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A B S T R A C T   

This study reviews the franchising literature on emerging markets. We used the Bibliometrix R-package and 
VOSviewer software to perform a bibliometric analysis of 297 articles between 1989 and 2020 obtained from the 
Scopus database. We combined bibliometric coupling, historiographic citation, keyword co-occurrence, and 
conceptual thematic analysis, with a content analysis of the most cited articles based on total global and local 
citations. We identified two main research clusters: international franchising and social franchising. This article 
provides a deep understanding of the intellectual and conceptual structure of the academic field. It complements 
existing qualitative reviews and attempts at characterizations, and suggests future research directions.   

1. Introduction 

Franchising can be described as a contractual relationship between 
two legally independent entities, a franchisor and a franchisee, in which 
the franchisee pays fees to the franchisor for the right to sell products or 
services using its brand and business system (Castrogiovanni, Combs, & 
Justis, 2006; Dant & Grünhagen, 2014). The franchising system has been 
growing steadily as both a commercial and social organization model 
worldwide. Its economic and social impacts include outputs and job 
creation, economic modernization, the development of entrepreneur
ship, and the alleviation of social problems (Alon, 2004; Naatu & Alon, 
2019). 

According to the survey on the economic impact of franchising 
conducted by the World Franchise Council in 2017, 2 million franchised 
businesses were responsible for approximately 19 million jobs globally. 
The United States, the pioneer in the consolidation and diffusion of 
modern franchises, is one example of the economic relevance of the 
franchising sector. In 2019, franchising created 8.434 million jobs and 
generated $787.5 billion of revenue in the country (FASA, 2020; Inter
national Franchise Association, 2020). 

The potential growth of the franchising model and its impact on 
income, employment, and the achievement of social goals is most 
noticeable in emerging and developing markets (Alon, Welsh, & Falbe, 
2010; Elango, 2019; Naatu & Alon, 2019). Dant and Nasr (1998) iden
tified three major global trends that have affected the growth of the 
franchising model in these countries: 1) the decline of communism in 

Eastern Europe and Russia, 2) the increasing prospects for stability in 
areas previously characterized by war or civil unrest, such as South 
Africa and the Middle East, and 3) the reduction in protective trade 
barriers in countries such as China, India, and Brazil. 

For instance, the franchise concept came to China in the early 1990s. 
By 2016, China had nearly 4500 franchise and retail brands, and almost 
330,000 units. India had almost 1800 brands and 100,000 units, and 
Brazil had 3039 brands and 142,593 units. In Brazil, the franchising 
sector revenue registered a growth of 36% from 2014 to 2018, according 
to the Brazilian Franchising Association. Brazilian franchisors are 
responsible for 1.3 million direct jobs in the country (ABF, 2020; Alon, 
2006b). 

Several reviews about the general franchising literature have been 
published (Alon, Apriliyanti, & Henríquez Parodi, 2020; Combs, 
Michael, & Castrogiovanni, 2004; Dant & Grünhagen, 2014; Dant, 
Grünhagen, & Windsperger, 2011; Elango, 2019; Fried & Elango, 1997; 
Jell-Ojobor & Windsperger, 2014; Lafontaine, 2014; Rosado-Serrano, 
Paul, & Dikova, 2018). Nevertheless, these reviews do not consider or 
emphasize the growing relevance of franchising in emerging and 
developing markets. Only in the last decades has the need for more 
studies about franchising in these areas started to be reflected in the 
academic research (Baena, 2012b; Dant & Grünhagen, 2014; Dant et al., 
2011). To date, there have been relatively few studies that have explored 
the expansion of this particular topic. They provided an initial under
standing of the field, identifying the characteristics of emerging coun
tries in terms of economic development, growth, and market potential 
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for franchisors from developed economies (Alon & Welsh, 2001; Welsh 
& Alon, 2001, 2002; Welsh, Alon, & Falbe, 2006). 

These previous works made essential contributions. However, other 
fundamental developments in the global scenario are leading to new 
configurations involving these countries. The increase in global trade, 
cross-border integration, and China’s rise as a world power paved the 
way for the international expansion of franchisors headquartered in 
emerging markets. At the same time, the uneven distribution of gains 
from free trade hurt the losers of globalization, such as some developing 
countries (Meyer, 2017; Rodrik, 2011; Stiglitz, 2002). In addition to its 
role in creating employment and alleviating poverty, these recent 
changes in the global economy have enhanced the importance of fran
chising as a resilient business format influencing local development in 
poor and emerging countries, especially after the 2008 economic crisis. 

Thus, given the growing importance of franchising in light of the 
shifts in the international environment, we must determine how these 
movements are reflected in academia and explore the state of fran
chising research in contemporary scholarly debates. For instance, is the 
acknowledged importance of the theoretical Goldilocks’ debate 
(Cuervo-Cazurra, 2012) concerning emerging economies’ specificities 
explored in the franchising research? We aim to fill this void by exam
ining how the research about franchising in emerging and developing 
countries has evolved, considering changes in these countries’ role in the 
global economy. 

Our goal is to describe the evolution of the field and identify its 
patterns, challenges, and new directions. To do so, we conduct biblio
metric and content analyses. The bibliometric approach, which involves 
the aggregation of large amounts of bibliographic data, makes the study 
less susceptible to judgment bias and the idiosyncrasies of the reviewers 
reflected in qualitative reviews (Elango, 2019; Vogel & Güttel, 2013; 
Zupic & Čater, 2015). We seek to identify the research clusters, how they 
evolved, and the trends for future research using the Bibliometrix 
package in the R and VOSviewer software, as well as the content analysis 
approach. 

The paper is organized as follows. In the next section, we introduce 
the methodology and data extraction process. Then, the results of the 
bibliometric analysis are presented, outlining the most influential 
journals, articles, institutions, and authors. We also note the research 
clusters revealed, the historical evolution of the field, and the conceptual 
structure of the literature. After that, we identify four research cate
gories through the content analysis of the most cited articles, coupled 
with the bibliographic techniques. Finally, we present future research 
directions for studying franchising in emerging and developing markets 
based on the previous analyses. 

2. Methodology 

2.1. Bibliometric and content analysis methods 

There are different types of qualitative and quantitative literature 
review methods. Examples include systematic literature reviews, meta- 
analyses, bibliometric analyses, and content analyses (Apriliyanti & 
Alon, 2017; Gaur & Kumar, 2018; Maditati, Munim, Schramm, & 
Kummer, 2018; Zupic & Čater, 2015). This study employs a combination 
of bibliometric analysis techniques (bibliographic coupling, citation and 
historiographic citation analysis, keyword co-occurrence, and concep
tual thematic mapping) and the content analysis method to explore our 
research questions. 

Bibliometric analysis techniques are based on a quantitative 
approach designed to identify, describe and evaluate published 
research. Using transparent, reproducible search and review processes 
increases the reliability of the results and reduces the subjective bias of 
the literature reviews (Garfield, 1979; Maditati et al., 2018; Zupic & 
Čater, 2015). The content analysis is useful for summarizing the trends 
in the literature, identifying “hot spots” and “blind spots” and obtaining 
a more comprehensive understanding of the articles reviewed (Gaur & 

Kumar, 2018; Sassmannshausen & Volkmann, 2018). In other words, the 
content analysis enables the identification of the most developed (hot 
spots) and the less developed topics (blind spots) within the literature 
that, combined with other bibliometric techniques, suggest future 
research avenues. According to Gaur and Kumar (2018), the potential of 
content analysis lies in its combination with other methods. 

