
ARTICLE

Empowering China’s cross-border e-commerce:
high-quality development explored through fsQCA
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In recent years, Chinese cross-border e-commerce (CBEC) firms have experienced rapid

growth, playing an increasingly vital role in the global market. However, this expansion is

accompanied by persistent challenges, including inefficient marketing, costly cross-border

communication, and limited financial support. Despite these issues, the key factors driving

CBEC firms’ high-quality development remain insufficiently explored. This study fills this gap

by leveraging a fuzzy-set qualitative comparative analysis (fsQCA) to identify the key drivers

of high performance and propose actionable strategies for industry practitioners and pol-

icymakers. Based on the theoretical framework of high-quality growth and financial data from

95 listed CBEC companies in China, the research reveals that: first, no single factor alone

guarantees high- or low-quality development of CBEC firms, but market expansion,

employees’ educational background, and government’s financial support are the main core

causal conditions for the high-quality development of CBEC companies; second, CBEC

enterprises’ high-performance can be achieved through three driving paths: Market expan-

sion driving, Core competence—Policy driving and External conditions driving; third, an

analysis of companies experiencing low-quality growth reveals that this condition can be

attributed to a lack of market expansion and highly educated employees. This study offers a

comprehensive analytical framework to explore the intricate interplay between internal and

external factors influencing the trajectory of CBEC firms. Integrating fsQCA with traditional

quantitative methods addresses key gaps in CBEC research. In addition, the study highlights

the importance of aligning market expansion strategies, workforce development, and gov-

ernment policy support to drive sustainable performance.
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Introduction

Cross-border e-commerce (CBEC) refers to the online buy-
ing and selling of goods and services across borders through
digital platforms, encompassing activities such as product

sourcing, marketing, logistics, and customer service to promote
global commerce (Li et al., 2022; Ma et al., 2021). The emergence of
CBEC has revolutionized international trade by reshaping inter-
actions between businesses and global consumers, enabling com-
panies to reach international markets at lower costs and with
greater efficiency while meeting diverse consumer demands (Mou
et al., 2019; Liu and Li, 2020; Xu et al., 2021; Ma et al., 2021; He
et al., 2023). Amidst the burgeoning global CBEC landscape, China
plays a leading role in this economic transformation. As one of the
largest and fastest-growing CBEC markets, China has leveraged its
robust digital infrastructure, expansive manufacturing capabilities,
and vast consumer base to drive significant sector growth (Li et al.,
2022; Zhong et al., 2022). Supportive policies, including CBEC
comprehensive pilot zones, pilot free trade zones, and favorable tax
measures (Mi et al., 2021; Yin and Choi, 2023), have enabled
Chinese enterprises to expand globally, unlocking opportunities for
growth and innovation. However, regulatory compliance, intense
competition, and logistical issues hinder sustainable growth (Han
et al., 2024; Che et al., 2024). Moreover, rapid technological changes
and shifting consumer preferences demand continuous adaptation.
Therefore, in the face of these challenges and opportunities,
adopting strategic approaches to promote high-quality develop-
ment is essential for ensuring the long-term sustainability and
competitiveness of China’s trade and economic sectors (Song et al.,
2019; Shi et al., 2020; Hazarika and Mousavi, 2021).

To promote the high-quality development of CBEC, scholars
have conducted extensive research to identify pathways for pro-
moting the high-quality development of CBEC enterprises from
different perspectives (Wang et al., 2015; Huang, 2017; Huang
and Chang, 2017; Cheng et al., 2019; He et al., 2023). For
instance, Wang et al. (2015), from a policy perspective, examined
the profound impact of legal regulations and electronic customs
clearance mechanisms on CBEC performance. Their findings
revealed that a well-developed legal framework can significantly
enhance operational efficiency and market competitiveness. By
adopting a talent development perspective, Cheng et al. (2019)
combined Problem-Based Learning (PBL) with social media tools
to design a talent cultivation model tailored explicitly to CBEC.
This model aimed to improve students’ practical skills to align
with industry demands. From a consumer perspective, Huang
and Chang (2017) explored factors influencing consumers’
intentions to shop on foreign websites. They identified key drivers
of CBEC competitiveness, including competitive pricing, product
uniqueness, and waiting costs.

While these studies offer valuable insights into CBEC devel-
opment, the existing literature predominantly adopts a single-
dimensional approach, lacking a comprehensive integration of
internal and external dimensions. In fact, the factors affecting the
high-quality development of CBEC enterprises can be categorized
into two main types: external and internal factors. External fac-
tors include government structures (e.g., policies, laws, transport
systems), economic factors (e.g., GDP), and the CBEC trade
foundation (e.g., import/export volume), among others (Wang
et al., 2015; Huang, 2017). Internal factors encompass aspects
such as talent management, consumer understanding, strategic
planning, service quality, product differentiation, and so forth
(Huang and Chang, 2017; Cheng et al., 2019; He et al., 2023).
Previous studies often overlook the interactive effects between
internal factors and the external environment, failing to fully
explain the complex relationships that influence CBEC enterprise
development. This gap highlights the current research short-
comings and undermines the robustness of existing arguments.

Therefore, there is an urgent need to introduce new theoretical
perspectives to elucidate the pathways for high-quality CBEC
development. To address this, we integrate the Competitive
Advantage Theory and the Dynamic Capabilities View (DCV) to
explore the synergies between external and internal factors in
CBEC enterprises. This approach provides systematic insights
into the mechanisms driving high-quality development and helps
bridge existing research gaps.

Moreover, in terms of research method, previous research pri-
marily uses case analysis (Xu, 2008; Shenglong, 2022) or quanti-
tative methods (Wang et al., 2015; Huang and Chang, 2017;
Anthony et al., 2019; Gharizadeh Beiragh et al., 2020; Li et al.,
2021). These methods provide reliable statistical results/evidence
for uncovering high-quality development in e-commerce enter-
prises; however, they still possess certain limitations. Quantitative
methods like Structural Equation Modeling, Principal Component
Analysis, and factor analysis identify general patterns but miss
case-specific details and the impact of causal relationships under
complex influences. Conversely, qualitative analysis provides depth
but lacks external generalizability. Given the complexity of studying
CBEC’s high-quality development, we used fsQCA to overcome the
limitations of both qualitative and quantitative methods. FsQCA is
suitable for both large sample quantitative analysis (over 50 cases)
and qualitative analysis of medium (10–50 cases) or small samples
(below 10). With a sample size of 95, fsQCA is appropriate. This
method bridges the gap between quantitative generalizability and
qualitative depth, exploring the interplay of internal and external
factors driving CBEC development from a configurational per-
spective and providing a comprehensive understanding of how
they interact.

In summary, with the rapid development of CBEC, increasing
research explores factors facilitating its growth. However, few
studies have addressed external and internal factors contributing
to CBEC firms’ development. Traditional case analysis and
quantitative methods often focus on single causal factors, over-
looking asymmetric causality and the complexity of CBEC
growth. Using data from China’s National Bureau of Statistics,
China Stock Market Accounting Research (CSMAR), and annual
reports of 95 listed CBEC firms, this paper applies fsQCA based
on Competitive Advantage Theory and DCV to identify the
driving factors and key configurations of high-quality CBEC
growth. This study broadens the research scope on organizational
growth, enriches Competitive Advantage Theory and DCV, and
offers policy recommendations for government entities and
practical suggestions for CBEC enterprises. This study provides a
comprehensive view of the complex interactions between factors
in CBEC by overcoming methodological limitations.

