Research Methods Programme: Mixed Methods workshop

A two-day workshop on mixed-methods was held on October26-27th at the University of Manchester, under the Research Methods Programme. About 50 participants and speakers provided a wealth of expertise across a broad disciplinary perspective. This workshop aimed to bring together a number of issues that have arisen in the context of RMP-funded projects and to identify what future developments are needed in this area. 

Why do we need mixed methods?
Alan Bryman reported research in which he had analysed the use of mixed methods in published papers and interviewed a number of researchers. In many cases (27%) research papers failed to explain why mixed-methods had been used. Generally researchers used mixed methods in a pragmatic way without much reflection or concern. Researchers often derived a wider range of outcomes form combining methods than they expected.
Alan Bryman argued that there was little point is getting caught in a semantic trap over terminology, e.g. mixed methods; integrated; blended.  It was, however, apparent that mixed-methods designs varied (see Kelle, below) and most papers using mixed methods presented parallel results rather than attempting to integrate them. 
Research reporting
Some participants felt that researchers who use mixed methods often report findings based on one method only. This may be linked to the publication outlet; for example, some disciplines may not value one of the methods used. The limit on the number of words imposed by journals may require a ‘stream-lining’ of the methods used and thus only the ‘main’ methods may be reported.  In summary, there appears to be a tendency to tailor the research reporting to the particular dissemination outlet.
Team work with mixed-methods 

Are there difficulties in bringing together teams using different methods? Examples were cited where major difficulties had occurred and others where there were no difficulties. Is it more likely to present a problem where researchers subscribe to different paradigms? It would be useful to identify the structures that need to be in place to support mixed methods working and the barriers that have to be overcome. 
A further issue relates to researchers who define themselves as ’qualitative’ or ‘quantitative’ and thereby put up barriers to mixed methods research. It was argued  that social science training, starting at under-graduate level, should ensure that researchers are receptive to working with different methods. 
Are there problems working across paradigms? 
The answer to this depends a little on how you define a paradigm. Peter Halfpenny defined a paradigm as the ontological and epistemological framework in which one works, with examples as below:
· positivism: unity of science + empiricism

· interpretivism: distinct social world + verstehen

· realism: unity of science + causal mechanisms
He argued that paradigms and procedures (e.g. methods of data collection or analysis) are logically independent; data for any paradigm can, in principle, be generated by any procedure. Martyn Hammersley, however, stressed that, in practice, particular paradigms are more likely to be associated with one kind of method than another. Hammersley also identified some paradigm features that are, in effect, differences between pursuing research and pursuing some quite different activity: e.g. activism and scepticism; or that differentiate between forms of research which are equally legitimate: academic and practical. Although there were difficulties in working with conflicting paradigms, several participants argued that it was possible for the same individual or a research team to work creatively with two opposing paradigms. Julia Brannen gave the example of biographical research which used two paradigms – it was both interpretivist and also historically ‘real’. Jane Elliott offered the analogy from physics of light and debates over whether it was composed of waves or particles. Other examples came from the use of ethnography alongside randomised control trials. Julia Brannen also pointed out the different amounts of power (and money) that are attached to different types of explanation.
Peter Halfpenny argued that the terms ‘qualitative’ and ‘quantitative’ were unhelpful because they carried too many associations with particular paradigms to which they were not inevitably linked.  Both qualitative and quantitative data are constructed from raw experience; both reduce and transform experience; both require interpretation. There was considerable agreement on this point, with examples where qualitative methods may be used to generate counts and quantitative methods may generate words. Different language is therefore needed to get away from this unhelpful divide.

Working with mixed methods 

Mixed methods designs: Udo Kelle described the kinds of design where combining survey methods with qualitative interviews is useful:

· in a sequential quantitative-qualitative design quantitative research can guide the selection of cases in qualitative studies,

· results from qualitative interviews can help to identify unobserved heterogeneity in quantitative data as well previously unknown explaining variables and misspecified models,

· results from the qualitative part of mixed methods design can help to understand previously incomprehensible statistical findings,

· qualitative research can help to discover quality problems of quantitative measurement instruments,

· and quantitative research can be used to examine the scope of results from a qualitative study and support the transfer of such findings to other domains.

He provided examples from his own research. Several later presentations of the use of mixed methods provided further examples of where qualitative work provided more detailed explanation of a quantitative analysis and thus allowed a more complex model to be built.
There was further discussion of what constitutes data. Cells in a cross-tabulation represent the phenomenon that needs to be explained and is thus the ‘data’ rather than the end result. Data is that which needs to be explained and only takes on the role of ‘data’ when you start to analyse it. It is distinct from information that is recorded. Tony Coxon argued that, at this point, the analysis instrument becomes crucial. Ray Pawson pointed out the crucial question of theory and its role in deciding what is to be explained – and thus which cells of a table are of interest.
Jane Elliott argued that the difference in styles of reporting qualitative and quantitative research raised questions for how mixed-methods research is reported. As seen above, researchers tend to prioritise one methods or another and therefore the research report is likely to mirror the rhetoric associated with one particular approach. The interpretative and literary skills found in the analysis of much qualitative research provide a basis for more reflexive representations of quantitative research. 

Jo Moran-Ellis and colleagues provided an account of the tensions and synergies that arise when data from a number of sources and of different types are brought together to address policy-related questions. 

Working in different modes and working across disciplines with the same data
Bella Dicks raised issues with visual work which blurs the distinctions between representation and analysis. Images may appear as a final representation when at the same time you are analysing them.

Kahryn Hughes presented some examples of multidisciplinary working (working in parallel to answer a common research question but maintaining one’s own epistemological positions) and inter-disciplinary working (attempting to combine, negotiate and reconcile different epistemological positions). She showed how such forms of working may encourage innovation through triangulation, and in terms of the production of conceptual and methodological outputs. She also offered some reflections on the structures needed for this way of working to be successful.

Assessing the quality of mixed-methods research 
Alan Bryman explained that there are currently no criteria for appraising mixed-methods research (Sale and Brazil, 2004). This raises the question of how we should approach quality criteria for mixed-methods research. Alan concluded that, although bespoke criteria appeared to be the obvious solution  the formulation of bespoke criteria would prove very difficult. 
Mary Dixon-Woods discussed the use of mixed methods research in synthetic reviews. She concluded that multi-method studies don’t need special treatment but that they need to be judged on procedural compliance and on contribution. 
Conclusions and recommendations for further work
Jane Elliott and Tony Coxon provided first thoughts and others followed up. Points included the need to:
· Provide support for teams working in inter-disciplinary ways

· Make mixing methods happen by providing funding for researchers to bring together and publish papers which combine or integrate methods. 

· Build on existing projects by providing support to bring together research from projects that use different methods to study the same topic in order to generate additional publications.

· Conduct an audit of what is actually being taught at PG level and what combination of courses students take; also to find out how regulations influence integration of methods.
· Explore e-social science tools that overcome the divide between qualitative and quantitative data and enable the use of mixed methods of data analysis. 

· Provide skilling/re-skilling for university teachers 

· Provide master classes to work through exemplars of mixed-methods. These would provide an account of the process of conducting the research; what is taken for granted, what went wrong.
· There is a need for versatile researchers not ‘qual’ or ‘quant’ researchers

· Study of the structures and conditions that promote successful working across methods and across paradigms -  a study of the sociology of social research.

· Arrange secondments for academics to work with organisations/researchers conducting large government-funded evaluation studies that mix methods.
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