For the data analysis and visualization, we used the Bibliometrix 
package in the R and VOSviewer version 1.6.12. First, we present a 
performance citation analysis of the most relevant studies, authors, 
journals, and institutions in the field. After that, we utilize bibliographic 
coupling to describe the intellectual structure and evolution of the 
literature. Bibliographic coupling analyzes the similarity between two 
documents using the number of references shared by them (Elango, 
2019; Sanchez-Famoso, Maseda, Iturralde, Danes, & Aparicio, 2020; 
Zupic & Čater, 2015). For bibliographic coupling, we use the Bib
liometrix R louvain clustering algorithm and association normalization. 
For visualization, we use the R packages ggraph and graphlayouts, and 
Kamada–Kawai layout. To reveal the chronological evolution of the 
most relevant citations, historiographic direct citation analysis is carried 
out using Bibliometrix R (Aria & Cuccurullo, 2017; Zupic & Čater, 
2015). 

We explore the thematic structure of the field through an analysis of 
the co-occurrence of the authors’ keyword using VOSviewer software 
(Donthu, Kumar, Ranaweera, Sigala, & Sureka, 2021; Emich, Kumar, Lu, 
Norder, & Pandey, 2020). We also use Bibliometrix R-package to create 
a conceptual thematic map, illustrating how the research streams are 
positioned in terms of centrality and density (Aria & Cuccurullo, 2017; 
Zupic & Čater, 2015). Finally, we conduct a content analysis to increase 
the understanding of the intellectual and conceptual structures that 
emerged using the previous techniques (Gaur & Kumar, 2018), identify 
the literature’s theoretical lenses and trends, and suggest avenues for 
future research (Alon, Anderson, Munim, & Ho, 2018). 

2.2. Data extraction process 

The basis for this review is a collection of bibliographic data from the 
Scopus database. The two main bibliographic databases are Clarivate 
Analytics’ Web of Science (WoS) and Scopus (Aria & Cuccurullo, 2017). 
The WoS database has narrower coverage than Scopus. Scopus covers 
over 20,000 peer-reviewed journals, including those published by 
Elsevier, Emerald, Taylor and Francis, Springer, Informs, and Inder
science. Web of Science includes only ISI indexed journals, and is limited 
to 12,000 journals (Fahimnia, Sarkis, & Davarzani, 2015; Yong-Hak, 
2013). 

Therefore, Scopus is more suitable for mapping smaller research 
areas that would be insufficiently covered by other databases (Zupic & 
Čater, 2015), which is the case for the literature about franchising in 
emerging and developing markets. Furthermore, several articles about 
emerging and developing markets are published in local journals. The 
Scopus database has more indexed journals from these countries. For 
instance, there are 1954 journals from BRICS countries indexed in 
Scopus and only 434 in Web of Science (Elsevier, 2020; Web of Science 
Group, 2020). We adopted a two-stage data extraction approach, 
following Alon et al. (2018), Apriliyanti and Alon (2017), and Fet
scherin, Voss, and Gugler (2010). Table 1 shows the detailed data search 
and extraction process. 

First, we developed a keyword search in the Scopus database and 
executed it in January 2020. We considered a combination of the 
following search terms: (1) “franchis*”, in order to capture all variations 
of the term such as franchising, franchisor, franchisee, franchisor, 
franchise, franchiser; “AND” (2) emerging or developing market, 
econom*, countr*. However, some studies contributed to the literature 
using data from specific countries or regions. To capture these articles, 
we used a combination of the terms in (1) that mentioned China or Brazil 
or Russia or India or Africa or Latin America or BRICS. After refining the 
search by including only documents and only studies written in English, 
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Portuguese, or Spanish, we were left with 487 articles for consideration 
in the first stage. The language filter was applied to enable the full 
comprehension of the articles in the second stage of data extraction 
process. 

The second stage consisted of a detailed examination of the articles. 
First, we read the abstracts to check whether the articles identified in the 
first stage were suitable for the analysis (López-fernández, Serrano- 
bedia, & Pérez-pérez, 2016). We removed duplicate documents and 
the articles with the terms “enfranchisement”, “franchise value”, “suf
frage”, “democrac*”, “sport”, “game”, “cinema”, or “religion” that are 
related to other meanings of the term franchise, such as the right to vote 
in a country’s elections, a set of films, video games, sports teams, and 
religious units. We also excluded articles that were not related to the 
franchising model utilized for commercial or social purposes, for 
instance, articles from the fields of politics, veterinary medicine, physics 
and astronomy, mathematics, and chemistry. If the abstract did not 
provide enough information to verify these conditions, we read the 
complete work to check it. As a result of this process, we were left with 
297 studies for bibliometric analysis. 

After the data extraction process for the bibliographic analysis, we 
selected key articles based on total global and local citations for the 
content analysis. Using this approach that is based on previous biblio
metric studies allowed us to identify the leading research categories and 
streams, trends, and suggestions for future studies (Alon et al., 2018; 
Maditati et al., 2018). Articles with more than 10 total global citations 
and at least one local citation were selected. After applying the selection 
criteria, 31 articles were identified. We conducted a comprehensive 
reading and assessment of the articles, and developed a concept matrix 
as part of the coding process (Alon et al., 2018; Maditati et al., 2018; 
Sanchez-Famoso et al., 2020). The matrix contained the main informa
tion about the articles (title, authors, year of publication), research sub- 
themes (categories and streams), the scope of the study (purpose and 
research questions), type and methodology, theories, key findings, and 
future research suggestions. We adopted these coding categories 
following the suggestions of Gaur and Kumar (2018) for literature re
views focused on research themes with a narrow scope. 

Along with the studies identified in the bibliometric database 
extraction process, we added other relevant publications such as books 
and important local journals not indexed in Scopus to make the analysis 
more comprehensive. For instance, the book series about franchising in 
emerging markets edited by Welsh and Alon was the first structured 
investigation of this field, making a significant contribution to the 
analysis (Alon & Welsh, 2001; Welsh & Alon, 2001, 2002). The book 
chapter about micro franchising (Nunes, Silva, Fadairo, & Saes, 2019), 

the book series about the internationalization of Brazilian franchise 
chains (Rocha et al., 2014; Rocha, Spers, Borini, Bretas, & de Melo, 
2016; Rocha et al., 2018; Rocha, Borini, Spers, Khauaja, & Camargo, 
2012), and other relevant local articles (Bretas, Rocha, Spers, & Melo, 
2020; Cantoni, Rocha, Galhanone, & Righetti, 2019) also provided 
additional pertinent insights. 

3. Bibliometric analysis 

The bibliometric analysis can be developed through different tech
niques, such as citation, co-citation, and bibliometric coupling. The 
choice of the method depends on the goal of the investigation. Citation 
analysis provides information about the influence of the publications, 
usually presenting lists of the most cited studies, authors, or journals as a 
measure of their importance. Co-citation analysis assumes that the 
analyzed articles build their research on similar articles previously 
published. It reflects the frequency with which two papers are cited 
together by other works. Bibliographic coupling reveals the connection 
between documents based on overlapping bibliographic references. It 
considers documents despite their citations, reflecting the production in 
the field and capturing more recent contributions (Vogel & Güttel, 2013; 
Zupic & Čater, 2015). 

We conducted a citation analysis to show the most relevant journals, 
articles, institutions, and authors, and bibliographic coupling to identify 
the interconnections of the literature. Bibliographic coupling is more 
suitable than co-citations in this case because it can be used for new 
publications that are not cited yet, emerging fields, and smaller subfields 
(Zupic & Čater, 2015). Moreover, to complement the analysis, we also 
verified the historical evolution of the citations and the conceptual 
structure of the field through keyword co-occurrence and a conceptual 
thematic map. 