Literature review and analytical frameworks
Literature review. High-quality development, widely acknowl-
edged by scholars as a multidimensional concept that integrates
economic, social, and environmental considerations, goes beyond
the mere quantity of economic growth. It emphasizes the quality
of this growth, prioritizing factors such as efficiency, innovation,
sustainability, inclusivity, digital transformation, and energy-
efficient technologies (Penrose, 1959; Wang et al., 2015; Zhang
et al., 2022; Fan et al., 2023; Ullah et al., 2023; Zulfiqar et al.,
2023). Long-term economic stability relies on continuous tech-
nological advancement and management innovation, which are
crucial for enterprises and economies to adapt to dynamic market
conditions and achieve sustainable growth. In the specific context
of CBEC enterprises, high-quality development involves
strengthening core competencies to maintain competitiveness in
the global marketplace. This process requires leveraging national
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and industry-level resources to build competitive advantages,
enhance product/service quality, stimulate consumer demand,
and achieve profitability while pursuing dynamic and sustainable
growth (Wang et al., 2015; Huang, 2017; Huang and Chang, 2017;
Cheng et al., 2019; Xiao et al., 2022; He et al., 2023; Kapoor et al.,
2023; Van, 2024).

Current research on the high-quality development of CBEC
enterprises remains limited. Scholars have applied a limited range of
frameworks, including the Two Market Theory, Signaling Theory,
Technology-Organization-Environment (TOE) framework, and
Perceived Risk Theory, to understand CBEC. For instance, Huang
and Chang (2017) leveraged the Signaling Theory to highlight
product uniqueness, waiting costs, and service quality as key drivers
of CBEC competitiveness. Similarly, Xiao et al. (2022) adopted the
TOE framework to explore how international cooperation, govern-
ment support, and innovation during the COVID-19 pandemic can
catalyze sustainable growth in global e-commerce. Furthermore, Van
(2024), based on Perceived Risk Theory, found that the interaction
between individual-level cultural dimensions, perceived risk, and
affective risk can enhance customer trust andmitigate risks in CBEC.
However, these studies still have some limitations. Theories like
Signaling Theory, Two Market Theory, and Perceived Risk Theory
overlook external factors such as changing regulatory and market
environments, trade barriers, and cultural differences. Although the
TOE framework provides a relatively holistic lens to analyze internal
and external factors, it struggles with adaptability to rapidly evolving
market conditions and often fails to account for the unique nature of
internal resources, which are critical for sustaining competitive
advantage.

To overcome these theoretical challenges, this study proposes an
integrated approach combining Competitive Advantage Theory
and the DCV. Competitive Advantage Theory underscores the
importance of identifying and optimizing unique resources to
establish sustainable competitive advantages (Porter, 1990). In
parallel, the DCV highlights the significance of adaptive capabil-
ities, enabling enterprises to respond proactively to changes in the
external environment (Rialti et al., 2019; Ciampi et al., 2021). By
synthesizing these perspectives, the proposed framework harmo-
nizes the evaluation of internal strengths with the dynamic
interaction of external forces. This approach bridges existing
theoretical gaps and provides deeper insights into pathways for the
sustainable and high-quality development of CBEC enterprises.

Analytical frameworks. First, this article used the Competitive
Advantage Theory as the theoretical foundation of the analy-
tical framework. The Competitive Advantage Theory refers to
factors that allow a company or an industry to outperform its

market competitors (Porter, 1990). These factors, according to
Porter (1990), can be divided into six components: factor
conditions, demand conditions, related/supporting industries,
as well as firm strategy, structure, and rivalry, chance, and
government. Based on this and the characteristics of the CBEC
industry, we propose three external secondary indicators:
regional import and export trade (demand conditions), tertiary
industry’s development (related/supporting industries), gov-
ernment’s support measures (government), and three internal
secondary indicators: human resources (factor conditions),
ability of opportunity identification (chance), firms’ strategic
capability (firm strategy, structure, and rivalry). Based on this,
we set up the theoretical, analytical framework of organiza-
tional growth factors (as shown in Fig. 1).

Furthermore, this study employed the DCV as a complement
for proposing conditional variables. DCV refers to an organiza-
tion’s dynamic ability to sense and seize new chances, evolve, and
reconfigure (Teece et al., 1997; Teece, 2007). Specifically,
opportunity sensing ability means the capability of organizations
to identify opportunities and threats by scanning the external
environment. Opportunity-seizing capability is an organization’s
ability to seize opportunities, mobilize resources, and realize
value. The ability to evolve and reconfigure requires organizations
to continuously innovate and balance internal and external
collaborative relationships.

Integrating Competitive Advantage Theory with the DCV
offers a more comprehensive analysis of CBEC companies’
growth, combining static elements of competitive advantage with
dynamic adjustments necessary for long-term success in a rapidly
changing environment. Competitive Advantage Theory provides
a static view of how firms leverage specific conditions and
strategies to gain market advantages at a particular moment. It
focuses on utilizing unique resources and capabilities to establish
a strong market position. However, it mainly addresses competi-
tion under established market conditions without fully addressing
the adaptability and innovation needed over time. In contrast,
DCV adds a temporal dimension, focusing on firms’ ability to
identify opportunities, allocate resources, and create value amidst
ongoing environmental changes. It encompasses capitalizing on
current advantages, anticipating future trends, and making
strategic adjustments for sustained competitiveness. By integrat-
ing these two complementary theories, we propose three external
conditional variables: regional cluster of CBEC trade, logistics
capacity, government’s financial support, and three internal
conditional variables: employees’ educational background, R&D
investment, market expansion, and building up the analytical
model of growth factors of CBEC company (shown in Table 1).

Fig. 1 Analytical framework.
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Next, we will introduce the six variables and the methods used
to measure them in detail, explaining how each variable
contributes to the overall framework.

Regional cluster of CBEC trade. According to the “demand”
conditions in the Competitive Advantage Theory, factors such as
the concentration of regional import and export trade, early home
demand, market size, and market growth reflect the fundamentals
of developing an outward-oriented economy in that area. Zhao
(2020) pointed out that the regional cluster of CBEC trade reflects
the level of international trade activity of a region, as well as a
company’s market penetration and business capabilities in the
field of CBEC. Therefore, the regional cluster of CBEC trade can
be an essential measurement for the high-quality development of
CBEC enterprises. This study reviewed publicly available data
from city statistical bureaus, customs websites, and other official
sources. Due to the inconsistent reporting of CBEC import and
export figures across cities, we focused on broader indicators
reliably reflecting CBEC activities, ensuring data availability and
completeness. Based on the characteristics of the CBEC industry,
we use the ratio of total foreign trade volume to regional GDP,
which reflects the level of activity and economic openness of a
city, to assess the CBEC trade basis in a city (Che et al., 2024).

