Reviewers will ques-
tion why you did what you did. With qualitative research, you cannot easily redo the whole project later. [ recom-
mend broader questions in interviews to capture additional aspects that reviewers might later ask about.

Overall, do not just see a phenomenon and start collecting data immediately. Think strategically: What data do [
need, and why?

What advice would you give to PhD students or early-career researchers who want to publish qualitative
research internationally? What should they focus on? (Kenyth Alves de Freitas and Renata Andreoni
Barboza)

Katja Wolfl: One key point: the Brazilian context is rich and interesting, but just saying ‘I research circular economy
In Brazil” does not automatically make it interesting intermationally. You need to explain why the circular economy in
Brazil differs from those in the US, Germany, Austria, France, and so on. You need to make context part of your theo-
rizing. Second, rigor matters. A key piece of advice is to be transparent and detailed about each step of data collection
and analysis. Documenting your steps helps because you may need to explain them later. Third, for theorizing: do not
only think about the likeliest explanation of your data. Also ask: are there alternative explanations? If [ look at the data
from a different literature perspective, would I interpret it the same way? This mental exercise helps carve out what is
truly interesting (Wilhelm et al, 2026).

[ also serve on scientific committees, and we see many submissions from Brazil, including qualitative ones, which
1s great. Nevertheless, many submissions are not well grounded in the literature. If you want to publish internation-
ally, you need to ground your research in existing literature. Even if the phenomenon is new, there is always some
literature you can connect to; e.g, for Al, you can still draw on earlier work on technology disruptions. If you want
to publish internationally, you must identify the conversation you are joining, ideally within the target journal, and
explicitly state what you add to that conversation.

Another piece of advice: read the journal you want to publish in. Journals have different writing styles and expec-
tations. Identify qualitative papers in that journal and examine the information authors include, where they empha-
size theory, methods, findings, and contributions. Also, look at the journal's aims and scope.
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Moreover, finally, do not be sloppy. Formatting, spelling, and following author guidelines matter. Small mistakes
can bias reviewers. Reviewers often look at the reference list; if they do not see papers from the target journal, they
may say it does not fit. So, make the fit visible, including through citations that show you are engaging that journal's
conversation.
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