3.1. Initial data statistics 

The final sample of 297 articles was written by 737 authors and 
published in 214 journals, with an average citation level per document 
of 9.61. The oldest articles were published in 1989. Most of the authors 
wrote multi-authored documents (652 authors). Fig. 1 illustrates the 
yearly publication on franchising in emerging and developing markets. 
The annual growth rate of publications in this field was 7.87%. The 
production level was quite low until 2006, when the first qualitative 
review article was published (Welsh et al., 2006). The output before 
2006 was 60 publications, but from 2006 until January of 2020 it spiked 
to 237, representing 79.8% of the total number of publications. 

The number of funded research studies also increased from 2006 
onwards (Fig. 1). The funded articles published from 2006 until January 
of 2020 represent 94.1% of all of the financed production in the area. 
The participation of funded research in the total output increased from 
3.3% (1989–2005) to 13.5% (2006–2020). These figures show an 

Table 1 
Keyword search in Scopus.  

Step Keyword search # 
Articles 

1 ((“franchis*” AND ((“emerging” AND (“market*” OR 
“econom*” OR “countr*”)) OR (“developing” AND (“market*” 
OR “econom*” OR “countr*”))))) 

305 

2 ((“franchis*” AND ((“emerging” AND (“market*” OR 
“econom*” OR “countr*”)) OR (“developing” AND (“market*” 
OR “econom*” OR “countr*”)) OR “china” OR “brazil” OR 
“brasil” OR “russia” OR “india” OR “africa” OR “latin america” 
OR “brics”))) 

741 

3 ((((“franchis*” AND ((“emerging” AND (“market*” OR 
“econom*” OR “countr*”)) OR (“developing” AND (“market*” 
OR “econom*” OR “countr*”)) OR “china” OR “brazil” OR 
“brasil” OR “russia” OR “india” OR “africa” OR “latin america” 
OR “brics”))))) AND (LIMIT-TO(DOCTYPE, “ar”)) AND (LIMIT- 
TO(LANGUAGE, “English”) OR LIMIT-TO (LANGUAGE, 
“Portuguese”) OR LIMIT-TO (LANGUAGE, “Spanish”)) 

487 

4 After initial analysis of 487 articles, we excluded articles with 
the terms “enfranchisement”, “franchise value*”, “suffrage”, 
“democrac*” “sport”, “game”, “cinema”, “religion” and 
articles that are not related to the franchising model 

297  

Fig. 1. Annual scientific production and funded research (number of articles 
per year). 
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increasing interest in the research on franchising in emerging and 
developing markets and the growing relevance of funding to this 
knowledge field. 

3.2. Most relevant journals, articles, institutions, and authors 

The bibliometric citation analysis revealed the most relevant jour
nals, articles, relevant institutions, and impactful authors. Table 2 out
lines the top journals that published studies about franchising in 
emerging and developing markets. Since franchising is an interdisci
plinary topic, the journals belong to various academic areas such as 
international business, management, health, and hospitality. Of the 215 
journals, two journals published more than eight articles about the 
subject: Journal of Marketing Channels (JMC) (nine articles), and Health 
Policy and Planning (HPP) (eight articles). In terms of impact (h-index), 
these two journals had the most substantial impact, followed by the 
Journal of Small Business Management and Global Health Science and 
Practice. 

Table 3 reports the 20 most relevant articles about franchising in 
emerging and developing markets. They had the most significant impact 
in terms of the total local citations (TLC) and total local citations per 
year (TCL/t). The most influential paper in this literature is Welsh et al. 
(2006). The majority of the most influential articles discuss international 
franchising or social franchising. 

The three most relevant institutions that publish research on fran
chising in emerging and developing markets in terms of the number of 
contributions are the University of California (eight articles), Fu Jen 
Catholic University (seven articles), and the London School of Hygiene 
and Tropical Medicine (six articles). Most of the institutions producing 
research about the topic are headquartered in developed countries. 
However, there are a number of institutions from developing and 
emerging countries as well. Among the 20 most relevant institutions 
(Table 4), 8 are universities and institutions from emerging and devel
oping countries (China, South Africa, Ghana, and Singapore), and 12 are 
universities and institutions from developed countries (the United 

States, the United Kingdom, and Spain). 
The country with the most prominent scientific production is the 

United States (156 articles), followed by the United Kingdom (57 arti
cles), China (41 articles), India (37 articles), South Africa (35 articles), 
and Brazil (28 articles). The most cited country is also the United States, 
with 1235 total citations, followed by the United Kingdom (276 cita
tions), China (199 citations), India (77 citations), Ghana (70 citations), 
and Spain (69 citations). These findings show that there are more con
tributions from institutions in developed countries, although China has 
the second most significant number of universities among the 20 most 
relevant institutions (Fu Jen Catholic University, Hong Kong Poly
technic University, Beijing Normal University, and Shanghai Jiao Tong 
University). 

Table 5 presents the most impactful authors in the field. Alon, Baena, 
Dant, and Wall are the authors with the most significant contributions. 
The first three researchers have backgrounds in commercial franchising, 
while Wall’s research focus is on social franchising. In terms of total 
citations, Dant has the highest number, followed by Alon. 

Table 2 
Ranking of 20 most productive and influential journals (sorted by publication).  

Rank Journal Publications h_index Total 
Citations 

1 Journal of Marketing 
Channels 

9 5 57 

2 Health Policy and Planning 8 6 191 
3 Journal of Small Business 

Management 
4 4 209 

4 Global Health Science and 
Practice 

4 4 94 

5 International Journal of 
Entrepreneurship And Small 
Business 

4 2 7 

6 Espacios 4 0 0 
7 Textile Outlook International 4 0 0 
8 Journal of Business Research 3 3 50 
9 Bmc Health Services Research 3 3 34 
10 Journal of Global Marketing 3 3 15 
11 Bulletin of The World Health 

Organization 
3 2 64 

12 Latin American Business 
Review 

3 2 15 

13 Plos One 3 2 9 
14 Thunderbird International 

Business Review 
3 1 4 

15 Public Enterprise 3 1 3 
16 China Business Review 3 1 2 
17 Asian Case Research Journal 3 1 1 
18 International Journal of 

Hospitality Management 
2 2 102 

19 International Journal of 
Emerging Markets 

2 2 56 

20 Journal of Services Marketing 2 2 34  

Table 3 
Ranking of top 20 articles (sorted by TLC/t).  

Rank Author and year TLC/t TLC TGC/t TGC 

1 Welsh et al. (2006) 1.69 22 7.77 101 
2 Stephenson et al. (2004) 1.07 16 2.73 41 
3 Pereira et al. (2015) 1.00 4 2.50 10 
4 Aliouche and Schlentrich (2011) 0.88 7 5.38 43 
5 Baena (2013) 0.83 5 1.50 9 
6 Ngo et al. (2010) 0.78 7 2.00 18 
7 Thurston et al. (2015) 0.75 3 2.75 11 
8 Doherty et al. (2014) 0.60 3 3.00 15 
9 Baena (2012a) 0.57 4 4.14 29 
10 Huntington et al. (2012) 0.57 4 1.43 10 
11 Wang et al. (2008) 0.55 6 1.27 14 
12 Alon (2004) 0.53 8 3.13 47 
13 Agha et al. (2007) 0.50 6 1.33 16 
14 Grünhagen et al. (2010) 0.44 4 1.44 13 
15 Duvall et al. (2014) 0.40 2 9.80 49 
16 Prata et al. (2005) 0.36 5 4.00 56 
17 Agha, Gage, and Balal (2007) 0.33 4 1.83 22 
18 Baena (2009) 0.30 3 1.80 18 
19 Grünhagen et al. (2012) 0.29 2 2.14 15 
20 Pine et al. (2000) 0.26 5 2.89 55 
TLC/t Average local citations received per year; TLC Total local citations received; 

TGC/t Average global citations received per year; TGC = Total global citations 
received  

Table 4 
Most relevant institutions (sorted by publications).  