Logistics capacity. Based on the “related and supporting indus-
tries” condition of the Competitive Advantage Theory, the per-
formance of related and supporting industries can produce
critical inputs for innovation and internationalization. An
industry can only develop healthily with a related and supporting
ecosystem that can provide technology and components. When
seeking good deals abroad, one of the consumers’ most significant
concerns regarding CBEC purchases involves logistics, e.g.,
receiving the products on time, which indicates that logistics
plays a significant role in developing CBEC business (Giuffrida
et al., 2017; Ma and Liang, 2021). Moreover, a well-developed
logistics network can ensure that orders are fulfilled promptly,
goods are delivered intact, and customers receive support
throughout the shipping process, enhancing satisfaction and
loyalty. Therefore, the support level of these tertiary industries
can be reflected by the support of the logistics industry. Based on
data availability, completeness, and variability, we chose the city’s
total revenue from the logistics industry to measure the logistics
industry level in a region.

Government’s financial support. “Government” can actively
promote infrastructure development and talent cultivation by
planning and implementing financial policies and legal regula-
tions, which can enhance the development and competitiveness of
businesses. For CBEC enterprises, the government’s financial
support for the CBEC industry can reflect the government’s
attention toward the CBEC industry. It can directly or indirectly
impact enterprises’ liquidity and financial health, so it is a crucial
variable driving the high-quality development of CBEC firms on
the global stage (Che et al., 2024). Consequently, we use local
governments’ general public budget expenditure (it can help
create a favorable policy environment) to reflect the government’s
financial support of CBEC development in a city.

Employees’ educational background. In the knowledge-intensive
and technology-driven CBEC industry, a sufficient quantity and
high quality of human resources contribute to achieving high-
quality labor productivity. Consequently, enterprises in the CBEC
industry, both upstream and downstream, need a substantial
workforce of highly skilled professionals. These professionals
should be capable of providing financial, data, and information
services, which are crucial for gaining cost advantages and
securing competitive edges. Cheng et al. (2019) and Che et al.
(2023) pointed out that the educational background of employees
reflects their overall knowledge base and professional compe-
tence, providing an effective indicator to measure the quality of
talent resources in a company. Based on the characteristics of the
CBEC, we use “the number of employees with a bachelor’s degree
or higher in a company” to measure the employees’ educational
background.

R&D investment. Chance, which serves as an auxiliary condition
in Competitive Advantage Theory, refers to unpredictable exter-
nal events, such as technological breakthroughs and shifts in
market demand. Companies must enhance their ability to identify
and leverage new technologies to thrive in the competitive global
market. R&D investment is crucial for recognizing and seizing
external opportunities, enabling firms to meet international
market demands more effectively (Rialti et al., 2019; Ma et al.,
2024). Therefore, this study uses R&D funding as a proxy for
firms’ ability to identify opportunities.

Market expansion. Currently, addressing issues such as com-
munication cost, waiting cost, and return cost has become crucial

Table 1 Analytical model of growth factors.

Element
cluster

Primary indicators Secondary indicators Conditional variables Measures Units

External
elements

Demand conditions Regional import and
export trade

Regional cluster of CBEC
trade

The proportion of total trade
volume to regional GDP

%

Related and supporting
industries

Tertiary industry’s
development

Logistics capacity Total logistics industry
revenue in the city

Billion USD

Government Government’s support
measures

Government’s financial
support

General public budget
expenditure of local
governments

Billion USD

Internal
elements

Factor conditions Human resources Employees’ educational
background

Employees with a bachelor’s
degree or higher

Number of
Employees

Chance Ability of opportunity
identification

R&D investment R&D funding Million USD

Firm strategy and
structure

Firms’ strategic capability Market expansion Sales expenses Million USD

Note: The selection of each conditional variable also considers that the impact of antecedent conditions on organizational growth outcomes often has a time-lag effect (Teirlinck, 2017). Therefore,
considering the lag period is usually one year, data from 2022 will be used to explore the growth evaluation of the sample companies in 2023.
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when enterprises plan market strategies to expand into new
markets (Huang and Chang, 2017; Zha et al., 2022; Mou and
Wang, 2023). Generally, when a company aims to expand its
presence in these markets, it is necessary to increase sales
expenses to provide multi-language websites, AI-powered custo-
mer service, digital exhibitions, or set up overseas warehouses,
which can facilitate them to reach more consumers and improve
their trust and intention to shop (Lu et al., 2022). Considering the
quantifiability of data, this study selects the listed companies’
sales expenses mentioned in their annual report to measure their
ability to market expansion.

Research methodology and data processing
Research method. Qualitative comparative analysis (QCA), first
proposed by Charles Ragin in 1987, is a case-oriented method in
which applying QCA refers to investigating datasets (Ragin and
Strand, 2008; Li et al., 2021). The QCA method challenges some
core assumptions in mainstream statistical methods and broadens
the framework for causal analysis by relaxing certain assump-
tions. Recently, QCA has gradually become popular, particularly
in the field of management, in which it addresses “result-driven”
and “configuration” questions (Du et al., 2022). Utilizing Boolean
algebra and set theory, QCA explores configurations of condi-
tions that are essential or sufficient for specific outcomes
(Schneider, 2018). Unlike conventional statistical methods that
focus on symmetrical and linear relationships, QCA can analyze
both symmetric and asymmetric, as well as linear and non-linear
relationships (Xu et al., 2024). Among methods suitable for
comparative research with small case numbers, Ragin’s QCA was
appealing due to its effectiveness in addressing complex causal
relationships and the role of context in complex interventions
(Rao et al., 2019; Hanckel et al., 2021). Moreover, QCA identifies
multiple concurrent causalities, emphasizing the diversity and
complexity of causality across conditional variables (Cao et al.,
2024). Specifically, it includes crisp-set QCA (csQCA), multi-
value QCA (mvQCA), and fsQCA. FsQCA, in particular, offers
the benefit of preserving truth value assessment while simplifying
the handling of partial membership and changes in degree (Tahir
et al., 2025). This capability allows researchers to retain infor-
mation about the cases under study, thereby enhancing the depth
and accuracy of the analysis (Li et al., 2021). Therefore, this study
chose fsQCA to identify the developmental pathways of CBEC
enterprises in detail.

Case selection and data collection. First, this article used Choice
software (a subsidiary of East Money Information) to identify 121
companies listed in the A-share market within the CBEC sector as
of December 2023. After excluding delisted companies with ‘ST’
(Special Treatment) and ‘*ST’ (Special Treatment with Risk
Warning) status, 118 companies remained. These companies
cover 34 cities of 17 provincial-level administrative regions in
China, displaying significant heterogeneity and meeting the
diversity requirements for case selection. Subsequently, we used
data from the China Stock Market & Accounting Research
(CSMAR) database and applied strict inclusion criteria based on
the availability, completeness, and comparability of financial data
for CBEC companies. Only companies with publicly available
financial statements for the past three fiscal years were con-
sidered. Companies were included only if their financial data were
comprehensive, without significant omissions or discrepancies.
Additionally, selected firms were required to adhere to consistent
accounting standards throughout the study period to ensure the
validity of the comparative analysis. Based on these criteria, 95
companies were ultimately selected for the study. The selected
companies not only reflect the identities of listed CBEC

enterprises and their compliance with listing requirements but
also ensure the measurability of financial data and meet the
homogeneity requirements for sample case selection.

Second, the specific data were collected from the following
databases and sources: (1) the data used to evaluate the financial
performance of CBEC-listed firms are mainly from CSMAR
database; (2) express delivery capacity and other data used to
measure the external factors of high-quality growth of CBEC firms
are mainly from China Statistical Yearbook, China Logistics Yearbook,
etc.; (3) R&D funding and other data used to measure the internal
factors are obtained from the annual reports of listed CBEC firms.