Affiliations Publications Country 

University of California 8 United States 
Fu Jen Catholic University 7 China 
London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine 6 United 

Kingdom 
Rollins College 5 United States 
The Hong Kong Polytechnic University 5 China 
University of Ghana 5 Ghana 
University of Oklahoma 5 United States 
University of Washington 5 United States 
Beijing Normal University 4 China 
Johns Hopkins University Bloomberg School of 

Public Health 
4 United States 

Shanghai Jiao Tong University 4 China 
Tulane University 4 United States 
Universidad Europea de Madrid 4 Spain 
University of Limpopo 4 South Africa 
University of Pretoria 4 South Africa 
Duke University 3 United States 
Eastern Illinois University 3 United States 
International Food Policy Research Institute 3 United States 
National University of Singapore 3 Singapore 
Northwestern University 3 United States  

V.P.G. Bretas and I. Alon                                                                                                                                                                                                                     



Journal of Business Research 133 (2021) 51–65

55

3.3. Bibliographic coupling 

Fig. 2 shows the network of bibliographic couplings within the field 
of franchising in emerging and developing markets. The nodes sym
bolize the documents, and the edges represent bibliographic couplings. 

Two main clusters dominate the field, and one smaller subgroup is 
attached to both. Based on the bibliographic coupling results and an 
analysis of the articles’ content in each cluster, we identified the pre
dominant research categories. We labeled the first cluster (Number 1) 
“international franchising”. The documents in this cluster address two 
main research categories. The first is related to the specific research 
streams of international franchising, investigating topics associated with 
the international expansion of franchisors from or to emerging and 
developing markets. Examples include the market selection process 

(Aliouche & Schlentrich, 2011; Baena, 2012; Baena & Cerviño, 2014; 
Melo, Borini, & Ogasavara, 2019), choice of entry and international 
governance mode (Jell-Ojobor & Windsperger, 2017; Preble & Hoffman, 
2006), and comparisons between domestic and international franchisors 
(Melo et al., 2015). 

The second category consists of articles that deal with emerging and 
developing markets as context. In other words, the studies in this cate
gory analyze the main aspects of emerging and developing countries, 
describe their opportunities and challenges, identify the possible do
mestic impact of international franchising, and provide cross-cultural 
comparisons of the internal dynamics of franchising. Examples include 
articles that evaluate the economic, social, and cultural effects of in
ternational franchising in emerging and developing countries (Alon, 
2004; Grünhagen, Witte, & Pryor, 2010), the dynamics of the 

Table 5 
Most impactful authors (sorted by publications).  

Rank Author Current affiliation* Publications h_index Total Citations 

1 Alon, I. University of Agder 7 5 210 
2 Baena, V. European University of Madrid 6 5 77 
3 Dant, R. P. University of Oklahoma 5 4 216 
4 Wall, K. University of Pretoria 5 1 6 
5 Chakraborty, N. M. Metrics for Management 4 3 43 
6 Montagu, D. University of California 4 2 66 
7 Bhagwan, J. South African Water Research Commission 4 1 2 

Ive, O. Amanz’ Abantu Services 4 1 2 
9 Grünhagen, M. Eastern Illinois University 3 3 36 
10 Zhu, M. University of International Business and Economics 3 3 35 
11 Terry, A. The University of Sydney 3 3 26 
12 Chen, X. Virginia Commonwealth University 3 3 22 
13 Perrigot, R. University of Rennes 3 2 88 
14 Thurston, S. Population Services International 3 2 62 
15 Agha, S. Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation 3 2 40 
16 Hoffman, R. C. Salisbury University 3 2 39 

Preble, J. F. University of Delaware 3 2 39 
18 Dutt, V. Sambodhi Research and Communications 3 2 18 
19 Goodman, C. London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine 3 2 11 
20 Nuccio, O. Marie Stopes International 2 2 60  

* Information gathered on Google Scholar and ResearchGate platforms. 

Fig. 2. Bibliographic coupling showing linkages across articles. 1 = International Franchising cluster, 2 = Social Franchising cluster.  
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relationship between the franchisor and the franchisee in these countries 
(Doherty, Chen, & Alexander, 2014), brand equity and loyalty (Chen & 
Su, 2014; Nyadzayo, Matanda, & Rajaguru, 2018), and cross-cultural 
comparisons of plural forms of decisions (Dant, Perrigot, & Cliquet, 
2008). 

The second cluster (Number 2) is called “social franchising”. The 
documents in this cluster can be divided into two main research cate
gories that accord with Naatu and Alon (2019) conceptual framework of 
social franchising: (1) motivations for and performance evaluations of 
social franchising programs in emerging and developing countries 
(Chakraborty, Mbondo, & Wanderi, 2016; Duvall, Thurston, Wein
berger, Nuccio, & Fuchs-Montgomery, 2014; Munroe, Hayes, & Taft, 
2015; Pereira et al., 2015; Sundari Ravindran & Fonn, 2011) and (2) 
modes of operation of social franchising programs. Social franchising 
networks can be developed by international private sector non- 
governmental organizations (NGOs), government or public–private 
partnerships, or through “stand-alone” or fractional models (Ngo, Alden, 
Hang, & Dinh, 2009). This category includes documents that discuss 
these configurations (Ngo et al., 2009, 2010; Suchman, Hart, & Mon
tagu, 2018). 

3.4. Historiographic citation analysis 

The historiographic citation analysis provides a chronological map of 
the most relevant citations resulting from a bibliographic dataset (Aria & 
Cuccurullo, 2017). From our results, which appear in Fig. 3, it is possible 
to understand the evolution of the literature about franchising in 
emerging and developing markets. 

The historical direct citation map reveals that the most relevant ar
ticles were published between 1998 and 2018. Furthermore, the two 
main clusters identified previously, international franchising and social 
franchising, have evolved in parallel in the last 20 years. As Fig. 3 il
lustrates, there are three main research streams in international fran
chising cluster, which we denoted as A, B and C. In this cluster, Welsh 
et al. (2006) article is of particular importance because it provides a 
literature review about franchising in emerging markets that connects 
all of the research categories in this cluster. 

Stream A is related to studies that consider emerging and developing 
countries as context, including articles that present characterizations of 
emerging and developing markets and discuss the economic, social, and 
cultural impacts of international franchising in these countries. Exam
ples include studies by Alon and Banai (2000), describing and presenting 
franchising opportunities in Russia, and Pine, Qiu Zhang, and Qi (2000), 
characterizing the Chinese market. 

Stream B is related to the category denoted in the bibliographic 
coupling as specific research about international franchising. This 
stream has articles that consider the macro and micro level factors 
influencing the selection of the markets to enter, the mode of doing so, 
and the international governance modes. Examples include studies by 
Alon (2006a), Baena (2009), and Aliouche and Schlentrich (2011) that 
investigate the importance of factors such as GDP per capita, population 
size, market risk, and uncertainty, and the franchisor’s international 
experience for decisions about markets to enter and the methods of 
doing so. 

Stream C includes articles that consider the relationships and part
nerships between the franchisor and franchisee in the international 
context and make cross-cultural comparisons of the domestic contexts 
(Altinay, Brookes, Yeung, & Aktas, 2014; Dant & Nasr, 1998; Doherty 
et al., 2014; Xiao, O’Neill, & Wang, 2008). 