Measurement of outcome variables. When evaluating organiza-
tional growth performance, two types of indicators are commonly
employed: single and composite indicators. Single indicators, such as
net profit or revenue growth rates, focus on specific performance
aspects. Composite indicators combine multiple dimensions into a
comprehensive index, offering a more holistic and widely preferred
approach for assessing high-quality development. This study adopts
Teece et al.‘s DCV framework (1997) and employs quantitative
methods with financial composite indicators. Considering the char-
acteristics of CBEC-listed companies, it uses four sub-variables—
profitability, operational capability, growth capability, and debt
repayment capability—to measure enterprise development (DEVE).
These indicators provide an objective record of financial performance,
reflecting core operational characteristics and strategies driving high-
quality growth. Detailed metrics are presented in Table 2.

To address comprehensive evaluation issues, scholars combine
the entropy weight method with the catastrophe progression
method to rank indicator weights in the comprehensive
evaluation of enterprises (Chen et al., 2020; Li et al., 2021; Xu
and Wang, 2024). This approach integrates catastrophe theory
and fuzzy mathematics, beginning with constructing a fuzzy
membership function and applying normalization formulas for
quantitative calculations. The entropy weight method initially
ranks third-level indicator weights by importance and then
calculates comprehensive evaluation values through normal-
ization formulas (Karman and Pawłowski, 2022). This integration
reduces subjectivity in ranking and enhances evaluation rigor.
Detailed steps for assessing CBEC firms’ performance using these
methods are outlined below.

Step 1: Standardization processing. The evaluation model’s first
three sub-variables (i.e., profitability, operational capability, and
growth capability) are positive indicators. The formula for
standardizing these positive indicators is shown in Eq. (1).

Pij ¼
Xij�minðXijÞ

maxðXijÞ�minðXijÞ i ¼ 1; 2; 3¼ 95; j ¼ 1; 2; 3¼ 12 ð1Þ

In this equation, Xij represents the original data of the jth index
in the ith enterprise; Pij is the standardized value of Xij; max (Xij)
is the maximum value of the jth indicator among all enterprises in
the sample; min (Xij) is the minimum value of indicator j among
all enterprises in the sample.

Besides, the fourth sub-variable (debt repayment capability) is
a moderation indicator, so this study set a moderation index to
standardize these indicators. Generally, researchers set the
moderate value for the current ratio indicator to 2, the quick
ratio indicator to 1, and the debt-to-assets ratio indicator to 0.5.
The formula for calculating the moderate indicator is shown as
Eq. (2) (Verbeke et al., 2019).

Pij ¼ 1

1þ Xij�A
�
�

�
�

i ¼ 1; 2; 3¼ 95; j ¼ 1; 2; 3¼ 12 ð2Þ

In this equation, Xij represents the original data of ith
enterprise’s jth index; Pij represents the indicator data after
positive processing of Xij, and A is the target value.
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Step 2: Calculating the entropy value Ej (0 ≤ Ej ≤ 1) and the
coefficient of variation dj. In the entropy weight method, the
entropy value Ej and dj of the jth index are defined as in Eqs. (3)
and (4) separately (Dong et al., 2018).

Ej ¼ � 1
ln n ∑

n

i¼1
Pij � ln � Pij i ¼ 1; 2; 3¼ 95; j ¼ 1; 2; 3¼ 12

ð3Þ
dj ¼ e� ej ð4Þ

When using the entropy weight method, Pij*ln Pij= 0 is
usually set when Pij= 0 to make the calculation convenient.

Step 3: Calculate the weight of third-level indexes. The weight
of the jth indicator for the ith enterprise was calculated and
denoted as ωj, as shown in Eq. (5).

Wj ¼
dj

∑
k

j¼1
dj

ð5Þ

In the equation, k represents the number of indicators. The
larger the dj is, the more significant the impact on the indicator is,
and the higher the weight.

After calculating the weights for all third-level indicators, the
indicators were ranked (as shown in Table 3).

Step 4: Standardize the financial indicator data. Before
calculating the membership function value, the influence of each
index dimension (namely dimensionless processing) must be
removed by using the normalized formula (as shown in Table 4).

In the equation, x is the state variable; f(x) is the potential
function of the state variable; and a, b, and c are the control
variables of the state variable. Taking Tongcheng Holdings’s
Operational capability index as an example, it belongs to the
swallowtail model, so the calculation method is as follows:

xa ¼ 0:784j j12 ¼ 0:886 xb ¼ 0:809j j13 ¼ 0:932 xc ¼ 0:981j j14 ¼ 0:995

Step 5: Calculating second-level indicators involved using SPSS
24.0 to analyze the correlation of third-level indicators. Profit-
ability and debt repayment systems were complementary, while
operational and growth capability systems were non-
complementary. For complementary systems, averages were used;
minimum values were selected for non-complementary ones. For
example, Tongcheng Holdings’ operational capability index was
calculated as the average of its complementary third-level

Table 3 Weight of third-level evaluation index.

First-level index Second-level index Third-level index Weight Ranking Model type

Financial performance evaluation of listed
firms

Profitability Return on equity (ROE) 0.016 2nd Swallowtail model
Return on assets (ROA) 0.005 3rd
Return on invested capital
(ROIC)

0.017 1st

Operational capability Accounts receivable turnover 0.393 1st Swallowtail model
Inventory turnover 0.180 3rd
Total asset turnover 0.232 2nd

Growth capability Total asset growth rate 0.054 1st Swallowtail model
Revenue growth rate 0.045 2nd
Sustainable growth rate 0.011 3rd

Debt repayment capability Current ratio 0.020 1st Swallowtail model
Quick ratio 0.018 2nd
Debt-to-assets ratio 0.002 3rd

Note: According to the classification theorem, there are two catastrophe models: cusp-like catastrophe and umbilical catastrophe (Arnold et al., 1986). This article, based on related research, chose cusp-
like mutations (including four types: Fold model (including one type of singular lines), Cusp model (including two types of singular lines), Swallowtail model (including three types of singular lines),
Butterfly model (including four types of singular lines) (Anthony et al., 2019; Guastello et al., 2019).

Table 2 Evaluation index system of the listed CBEC company’s development.

First-level index Second-level index Third-level index Index description Calculation formula

Financial performance
evaluation of listed firms

Profitability Return on equity (ROE) Positive Net profit/shareholder’s equity
Return on assets (ROA) Positive Net profit/total assets
Return on invested
capital (ROIC)

Positive NOPAT/invested capital

Operational capability Accounts receivable
turnover

Positive Net sales/average accounts receivable

Inventory turnover Positive Net sales/average current assets
Total asset turnover Positive Net sales/average total assets

Growth capability Total asset growth rate Positive (Total assetsend− total assetsstart)/total
assetsstart

Revenue growth rate Positive (Revenueend− revenuestart)/revenuestart
Sustainable growth rate Positive ROE*(retained earnings/total assets)

Debt repayment
capability

Current ratio Moderation Current assets/current liabilities
Quick ratio Moderation Current assets-inventory/current liabilities
Debt-to-assets ratio Moderation Total liabilities/total assets

Note: Positive indicators represent metrics where larger values indicate better outcomes, while moderation indicators represent metrics where values closer to an optimal range indicate better outcomes.
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indicators.