We identified two research streams in the social franchising cluster 
that we labeled A and B. Stream A consists of studies about family 
planning and health services. These studies consider the adoption of 
social franchising to provide healthcare and family planning services in 
emerging and developing markets. Examples include articles by Ste
phenson et al. (2004), Ngo, Alden, Pham, and Phan (2010), and Prata, 
Montagu, and Jefferys (2005). Stream B consists of studies that deal with 
technology and development (Brewer et al., 2005; Kuriyan, Ray, & 
Toyama, 2008). These studies consider the franchising model a method 
for making technology available and creating jobs through entrepre
neurship in emerging and developing markets, thereby promoting their 
development. 

Fig. 3. Historiographic direct citation network. 1 = International Franchising cluster, A = Emerging and developing countries as context, B = Specific research about 
international franchising, C = Franchisor-franchisee relationship. 2 = Social Franchising cluster, A = Family planning and health services, B = Technology and 
development. 
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3.5. Keyword Co-occurrence analysis 

To reveal the thematic structure of the field, we conducted a 
keyword co-occurrence analysis. Keywords are indicators of the article’s 
most important terms, expressing the research fields’ intellectual themes 
and structure (Donthu et al., 2021; Emich et al., 2020). Fig. 4 shows the 
keyword network between 1989 and 2020, considering all keywords 
that appear together in at least five articles. The proximity and thickness 
of the lines connecting two keywords indicate how frequently they co- 
occurred, and the size of a node indicates the frequency of its occur
rence as a keyword (Donthu, Gremler, Kumar, & Pattnaik, 2020; Don
thu, Kumar, & Pattnaik, 2020; Strozzi, Colicchia, Creazza, & Noè, 2017). 

The network indicates three clusters. The two largest clusters 
comprise 88% of the most relevant keywords. These two main clusters 
are related to the ones identified in the previous analyses. Cluster 1 
contains a set of terms linked to international franchising research, such 
as “China”, “India”, “South Africa”, “internationalization”, and “inter
national business”. Cluster 2 incorporates terms linked to social fran
chising, such as “developing countries”, “health care service”, “health 
quality”, and “family planning”. 

Table 6 presents the temporal evolution of keywords in four time 
periods (1989–1996, 1997–2004, 2005–2012, 2013–2020) to illustrate 
the most common and emerging themes (Donthu et al., 2021; Pattnaik, 
Kumar, & Vashishtha, 2020). Between 1989 and 2004, themes related to 
specific industries, such as “hotel industry” and “clothing industry,” 
started to appear but did not attract scholarly attention in the following 
periods. Other frequent themes discussed during this period involve 
research on emerging and developing countries as host markets, espe
cially China and India, with continuing prominence in the academic 
field. 

Between 2005 and 2012, themes such as economic development and 
health-related topics started to appear. Other themes often appearing 
during this period are “company information,” “organization and 
management” and “branding”, demonstrating a move towards trans
versal organizational and marketing topics. Post-2013 research reflects 
the persistent influence of international franchising topics. A variety of 
new topics related to social franchising such as “health care quality” and 
“family planning” emerged in this last period, as did other regions of 

analysis such as “Kenya” and “Latin America”. 

3.6. Conceptual thematic map 

We plotted the most relevant topics in the field that we identified 
through the authors’ keywords on a two-dimensional thematic map 
(Fig. 5). The map indicates the strength of their internal (density) and 
external associations (centrality). It has four quadrants: high density and 
centrality (type 1), low density and high centrality (type 2), high density 
and low centrality (type 3), and topics with low values on both axes 
(type 4) (Grivel, Mutschke, & Polanco, 1995; López-fernández et al., 
2016). 

The research topics in quadrant type 1, with high internal and 
external associations, are considered mainstream themes in the litera
ture. Topics related to international franchising and entrepreneurship 
are located in this quadrant. The relevance of these topics in this specific 
literature is related to the role of emerging and developing countries as 
potential markets. Emerging markets consist of the largest and most 
dynamic markets for international franchisors, considering their popu
lation, per capita income, urbanization rates, and income distribution. 
These countries have used global franchising as a tool for entrepre
neurial development (Alon, 2004, 2006a; Alon, Toncar, & McKee, 2000; 
Baena, 2012; Welsh & Alon, 2001). 

In contrast, the research topics in quadrant type 4, with low values of 
density and centrality, are weakly developed or emerging themes to be 
further developed. The main topic in this cluster is social entrepre
neurship. Given our previous analyses presented in this study, we can 
conclude that this research stream is isolated from other topics in the 
field. It might be more connected to other areas such as health, 
considering the types of institutions and journals that publish these 
studies. For instance, some of the most relevant journals in this literature 
are Health Policy and Planning and Global Health Science and Practice. 
Their themes might have stronger ties with topics from other knowledge 
fields. 

In quadrant type 2, with low density and high centrality, we see 
topics that are basic and transversal. Thus, in this cluster, there are 
general topics related to franchising, such as characteristics of the 
model, plural forms, and franchisor-franchisee relationships (Dant et al., 

Fig. 4. Keyword co-occurrence analysis. 1 = International Franchising cluster, 2 = Social Franchising cluster.  
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2008; Doherty et al., 2014). Finally, in quadrant type 3, with high 
density and low centrality, there are articles about specialized themes 
such as brand construction and awareness (Chen & Su, 2014; Nyadzayo 
et al., 2018; Rocha et al., 2018). 

4. Content analysis 

4.1. Research categories and streams 

Table 7 provides information about the 31 articles identified based 
on citations criteria, following previous bibliometric studies (Alon et al., 

Table 6 
Temporal evolution of keywords between 1989 and 2020 (number of occurrences).  

Keyword 1989–1996 1997–2004 2005–2012 2013–2020 Total 

Franchising 5 8 27 30 70 
Developing countries/country 7 6 8 44 65 
India 3  9 20 32 
China  6 10 15 31 
South Africa 2  5 15 22 
Organization and management   6 16 22 
Private sector   6 14 20 
Health care delivery   5 14 19 
Health service   5 13 18 
Franchise   5 11 16 
Market  5  8 13 
Retailing   8 5 13 
Economic development   6 5 11 
Health care quality    11 11 
Delivery of health care    9 9 
Internationalization    9 9 
Kenya    8 8 
Latin america    8 8 
Asia 2  5  7 
Company information   7  7 
Emerging markets    7 7 
Family planning    7 7 
Africa   6  6 
Branding   6  6 
Family planning services    6 6 
Health care personnel    6 6 
Social franchising    6 6 
United states    6 6 
Clothing industry  5   5 
Entrepreneurship    5 5 
Health program    5 5 
Health services accessibility    5 5 
International business    5 5 
Public health    5 5 
Quality of health care    5 5 
Hotel industry 2    2  

Fig. 5. Conceptual thematic map.  
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2018; Maditati et al., 2018). We divided the two major clusters, inter
national franchising, and social franchising, into categories and research 
streams. We also indicated the type of study, method, and theories used. 

We also coupled the content analysis of the most cited articles with 
papers identified through bibliographic techniques and other types of 
relevant references to make the study more comprehensive. Four 
research categories emerged when we combined the bibliometric and 
content analyses. The cluster of international franchising is composed of 
articles about (a) specific international franchising streams and (b) 
emerging and developing countries as context. The articles about social 
franchising can be divided into (c) social franchising motivations and 

performance and (d) the modes of operation of social franchising. Fig. 6 
illustrates the resulting research framework of the field. 

4.1.1. Specific international franchising streams 
The first category in the international franchising cluster (a) covers 

studies about franchising in emerging and developing markets with re
gard to three topics: 1) the macro and micro determinants of market 
selection, 2) entry and governance modes, and 3) international franchise 
partnerships. These categories align with Rosado-Serrano et al. (2018) 
general international franchising research categories. Most of the arti
cles on the three topics deal with franchisors from developed countries 

Table 7 
Analysis of 31 most influential articles (TGC ≥ 10 / TLC ≥ 1).  