Operational capabilityxA1 ¼ ðxa þ xb þ xcÞ=3
¼ ð0:932þ 0:995þ 0:886Þ=3 ¼ 0:937

After the calculation, the catastrophe membership function
values of the secondary indicators of each company in 2023 were
obtained (some of them are shown in Table 5 as examples).

Step 6: First-level indicators were calculated by integrating
secondary indicators using the normalization formula. The
potential functions (see Table 4) were computed, and their
averages were used to derive the comprehensive growth values.
The ranked results for 95 CBEC companies are partially shown in
Table 6.

Data calibration. Data calibration, which is an integral aspect of
fsQCA, is the process of assigning membership scores to acquired
cases. Following previous studies and the data feature of this
study (Howell et al., 2022; Jia et al., 2023; Xie et al., 2024), the
direct calibration method is used to set the three calibration
points: full membership (i.e., more than the 75th percentile),
crossover point (median, namely the 50th percentile), and full

non-membership (i.e., less than the 25th percentile). The out-
come variable “CBEC firms’ development evaluation” and the six
conditional variables “regional cluster of CBEC trade, logistics
capacity, government’s financial support, employees’ educational
background, R&D investment, and market expansion” are cali-
brated and named DEVE, RCCT, LC, GFS, EEB, RDI, and ME,
respectively. The calibration anchor points and descriptive ana-
lysis results are shown in Table 7.

After calibration, the cases occurred as partial 0.5 in terms of
fuzzy-set membership, which will hinder the classification of
cases that are not added to the analysis and result in incorrect
results. Therefore, we added 0.001 to the fuzzy-set membership
degree of 0.5 after the calibration to solve the problem (Fiss,
2011).

Results and analysis
Necessary condition analysis. Necessity condition analysis
determines the conditions necessary for the outcome (Fiss, 2011).
Ragin and Strand (2008) proposed that consistency, which refers
to the uniformity of relationships between conditions and out-
comes, is an indispensable detection standard for necessary

Table 4 Potential function and normalized formula of the swallowtail model.

Catastrophe model Potential function Normalized formula

Swallowtail model fðxÞ ¼ 1
5 x

5 þ 1
3 ax

3 þ 1
2 bx

2 þ cx xa ¼ aj j12; xb ¼ bj j13; xc ¼ cj j 14

Table 5 Evaluation values of second-level indicators in 2023.

Name and stock code of listed firms Profitability Operational capability Growth capability Debt repayment capability

Tongcheng Holdings Co., Ltd. (000419) 0.937 0.370 0.424 0.930
Zhuhai Port Co., Ltd. (000507) 0.935 0.141 0.563 0.900
Fujian Sanmu Group Co., Ltd. (000632) 0.925 0.579 0.500 0.834
Xiamen Xindeco Ltd. (000701) 0.942 0.311 0.531 0.875

Table 6 The overall growth evaluation values.

Company name Value Ranking Company name Value Ranking Company name Value Ranking

China Tourism Group Duty Free
Corporation Limited

0.888 1st Xiamen ITG Group
Corp., Ltd.

0.865 6th CMST Development Co.,
Ltd.

0.815 30th

Anker Innovations Technology Co.,
Ltd.

0.831 17th Global Top 0.816 29th FSPG HI-TECH CO., LTD. 0.812 33th

Table 7 Fuzzy-set membership calibrations and descriptive statistics.

Variable Fuzzy-set calibration Description of sampling

Fully in Crossover Fully out Mean (SD) Minimum Median Maximum

CBEC firms’ development evaluation (DEVE) 0.81 0.78 0.76 0.80 (0.04) 0.70 0.80 0.89
Regional cluster of CBEC trade (RCCT) 0.94 0.52 0.33 0.67 (0.46) 0.07 0.52 2.61
Logistics capacity (LC) 12.16 4.51 1.60 8.44 (9.04) 0.16 4.51 25.25
Government’s financial support (GFS) 102.18 29.93 14.33 51.30 (45.70) 0.68 29.93 128.50
Employees’ educational background (EEB) 1729.00 636.00 298.50 2045.18 (4852.34) 59.00 636.00 37,442.00
R&D investment (RDI) 12.84 4.88 1.39 47.33 (281.95) 0.00 4.89 2713.28
Market expansion (ME) 87.35 26.92 8.58 79.27 (120.33) 0.00 26.93 557.68

SD standard deviation.
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conditions. For a condition to be regarded as necessary for the
outcome (or for its negation), its consistency must exceed 0.9
(Schneider, 2018), and it must have non-trivial coverage (the
percentage of cases within the sample that share a specific con-
figuration) (Ciampi et al., 2021; Tahir et al., 2024). The necessary
condition analysis using fsQCA indicated that the consistency
and coverage of the six condition variables were less than 0.9, thus
indicating that none of the conditions could fully produce high or
low-quality development of CBEC companies. Table 8 presents
these results.

The construction of the truth table. In fsQCA, the “truth table
solution” assesses which causal combination leads to a specific
outcome (Ragin and Strand, 2008). For this study, we set the
consistency threshold at 0.8, PRI (proportional reduction in
inconsistency) at 0.7, and case frequency at 1 (Ciampi et al.,
2021). After analysis, three solutions were obtained: complex,
parsimonious, and intermediate. Intermediate solutions incor-
porating logical remainders are most commonly reported in QCA
studies. Therefore, we chose to report the intermediate solutions.

Configurational analysis of high-quality development of
CBEC firms. According to the hierarchical relationship between

parsimonious and intermediate solutions, this study identified the
core and peripheral conditions affecting the development of CBEC
enterprises. Then, this study categorized the configurations of
high-quality growth into three groups of solutions based on the
core conditions of the four configurations, namely, solutions S1,
S2a, S2b, and S3. As is shown in Table 9, all the solutions exhibit
acceptable consistency (>=0.80), and the overall consistency is
0.8804, indicating all the configurations exceed the consistency
threshold. The raw coverage of each configuration is larger than 0,
and the overall solution coverage is 0.4231, which means that each
configuration can explain some of the high-level growth cases of
CBEC enterprises. Collectively, the three configurations provide
an acceptable explanation for a portion of these high-level growth
cases. In this study, 33 enterprises were identified as exemplars of
high-quality development based on the parsimonious solution.
From these, we highlight 15 representative firms using the inter-
mediate solution to provide an in-depth exploration of the best
practices and success factors that define high-quality development
in the CBEC sector. This selection process ensures that the chosen
enterprises meet the criteria for high-quality development and
serve as illustrative examples within the configurations identified
by the solutions S1, S2a, S2b, and S3. Next, according to the char-
acteristics of each type of configuration, this study selected typical
cases for further analysis to verify the consistency of the results.

Table 8 Necessary condition analysis results.

Variable High-quality development Low-quality development

Consistency Coverage Consistency Coverage

RCCTfs 0.514027 0.497251 0.580280 0.569413
~RCCTfs 0.554886 0.565841 0.487656 0.504433
LCfs 0.505100 0.531114 0.523004 0.557847
~LCfs 0.579504 0.544976 0.560400 0.534587
GFSfs 0.498145 0.520851 0.552729 0.586232
~GFSfs 0.604271 0.571159 0.548235 0.525644
EEBfs 0.640169 0.632524 0.460712 0.461754
~EEBfs 0.455249 0.454209 0.633353 0.640991
RDIfs 0.491741 0.498935 0.568574 0.585186
~RDIfs 0.591167 0.574620 0.513159 0.505967
MEfs 0.661606 0.672732 0.410941 0.423859
~MEfs 0.433388 0.420391 0.682707 0.671754

Note: Data are obtained from FsQCA 4.1 software. “~” is used to denote the lack of a condition.