Category Stream Articles Type of analysis Method Theories 

International franchising (IF) 
Specific IF streams Market selection (macro–micro 

level factors) 
Alon (2006a) Quantitative Descriptive statistics N/A 
Aliouche and 
Schlentrich (2011) 

Quantitative Composite measures with weighting 
factors 

Transaction cost 
theory 
Uppsala model 
OLI paradigm 

Baena (2012a) Quantitative Regression Transaction cost 
theory 

Entry and governance modes Preble and Hoffman 
(2006) 

Conceptual / 
Descriptive 

N/A Resource-based 
theory 

Baena (2009) Quantitative Regression Transaction cost 
theory 

International franchise 
partnerships 

Dant and Nasr (1998) Quali-Quanti In-depth study / MANOVA Agency theory 
Xiao et al. (2008) Quantitative Descriptive statistics / X2-tests Agency theory 

Resource-based 
theory 
Upper echelon 
theory 

Emerging and developing 
markets as context 

Market characterization Alon and Banai (2000) Conceptual / 
Descriptive 

N/A Macromarketing 
Agency theory 

Pine et al. (2000) N/A 
Welsh et al. (2006) Stakeholder theory 
Wang et al. (2008) N/A 

Economic, social and cultural 
effects 

Alon (2004) Conceptual / 
Descriptive 

N/A Macromarketing 

Tsai et al. (2007) Quantitative Factor analysis / Importance – 
Performance analysis 

Service quality 

Grünhagen et al. 
(2010) 

Qualitative Focus group Consumer agency 

Grünhagen et al. 
(2012) 

Quantitative MANOVA / ANOVA Consumer agency 

Domestic dynamics and cross- 
cultural comparison 

Altinay et al. (2014) Qualitative In-depth interviews Power dependence 
Social exchange 

Doherty et al. (2014) Qualitative In-depth interviews Agency theory 
Institutional theory 

Dant et al. (2008) Quantitative MANOVA / ANOVA / Regression Agency theory 
Resource constraint 
Signaling 

Social franchising (SF) 
Motivations and performance Family planning and health 

services 
Stephenson et al. 
(2004) 

Quantitative Regression N/A 

Agha et al. (2007) Quantitative Logistic regression 
Agha et al. (2007) Quantitative Regression 
Huntington et al. 
(2012) 

Quantitative Regression 

Duvall et al. (2014) Quali-Quanti In-depth study / Descriptive 
statistics 

Thurston et al. (2015) Quali-Quanti In-depth study / Descriptive 
statistics 

Pereira et al. (2015) Quantitative Difference-in-difference 
Munroe et al. (2015) Quali-Quanti Holm’s method / Non-parametric 

test 
Technology and development Brewer et al. (2005) Conceptual / 

Descriptive 
N/A N/A 

Christensen et al. 
(2010) 

Quantitative Regression Entrepreneuship 

Operation modes Public-private partnership Prata et al. (2005) Quantitative Descriptive statistics N/A 
Public-private partnership / 
Fractional model 

Ngo et al. (2009) Qualitative Interviews / Focus group / 
Semistructural observations 

Macromarketing 

Ngo et al. (2010) Quantitative Logistic regression N/A  
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operating in emerging and developing countries, with some exceptions 
involving franchisors from emerging and developing countries expand
ing abroad. A few studies explore the effect of aspects of emerging 
economies such as the institutional environment on the decisions of 
franchisors headquartered in these countries to internationalize. Also, 
few articles debate the suitability of existing theories in explaining their 
choices (Aguiar, Luppe, & Nascimento, 2017; Alon, Yeheskel, Lerner, & 
Zhang, 2013; Melo et al., 2015; Melo et al., 2019). 

The research stream dealing with market selection investigates the 
macro and micro level factors that might affect the franchisor’s decisions 
about the destination countries. Alon (2006a) evaluated the economic 
potential of the emerging markets according to their population, GDP 
per capita, urbanization level, and income distribution. He found that 
Brazil, Russia, and Mexico outranked China and India as the markets 
with the largest economies for service franchising. Aliouche and 
Schlentrich (2011) developed an index of international franchise 
expansion that ranks countries according to their attractiveness to US- 
based franchisors. Finally, Baena (2012a) analyzed possible deter
mining factors that drive the international franchising expansion of 
Spanish franchisors into emerging markets. 

Previous literature reviews have recognized the study of the entry 
and governance modes as one of the main areas of interest in the in
ternational franchising literature. Researchers have identified company- 
owned outlets, direct franchising, area development, master franchising, 
and franchising joint ventures as the leading governance modes in in
ternational franchising (Jell-Ojobor & Windsperger, 2014; Rosado- 
Serrano et al., 2018). The studies are concerned with the adequacy 
and the costs and benefits of the various entry and governance modes, as 
well as the host market’s conditions. Most studies consider the similar
ities and differences between the home and host countries as important 
factors in deciding how to enter and govern a franchise in emerging and 
developing markets (Baena, 2009; Preble & Hoffman, 2006). 

Research about international franchise partnerships covers the pro
cess of selecting an international partner and the relationships between 
cross-border franchisors and franchisees. Local partners are essential to 
the success of international operations because of their knowledge about 
local practices, regulations, and customer preferences (Rosado-Serrano 

et al., 2018). In their study of prospective Chinese franchisees Xiao et al. 
(2008) indicated that they had a great deal of knowledge about and 
interest in franchising, affected mainly by their educational background 
and industry experience. 

International franchising relationships face a specific set of chal
lenges due to cultural differences, language barriers, and business 
practices. For example, monitoring is a significant challenge for inter
national franchisors. Dant and Nasr (1998) investigated U.S. based 
franchisors’ monitoring techniques for evaluating the performance of 
their franchisees in the Middle East and Africa. They found that the 
extent of competition that franchisees face is an incentive. However, the 
age of the relationship is a disincentive for the exchange of information 
between franchisees and franchisors. 

4.1.2. Emerging and developing countries as context 
The second research category in the international franchising cluster 

(b) covers studies about three topics: 1) market characterizations, 2) the 
possible impacts of international franchising, and 3) domestic fran
chising dynamics and cross-cultural comparisons. 

The articles that provide market characterizations are descriptive 
and highlight the main aspects, opportunities and challenges of 
emerging and developing countries as potential host markets (Wang, 
Zhu, & Terry, 2008), usually for franchisors from developed countries 
(Alon & Banai, 2000; Pine et al., 2000; Welsh et al., 2006). 

The studies that consider the economic, social, and cultural effects of 
international franchising discuss the potential positive and negative 
impacts of international franchisors operating in emerging and devel
oping countries. Welsh and Alon (2001) and Alon (2004) argued that 
emerging markets have used global franchising as a tool for economic 
and entrepreneurial development, employment creation, and global 
integration. Welsh et al. (2006) pointed out the positive effects on local 
development but also noted some adverse effects, such as the displacing 
of local businesses. 

Grünhagen et al. (2010) investigated the impact of U.S. franchisors in 
Egypt, focusing on the consumers’ acceptance of and reactions to in
ternational brands. They demonstrated that the franchising’s effects are 
broad and complex. Grünhagen, Dant, and Zhu (2012), Tsai, Shih, and 

Fig. 6. Research framework – Franchising in Emerging and Developing Markets.  
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Chen (2007), Dant, Jeon, Mumdziev, and Windsperger (Jean), Mumd
ziev, N., & Windsperger, J. (2016), and Jeon, Meiseberg, Dant, and 
Grünhagen (Jean), Meiseberg, B., Dant, R. P., & Grünhagen, M. (2016) 
also investigated the consumer perspective, analyzing the impact of U.S. 
franchising brands on consumer behavior in several emerging 
economies. 

The articles that discuss domestic franchising dynamics and cross- 
cultural comparisons cover topics such as the relationship between the 
franchisor and the franchisee, location choices, and plural forms of de
cisions in the local, internal context of emerging and developing coun
tries. Altinay et al. (2014) evaluated the antecedents of the development 
of the franchise relationship from the perspective of Chinese and Turkish 
franchisees, highlighting the role of performance and communication. 
Doherty et al. (2014) analyzed the franchising relationship in China, 
focusing on aspects of power, control, support, and conflict. Dant et al. 
(2008) compared the plural form of decisions in Brazil, France, and the 
United States, revealing that plural forms are used almost three times 
more often in France and Brazil than the United States. 

4.1.3. Social franchising motivations and performance 
The first research category in the social franchising cluster (c) 

identified in the bibliometric and content analyses is related to the 
motivations and performance evaluation of social franchising programs. 
Social franchising can be described as the application of business-format 
franchising to achieve social benefits. In other words, it is a market- 
based approach derived from commercial franchising adopted to orga
nize, improve and provide quality-assured services and products of so
cial importance, especially to low- and middle-income countries (Alon, 
2014; Naatu & Alon, 2019; Pereira et al., 2015). 

The studies in this category can be divided into two streams: family 
planning and health services programs, and technology and develop
ment. Although the model can be applied in both developed and 
developing countries, in the latter countries, social franchising exists 
predominantly in the health sector (Alon, 2014; du Toit, 2014). Among 
the articles that investigate motivations and performance, the majority 
are related to social franchising for health, family planning, or repro
ductive health. For instance, Stephenson et al. (2004) examined the 
associations between franchise membership and family planning and 
reproductive health outcomes in Pakistan, Ethiopia, and India. Agha, 
Karim, Balal, and Sosler (2007) analyzed the impact of a reproductive 
health franchise on client satisfaction in Nepal. Huntington, Mundy, 
Hom, Li, and Aung (2012) evaluated the motivations of providers to join 
or remain within a social franchising network. 

The second stream includes studies that consider franchising as a 
mechanism for technology diffusion and the economic development of 
emerging and developing countries. One of these methods is the use of 
the micro franchising model, defined as the establishment of small 
businesses with minimal start-up costs. Alon (2014) considered social 
and micro franchising the third generation of franchising, after the first 
generation (product distribution) and the second (business-format 
franchising). Christensen, Parsons, and Fairbourne (2010) analyzed the 
potential of micro franchising to act as an employment incubator, 
comparing the monthly profits of micro franchisees and stand alone 
businesses in Ghana. Brewer et al. (2005) studied the role of information 
and communications technology (ICT) in addressing the needs of 
developing regions. They found that franchising is a successful way to 
deploy large-scale ICT projects in emerging and developing countries. 

4.1.4. Social franchising operation modes 
The second research category in the social franchising cluster (d) 

covers the studies that investigate the modes of operation in social 
franchises. As mentioned before, social franchising networks can be 
developed by international private sector non-governmental organiza
tions (NGOs), government, or public–private partnerships. Their modes 
of operation include government ownership. Some components of pri
vate sector social franchise models, such as franchising fees and 

royalties, are usually not applied because other stakeholders might view 
them as inappropriate. Moreover, the franchise arrangements may 
either be stand alone, in which the agreement is related to the entire 
franchisee operation, or fractional, in which only some of the goods or 
services provided by the franchised clinics are part of the branded 
franchisor-franchisee agreement (du Toit, 2014; Ngo et al., 2009). 

Prata et al. (2005) assessed the use of social franchising to supple
ment government programs in the delivery of public health services in 
22 sub-Saharan African countries. They concluded that the limited 
human resources available to governments necessitated a strategy of 
greater involvement with the private sector, and social franchising 
provided a possible solution to this problem. Ngo et al. (2009) evaluated 
the fractional social franchise model of reproductive health services 
through community public health clinics adopted in Vietnam. They 
found that the adaptation of the social franchise model to the public 
sector context could improve the quality of reproductive health care 
services significantly. Finally, Ngo et al. (2010) documented that the 
government social franchise model adopted in Vietnam increased the 
use of reproductive health and family planning services. 

4.2. Theoretical underpinnings 

As Table 7 indicates, the research about franchising in emerging and 
developing markets uses various theoretical lenses. The core theories 
adopted in the most cited articles are agency theory (Alon & Banai, 
2000; Dant & Nasr, 1998; Dant et al., 2008; Doherty et al., 2014; Xiao 
et al., 2008), transaction cost theory (Aliouche & Schlentrich, 2011; 
Baena, 2009; 2012), resource-based theory (Dant et al., 2008; Preble & 
Hoffman, 2006; Xiao et al., 2008), and macro marketing (Alon & Banai, 
2000; Alon, 2004; Ngo et al., 2009). 

Some theories are utilized in specific research streams. For instance, 
service quality and consumer agency are used in three articles about the 
economic, social, and cultural effects of international franchising on 
local consumers (Grünhagen et al., 2010, 2012; Tsai et al., 2007). 

Other theoretical lenses applied are the Uppsala model, the OLI 
paradigm, and the power dependence, social exchange, entrepreneur
ship, upper echelon, institutional, and signaling theories. However, 
some articles, particularly those in the social franchising research clus
ter, are descriptive and do not mention or use the concepts of any 
particular theory. 

5. Future research directions 

We maintain that research would benefit from future investigations 
into the four categories we identified in our analysis: specific interna
tional franchising streams, emerging and developing countries as 
context, social franchising motivations and performance, and social 
franchising operation modes. 

5.1. Research agenda for specific international franchising streams 

Our review shows that most articles about specific international 
franchising streams, such as market selection, entry and governance 
modes, and international partnerships, analyze franchisors from devel
oped countries operating in emerging and developing countries. Studies 
about the internationalization of firms headquartered in emerging and 
developing economies into other emerging countries or into developed 
economies have appeared more recently in the literature. However, the 
research in this area is rather limited (Nielsen, Hannibal, & Larsen, 
2018; Wright, Filatotchev, Hoskisson, & Peng, 2005). 

Due to their increased relevance in international business, future 
research needs to focus on the decision-making processes of franchisors 
headquartered in emerging and developing countries. These markets 
tend to have environmental uncertainties rooted in their lesser economic 
development and weaker institutional settings. They might face a lia
bility of origin due to lack of reputation and legitimacy in international 
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markets. Home country conditions might prompt companies head
quartered in these countries to follow particular paths of international 
expansion. These paths might affect the speed at which they can inter
nationalize, and their entry modes, geographical scope, and location 
decisions (Cuervo-Cazurra, 2012; Mukherjee, Makarius, & Stevens, 
2018; Ramamurti, 2012; Scalera, Mukherjee, & Piscitello, 2020). 

We suggest two future research issues for further exploration in this 
context. First, it is important to understand the country-of-origin effects 
on the host countries’ partners, employees, and customers’ perceptions. 
In other words, scholars should explore the host countries’ stakeholders’ 
impressions about the reputation of emerging and developing franchi
sors. Are stakeholders willing to work with or buy from these companies, 
especially when the host markets are in developed countries? Do per
ceptions about the company’s reputation affect decisions about inter
nationalizing? Signaling theory can be useful for addressing these 
questions (Mukherjee et al., 2018). The case of a Brazilian franchisor 
that expanded its operations to Europe in 2008 can illustrate this type of 
challenge that companies in emerging and developing markets face. At 
the beginning of the operation, local workers were unhappy about being 
controlled by Brazilian owners (Bretas, 2016). 