Table 9 High and low-quality development configurations.

Type Solutions for high-quality development Solutions for low-quality development

Conditions S1 S2a S2b S3 NS1 NS2 NS3 NS4
RCCT ⊗ ⨂ ⨂ ● ⨂ • •

LC ⨂ • ● ⨂ ⊗ ● ⨂
GFS • ● ● ⨂ ⊗ ⨂
EEB ● ● ● ⨂ ⨂
RDI ⨂ • ● ⨂ ● ● ● •

ME ● ● ● • ⨂ ⊗ ⨂
Consistency 0.8778 0.8678 0.8414 0.8746 0.8816 0.8804 0.8809 0.8670
Raw coverage 0.1386 0.1518 0.1721 0.0695 0.1977 0.1429 0.1083 0.1365
Unique coverage 0.0867 0.0076 0.0396 0.0392 0.0112 0.0256 0.0530 0.0110
Solution coverage 0.4231 0.4346
Solution consistency 0.8804 0.8612

Note: Core conditions are indicated by ● (presence) and ⨂ (absence); peripheral conditions are presented by • (presence) and ⊗ (absence); when causal conditions are either present or absent, they
are presented by blank spaces. S1 indicates Configuration 1, S2 indicates Configuration 2, etc.
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(1) Market expansion driving (S1). Marketing capabilities
empower companies to achieve market expansion and high-level
growth. The sample cases covered by this solution are three com-
panies: Global Top (GTE), Hunan Friendship&Apollo Commercial,
and Zhejiang Ming Jewelry. These firms’ growth evaluation values
are above 0.8 (the Median value), indicating they have achieved
high-quality growth. Specifically, in Configuration S1, market
expansion is a core condition, and government financial support is
a peripheral condition. In contrast, the other two external variables
(regional cluster of CBEC trade and logistics capacity) and an
internal condition (R&D investment) are absent as the core or
peripheral conditions. This means that in less developed trade cities,
companies that lack employees’ educational background and R&D
investment, with relatively strong government fiscal support, can
overcome these deficiencies by increasing marketing expenses to
optimize marketing capabilities, enhance customer service level, and
improve consumer loyalty. In the digital era, distance is no longer
an insurmountable barrier between businesses and customers.
Companies benefiting from government support can utilize mar-
keting to gain insights into target markets and identify consumer
pain points. They can offer competitive and personalized products
by selecting appropriate products and cooperating with reliable
suppliers. Moreover, by establishing localized marketing teams and
optimizing marketing capabilities, companies can acquire custo-
mers more effectively, build brand advantages, and achieve high-
quality development. In summary, CBEC, through technological
and model innovation, plays a vital role in driving market expan-
sion and enhancing competitiveness. This underscores the critical
importance of market expansion as a key factor for achieving high-
quality development of CBEC firms in new markets and sustaining
long-term growth.

A prominent example of a company that demonstrates the
integration of these factors and achieves high-quality develop-
ment through substantial market expansion is GTE. As a leader
in China’s CBEC industry, ranked 29th among 95 firms, GTE is
a key example of high-quality development in configuration S1.
GTE is an e-commerce platform for cross-border trade that
provides a convenient, secure, and reliable trading platform for
businesses and consumers worldwide. The company is located
in Taiyuan, Shanxi, an inland region in central China with a
low regional cluster of CBEC trade and poor transportation
infrastructure. However, since its establishment on March 7,
2003, the company has grown rapidly. Currently, it operates
leading self-managed apparel and electronics sites and ranks
first in sales on the eBay platform, having established a
complete end-to-end process for CBEC retail. Its success is
primarily attributed to the following two aspects. First, the city
in which it is located became a comprehensive pilot zone for
CBEC in December 2019. Since then, it has benefited from
some financial support from the government. Second, it is good
at market expansion (such as supply chain integration and
influencer marketing). For example, the company has a
professional procurement team that can select high-quality,
competitive products from numerous Chinese suppliers.
Besides meeting the needs of consumers in different countries
and regions, it also provides multilingual customer service and
customized marketing promotion plans. In 2022, GTE’s sales
expenses were USD 0.061 billion, higher than many CBEC
platforms, helping it gain more advantages in this field.

(2) Core competence: policy driving (S2a−S2b). This configura-
tion is characterized by the synergy between a company’s core
competencies and government policy guidance, achieving high-
quality development of enterprises. Configuration S2a indicates that
when the regional cluster of CBEC trade is absent as a core

condition, enterprises can leverage core conditions such as a high
proportion of marketing investment, a well-educated workforce,
and substantial government financial subsidies, along with periph-
eral conditions like relatively heavy R&D investment and good
logistics support, to drive high-quality development. This solution
covers four sample cases: FSPG HI-TECH CO., LTD (FSPG),
Zhejiang Orient Financial Holdings Group, etc. All of these firms’
growth evaluation values are above the median value. Configuration
S2b illustrates a scenario where enterprises can achieve high-quality
development without a robust CBEC trade foundation by leveraging
four core conditions: government subsidies, employees’ educational
background, R&D investment, and marketing promotion. Gov-
ernment subsidies play a pivotal role by potentially enhancing
marketing capabilities, R&D investment, and workforce quality.
This integration helps enterprises overcome external challenges
such as a low regional cluster of foreign trade and insufficient
transportation capabilities. The sample cases covered by this solu-
tion are six companies: Anker Innovations, China Tourism Group
Duty Free Corporation, etc. The average evaluation value of these
firms is 0.844, which is above the median value. Configurations S2b
and S2a share similarities in their emphasis on internal core com-
petencies and their reliance on government subsidies, making them
suitable for enterprises in regions with low foreign trade con-
centration but strong local government initiatives to develop an
outward-oriented economy. This alignment suggests that enter-
prises with strong internal driving forces can consolidate their
capabilities and expand competitive advantages through the stra-
tegic use of government financial subsidies. In summary, enterprises
that effectively align their core competencies with government
support can overcome external barriers and further enhance their
dynamic capabilities. This is crucial for sustainable growth in
regions with weaker foreign trade concentration but strong local
government initiatives.

FSPG ranked 33rd among 95 firms, is a leading company in
China’s new plastic materials industry, and represents configura-
tion S2a. FSPG is located in Foshan, and it thrives despite
Foshan’s weak CBEC trade foundation. Supported by strong R&D
and opportunity identification, FSPG received a government
subsidy of USD 2.3 million in 2022. With policy support, its R&D
investment reached USD 0.02 billion in 2022, growing at an
average annual rate of 5.14%. Moreover, FSPG employs a highly
educated workforce, with 55.45% of its 1,755 staff holding a
bachelor’s degree or higher, surpassing the industry average of
28.11%. Additionally, its investment in the “Guangzhou Nansha
Free Trade Zone South China CBEC Park” project aims to reduce
CBEC costs and promote high-quality development.

Anker Innovations (ranked 17th among 95 firms), a leading
Chinese CBEC brand, exemplifies successful internationalization
for solution S2b. Headquartered in inland Changsha, Anker
overcame logistical challenges by focusing on R&D and brand
building. Transitioning early from “product export” to “brand
export,” Anker made substantial R&D investments to better meet
consumer needs and enhance brand visibility. It also enhanced
marketing and customer service, establishing a globally oriented
team to localize its operations. In 2022, Anker’s sales expenses
totaled USD 0.54 billion, while R&D investment reached USD
0.20 billion. These two items represent the company’s largest
expenditures. Additionally, the company received USD 2.56
billion in government subsidies, exceeding the industry average.
These investments and government support helped Anker
overcome logistical challenges and become the world’s third-
largest digital charging brand by retail sales.

(3) External conditions driving (S3). This configuration corre-
sponds to solution S3: the sample cases covered by this solution
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are two companies: XIAMEN ITG GROUP CORP., LTD. (ITG)
and Zhejiang China Commodities City Group. The average eva-
luation value of these firms is 0.842, signaling they have achieved
high-quality development. This solution can be expressed with
the formula “RCCTfs*LCfs~GFSfs*EEBfs~RDIfs*MEfs,” which
can be interpreted as: in regions with a high CBEC trade con-
centration and high-level logistics, companies can achieve high-
quality development when their employees are highly skilled and
actively explore new markets. In this situation, government
subsidies and corporate R&D investment have a less noticeable
impact on the outcome. This solution primarily applies to
developed coastal regions and key CBEC export hubs in China.
These areas’ strong economic foundations and industrial chains
help compensate for enterprises’ limited R&D capabilities. This
highlights the importance of leveraging regional trade clusters
and logistics infrastructure, which provide crucial external
advantages. These factors can reduce firms’ reliance on internal
R&D investment, helping them achieve competitive advantages
and high-quality development, particularly in regions with strong
trade ecosystems.

ITG, ranked 6th among 95 firms, is a leader in China’s
transportation and supply chain services and a typical example of
configuration S3, specializing in supply chain management for
over 40 years. Recently, ITG has expanded its international reach,
operating in over 170 countries, with an annual revenue of USD
65.0 billion. A key factor in its success is Xiamen’s favorable
business environment, characterized by a robust export-oriented
economy, high CBEC trade concentration, and a well-developed
logistics network. Moreover, Xiamen’s high salary levels attract a
skilled talent pool, which supports ITG’s market expansion. By
leveraging its geographical advantages and human resources, ITG
provides integrated supply chain solutions, further enhancing
service quality and strengthening its competitive position.

Configurational analysis of low-quality development of
CBEC firms. Based on the characteristic of causal asymmetry in
fsQCA, this study obtained four configurations associated with
low-quality growth of CBEC firms (62 companies in total), i.e.,
NS1, NS2, NS3, and NS4 (as shown in Table 9). Configuration
NS1 indicates that when logistics capacity and market expansion
are lacking as core conditions, and government subsidies are
absent as a peripheral condition, high-quality development is
difficult to achieve, even with significant R&D expenditure.
Configuration NS2 shows that when the regional cluster of CBEC
trade, financial support, and a highly educated workforce are
absent as core conditions, and logistics capacity is absent as a
peripheral condition, relying solely on a large amount of R&D
expenditure is insufficient for high-quality development. Simi-
larly, Configuration NS3 suggests that when employees’ educa-
tional background is inadequate as a core condition and market
expansion is absent as a peripheral condition, even with sig-
nificant R&D investment, well-developed transportation infra-
structure, and a certain level of CBEC trade cluster, achieving
high-quality development remains challenging. By comparing
configurations NS2 and NS3, it is found that high-quality devel-
opment is inseparable from highly educated employees when
R&D investment is substantial. Configuration NS4 indicates that
high-quality development is hard to achieve if market expansion
and logistics capacity are absent as core conditions, even with
R&D investment and some CBEC trade aggregation in the firm’s
location. The reasons behind this are: Although R&D investment
can improve product quality and competitiveness, these good
products must first be promoted or introduced to target con-
sumers. Generally, overseas consumers typically go through four
stages (namely, the Product cognition stage, Platform emotion

stage, Behavior intention stage, and Actual behavior stage) before
completing a purchase. Therefore, cultivating high-level CBEC
employees, conducting extensive marketing campaigns, and
improving product description, product awareness, and platform
involvement according to different consumer groups’ cultures
and customs are essential to increase consumers’ purchase
intentions.

Robustness analysis. Robustness analysis is employed to assess
research findings’ resilience (stability and reliability) using alter-
native discriminant norms. The methods of recalculating results
mainly include modifying the anchor point system in data cali-
bration or adjusting the consistency level and case truncation
values (Fiss et al., 2013). Based on recalculated results, on the one
hand, it is necessary to check if there is a substantial change in the
overall configuration and whether there is a change in the subset
relationship among the configurations. If there is no notable
change in the configurations, it can be considered a robust result.
On the other hand, it is necessary to examine if there is a sub-
stantial change in the consistency and coverage of the overall
solution between the two results. If the results do not differ much,
it can be considered a robust result. This research conducted a
robustness analysis by adjusting the consistency threshold to 0.85.
Based on the result, it was found that the combination of solu-
tions that empower the high-quality development of CBEC
enterprises is completely consistent with the previous results,
indicating that the conclusions are robust.

Discussions
Based on the Competitive Advantage Theory and the DCV, this
study constructed a conceptual framework to investigate the path
toward CBEC firms’ high-quality growth and its influencing
factors. By evaluating 95 listed companies’ financial performance
and exploring the configuration conditions that lead to high-level
growth, our research effectively revealed the underlying
mechanisms and boundary conditions of how external and
internal factors influence the high performance of CBEC com-
panies. Additionally, by integrating external and internal factors
as variables, our research extends the Competitive Advantage
Theory and the DCV. It offers a more comprehensive under-
standing of the inter-relationship of external and internal factors
and what core conditions can facilitate CBEC firms’ development
and thriving in China.

Theoretical implications. Firstly, this study extends the appli-
cation of the Competitive Advantage Theory and the DCV to the
academic context, highlighting the potential for stakeholders in
CBEC to view both internal (like marketing capability and
employees’ educational background) and external factors (such as
government’s financial support and logistics capacity) as core
conditions for enterprises’ growth. This perspective challenges the
traditional studies that only focus on one dimension: external or
internal factors (Koh et al., 2012; Ma et al., 2018) and offers a
more in-depth understanding of their roles in promoting the
high-quality growth of CBEC firms. The results align with the
Competitive Advantage Theory, which suggests that firms gain a
competitive edge by leveraging specific conditions and strategies
(Porter, 1990). For instance, our findings highlight the critical role
of marketing capabilities, government support, and employees’
educational background in achieving competitive advantage,
illustrating the importance of both internal resources and external
factors. Our results also support the DCV, emphasizing the need
for firms to dynamically adjust their resources and capabilities to
respond to environmental changes (Teece, 2007). This dynamic
capability is crucial in the rapidly evolving CBEC sector, where
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firms must continuously adapt to shifting market conditions and
technological advancements. Moreover, our findings underscore
the importance of marketing and employees’ educational back-
ground to companies’ growth. While the DCV and the Compe-
titive Advantage Theory highlight the significance of R&D
investment and pay less attention to these aspects, our study
reveals that the effects of R&D investment on high-level growth
may vary in different firms according to their attitude toward
marketing investment and employees’ professional ability.