Second, future studies should try to determine whether factors in the 
Western, developed context are relevant to emerging countries. What 
aspects differ between franchisors in emerging and developing econo
mies and those in developed economies? Does the home country’s 
institutional environment influence their behavior and decisions about 
international expansion with regard to location/market selection, 
geographical scope, and entry modes? Do the existing theories explain 
their choices (Cuervo-Cazurra, 2012)? Does the franchising model 
enable these firms to overcome the liabilities of emergingness (Scalera 
et al., 2020), such as the lack of reputation, information asymmetry, 
financial resources, distribution capacity, and technology? 

5.2. Research agenda for emerging and developing markets as context 

Our analysis shows that research about emerging and developing 
markets has been focused on their growing market potential, the 
possible impact of international franchising, and domestic franchising 
dynamics. Most empirical articles investigate samples or cases from a 
single country (Baena, 2009, 2012a; Grünhagen et al., 2010, 2012; Tsai 
et al., 2007; Xiao et al., 2008). In general, there is relatively little 
comparative research on multinationals headquartered in emerging 
markets (Scalera et al., 2020). 

Future research could conduct cross-national investigations 
involving franchise companies from emerging and developing markets. 
Comparative studies can improve our understanding of the similarities 
and differences between them and companies in developed countries. 
Dant et al. (2008) suggested expanding the literature about comparative 
international franchising by exploring legal, economic, and social issues 
across countries. Lafontaine (2014) and Grünhagen et al. (2012) also 
recommended research about franchising with cross-national data. 
Cross-national research is useful for comparing the context of emerging 
and developing economies and that of developed countries and high
lighting the differences between countries classified as emerging and 
developing markets. Although these countries share some attributes, 
there are essential specificities and various institutional characteristics 
(Nielsen et al., 2018) that need to be analyzed further. 

5.3. Research agenda for social franchising motivations and performance 

As the temporal evolution of the keywords and the thematic map 
illustrate, the most recent period indicates the growth in social fran
chising topics as an emerging theme. A deeper look at articles through 
content analysis reveals that these studies are predominantly descrip
tive, characterizing the existing programs and their results. From 13 
articles within the social franchising cluster, 11 do not use any theo
retical lens (Table 7). These articles report the outcomes of specific 

institutions engaged in social franchising projects, such as SEWA’s nurse 
and paramedic franchise, the Nepal Fertility Care Center, Sun Quality 
Health, and Marie Stopes International. Nevertheless, they do not pro
vide in-depth discussions about the long-term effects of social fran
chising on development, local wealth creation, knowledge diffusion, the 
effect on stakeholders, and other big picture issues. There is a need for 
broader and more structured studies using theoretical lenses that might 
help explain the tenets of social franchising (Naatu & Alon, 2019). 

Micro franchising is another topic that is usually studied as a social 
franchising model that needs additional investigation. Most studies 
characterize micro franchises as base–of–the–pyramid, market-oriented 
businesses, uniting the goals of creating profits and alleviating poverty 
(Alon, Mitchell, & Munoz, 2010; Christensen et al., 2010; Kistruck, 
Webb, Sutter, & Ireland, 2011; Naatu & Alon, 2019). However, a debate 
that has recently emerged is whether micro franchising is a business 
model that is socially oriented, with a concomitant focus on profit and 
alleviating poverty (Christensen et al., 2010), or whether the employ
ment and income opportunities created are simply the unintended 
consequences of the expansion of profit-oriented franchises. Evidence 
from Brazil shows that micro franchising has been adopted to expand 
into areas that are difficult to reach or have logistical problems (Nunes 
et al., 2019). Moreover, a case study with Brazilian micro franchisees 
underscored the franchisors’ opportunistic behavior (Melo, Borini, & 
Cunha, 2014; Nunes et al., 2019). Thus, to understand the phenomenon 
fully, it is crucial to explore the motivations on both sides in greater 
depth and the possible adverse effects of micro franchising. 

5.4. Research agenda for social franchising operation modes 

The performance of social franchising models depends on their 
operation structure. They can be developed by international private 
sector non-governmental organizations (NGOs), government, or pub
lic–private partnerships. In all cases, financing is a major concern for 
social franchising programs. Their viability and long-term sustainability 
depend on the resources obtained from several sources, such as dona
tions and public funding. 

Several scholars have identified the need for more research about 
new alternatives and types of financing to scale-up social franchising 
programs and make them cost-effective, diversify the sources of funding 
and reduce the dependence on donations (Huntington et al., 2012; 
Pereira et al., 2015; Stephenson et al., 2004; Thurston, Chakraborty, 
Hayes, Mackay, & Moon, 2015). Future research can examine financing 
malfunctions (for instance, in the donation process), other possibilities 
of financing, successful and unsuccessful cases, and the potential posi
tive impacts in terms of socio-economic development. 

6. Conclusions 

Using a sample of 297 articles from the literature about franchising 
in emerging and developing markets, we investigated the intellectual 
and conceptual structure of the field, identified the most influential 
research perspectives, and proposed a future research agenda. As a 
result of a bibliometric analysis through bibliographic coupling, histo
riographic citation, keyword co-occurrence, and conceptual thematic 
mapping, we revealed two main clusters of articles, those on interna
tional franchising and social franchising. 

Specific research categories emerged by coupling the bibliometric 
techniques with a content analysis. In the international franchising 
cluster, we found two research categories: (a) studies about specific 
streams of international franchising and (b) studies about emerging and 
developing countries as context. In the social franchising cluster, two 
other research categories emerged: (c) social franchising motivations 
and performance and (d) the modes by which social franchising operate. 
We established that most of the articles analyze the franchising in 
emerging and developing countries from the point of view of developed 
countries, even though Chinese universities are gaining prominence in 
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the number of articles produced. Another finding was that several arti
cles, particularly in the social franchising cluster, are descriptive and do 
not mention or use the concepts of any theories. 

Despite the growing attention in the academic and managerial 
literature about franchising, there have been relatively few previous 
attempts to fully understand the extent of the literature about fran
chising in emerging and developing markets. This article provides an 
important complement to the existing qualitative reviews and attempts 
to characterize the market. Moreover, we seek to advance the literature 
by suggesting future research on the international expansion of fran
chisors based on emerging or developing economies, country-of-origin 
effects on reputation and decision-making processes, cross-national in
vestigations, financing alternatives for social franchising models, the 
effects of social franchising on the development of these countries, and 
more structured studies using theoretical lenses to explain the tenets of 
social franchising. 

This study is not free of limitations. The Bibliometrix package in R 
software does not include certain pre-processing options, such as the 
removal of duplicate documents. According to Moral-Muñoz, Herrera- 
Viedma, Santisteban-Espejo, and Cobo (2020), pre-processing features 
are underdeveloped in bibliometric tools. In this study, we adopted the 
two-stage data extraction approach to overcome this limitation, 
removing the duplicate documents. The data extraction process also 
helped us deal with limitations regarding the quality of the abstracts. If 
the abstract did not provide enough information to verify the adequacy 
of the article in the analysis (for instance, works not related to the 
franchising model utilized for commercial or social purposes), we read 
the entire work to check it. 

In addition, we analyzed studies from the Scopus database, but some 
relevant studies produced in emerging and developing countries may 
not be part of international databases. We also acknowledge that rele
vant articles in languages other than English, Portuguese, and Spanish 
were not considered due to the authors’ limitations in reading abstracts 
and full articles in other languages. Future research can expand this 
study to include articles written in languages from other emerging and 
developing countries. We added other relevant publications such as 
books and executive insights to make the analysis more comprehensive. 
Thus, our study does provide insights into the literature about fran
chising in emerging and developing markets. 
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