Secondly, this study advances the Competitive Advantage
Theory and the DCV by integrating them and proposing new
aspects of CBEC. Because CBEC is a new and fast-evolving field
of study, current theories may not solely provide a comprehensive
and accurate theoretical foundation and understanding of it. On
the one hand, the Competitive Advantage Theory, which has been
widely used in many related research studies about companies’
growth (Bilgihan et al., 2011; He et al., 2023), is used as the
foundation to provide a general analytical framework of CBEC
growth factors. On the other hand, DCV emphasizes the ability of
enterprises to acquire, integrate, reconfigure, and release
resources in a dynamic environment to cope with changes in
the external environment and seize new opportunities. This is
consistent with the rapidly changing international market
environment in which CBEC enterprises operate. Therefore,
DCV complements the Competitive Advantage Theory and
proposes specific variables that may lead to the outcome. By
combining these theories, new frameworks have been constructed
to more comprehensively explore the influencing factors of CBEC
enterprises and evaluate their performance, enriching the
research perspective on high-quality development and broad-
ening the applicability of the Competitive Advantage Theory and
DCV framework in a globalized context. Furthermore, integrating
these two theories and exploring CBEC from different angles
(e.g., market expansion investment and employees’ educational
background) can also provide other scholars with implications for
creating theories that can better explain CBEC development in
the fast-changing era.

Finally, this research contributes to the theoretical under-
standing of the inter-relationship of external and internal
factors in influencing a company’s growth among different
regions in China. On the one hand, our findings resonate with
those of Huang and Chang (2017), highlighting the significance
of a company’s marketing ability in enhancing foreign
consumers’ intention to shop. A good marketing team can
reduce consumers’ distrust by improving their website design
quality, communication efficiency, and brand recognition
(Huang and Chang, 2017; Cheng et al., 2019). On the other
hand, however, few previous studies have explored the inter-
relationships among external and internal factors. Based on the
research results, this study finds a complementary and mutually
reinforcing relationship between external and internal factors.
For instance, a firm can increase its R&D and marketing
investment with the help of the government’s fiscal support,
which can help it gain competitiveness in the market and
develop better in the future. In summary, concerning the
research results, this study, based on an overall configuration
perspective, explores the diverse configurations of high-level
development from the dimensions of external and internal
factors, to some extent opening the “black box” of the inter-
relationship of external and internal factors and how internal
core competencies influence high-quality development by
adapting to the external environment.

Practical implications. The research findings offer two implica-
tions for government entities and CBEC companies.

Firstly, from the perspective of CBEC enterprise managers,
there are multiple approaches to achieving high-quality develop-
ment in the sector. Managers can leverage their companies’
existing strengths and resources while also considering the
interplay and adjustments between internal capabilities and the
external environment holistically rather than focusing solely on
the impact of a single factor (Huang, 2017; Cheng et al., 2019). By
adopting a configuration coordination mindset, managers can
make strategic decisions that foster the high-quality growth of
their enterprises. For example, when the CBEC trade foundation
is weak, companies can implement a market expansion strategy
(configuration S1), increase marketing investment, and adjust
marketing plans to target cultural characteristics, such as
multilingual websites, AI customer service, virtual fitting, digital
exhibitions, and local payment methods, to build a global brand
and increase consumer purchasing intent. In contrast, in regions
where the government supports the CBEC industry, firms with
strong core capabilities can adopt the Core Competence—Policy
Driving Strategy (configurations S2a–S2b), leverage subsidies, and
develop products tailored to local preferences. To support this,
companies should provide ongoing training in CBEC skills and
cross-cultural awareness while offering incentives like equity and
bonuses to attract top talent. Additionally, in areas with a good
export-oriented economic foundation, enterprises can adopt the
External conditions driving strategy (S3), leverage the favorable
economic and transportation conditions for overseas market
expansion, and overcome the shortcomings of weak R&D
capabilities.

Secondly, from the perspective of government departments,
they must provide comprehensive CBEC policy support and
guide CBEC enterprises in strengthening their core competen-
cies. In achieving high-quality development through four
distinct paths, policy support becomes a core condition variable
in two key configurations (S2a and S2b). Therefore, relevant
government departments must design tailored policies to
support the high-quality development of CBEC enterprises.
For example, the government should introduce targeted fiscal
subsidy programs, such as developing specialized industrial
parks and constructing overseas warehouses, to create a
comprehensive support framework that enhances operational
efficiency and drives international expansion. Besides providing
financial subsidies, government departments should assist local
universities in establishing CBEC programs and collaborate
closely with enterprises to cultivate urgently needed marketing
talent.

Limitations and future directions. This paper has the following
limitations: First, only 95 Chinese A-share listed CBEC compa-
nies in 2023 were selected as the research objects. This study did
not include CBEC companies listed outside mainland China
(such as Alibaba, SheIn, Pinduoduo, and other leading compa-
nies). Future research can select all Chinese CBEC-listed com-
panies globally as research objects to more comprehensively
explore the paths toward improving the high-quality develop-
ment of Chinese CBEC companies. Second, fsQCA is used to
discuss the configuration for high-quality development from two
dimensions of internal and external factors, but the universality of
the conclusions is limited. Future research can conduct a com-
prehensive and in-depth analysis of more factors based on large
sample data. Third, the study of high-quality development of
CBEC firms is still in its early stages, and there are few mea-
surement methods for the outcome variable. The existing mea-
surement methods may have certain biases. Future research can
further develop mature measurement scales to comprehensively
evaluate the level of CBEC enterprise development.
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Conclusions
This paper, based on an analytical framework combining the
Competitive Advantage Theory and the DCV, uses fsQCA to
explore the configuration strategies for the high-quality devel-
opment of enterprises from the perspectives of external and
internal factors. The study sample consists of 95 CBEC-listed
companies in China, and the main research findings are as fol-
lows: First, there is no necessary condition for the outcome. No
conditional variable can independently influence the development
of CBEC firms. However, market expansion, employees’ educa-
tional background, and government financial support play a
significant role in the process of generating high innovation
performance. Second, there are three configurations: market
expansion driving, Core competence—Policy driving, and
External conditions driving. The development of CBEC compa-
nies is influenced not only by the firm’s marketing investments
but also by various internal and external factors, including
employees’ professional capabilities, government subsidy inten-
sity, foreign trade development foundations, and R&D efforts.
Third, without the involvement of employees’ educational back-
ground and market expansion, even with substantial investment
in product R&D, it is difficult for enterprises to achieve high-
quality development. These results help academia build new
frameworks to analyze growth factors and evaluate CBEC com-
pany’s development, which sheds light on the interplay between
external and internal factors and what factors can achieve firms’
high-quality growth, thereby enriching existing literature. In
addition, the discoveries provide fresh ideas and strategies (such
as enhancing their marketing capabilities, innovating marketing
concepts and strategies) for CBEC firms and the government to
achieve high-level development. Looking ahead, future research
should expand the sample to include global CBEC companies and
develop more refined measurement tools to better assess CBEC
development. Such steps will deepen the understanding of CBEC
dynamics and provide stronger theoretical and practical insights.

Data availability
The datasets generated during and/or analyzed during the current
study are available from the corresponding author upon reason-
able request.
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