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This meeting brought together members of the Research Methods Programme and colleagues to Manchester, in order to discuss the various emerging and ongoing methodological challenges currently facing social science research.
One of the five themes under discussion was concerned with “Research design, data collection and analysis using mixed methods”.  During the two sessions allocated to this theme, five speakers discussed their experiences of applying mixed methods approaches in a range of research settings, including interdisciplinary, intra-disciplinary, primary and secondary research.  In all cases, the methods described involved in some way integrating quantitative and qualitative methods, from the use of anomalous case analysis to develop and refine theory derived from survey findings, to discussions around incorporating qualitative data into systematic reviews of effectiveness.

Consequently, there was much discussion of the rationale for applying mixed methods in the first place. There was a general consensus that integrating qualitative and quantitative data was desirable where appropriate.   From an ontological perspective ‘mixed methods’ approaches explicitly acknowledge the multi-faceted nature of phenomena, whereas single methods are limited in the understandings they can produce.  For example, what does it mean if a phenomenon is experienced by 60% of people?  Equally, what can rich experiential detail from a single case tell you about a group or population?  Mixed method research acknowledges the limitations of each paradigm, but also utilises the relative strengths of each approach.
Sometimes, the case for mixed methods was presented more in practical than philosophical terms.  When asked how qualitative data benefited his economic research on illegality of migrant labour markets, Martin Ruhs suggested that, by explaining a difference or a non-difference, qualitative data can give the researcher confidence in their quantitative findings.  By contrast, in her multiple and mixed methods work on vulnerability, Jo Moran-Ellis avoided triangulation of methods in ways that could be used to confirm a single reality, preferring to maintain a “productive tension” between approaches.
A recurring theme within the discussions related to the sequential ordering and relative weighting of different methods used within any given mixed methods approach.  In most cases it was felt that, wherever possible, the different methods should provide an equal contribution to understanding and that one type of data should not be subsumed by another.  However, in terms of order of conduct, the majority of methods discussed began with some form of quantitative data (e.g. survey), and subsequently incorporated qualitative data (e.g. structured interviews) to develop theory about why the effects or phenomena were observed.  This might not necessarily always be the case in a mixed-methods setting though, particularly when qualitative and quantitative methods are frequently categorised as ‘hypothesis-generating’ and ‘hypothesis-testing’, respectively.
It was suggested that in some cases, research audiences may not fully appreciate the contribution of the different methods applied within a mixed methods research project.  For example, some believed that policy makers often focus on the easily circumscribed “how many?” or “how big is the problem?” questions, rather than the kinds of understandings derived from qualitative investigations.  Commissioning briefs informed by this kind of thinking might limit researchers’ opportunities to incorporate mixed methods into their investigations.
Another concern expressed by the meeting was the possibility of bias in mixed-methods research: though we are attempting to draw on the strengths of different approaches, we still have to contend with the potential biases associated with those approaches.  For example, Lisa Pearce described the method of ‘systematic anomalous case analysis’, whereby cases identified as statistical outliers in survey data are interviewed to help refine and develop theory.  Concern was raised about the potential introduction of interviewer bias through the interviewer’s prior knowledge of whether the respondents were drawn from the upper or lower tail of the survey response distribution.  If participants were to become aware of this information, then the consequences might be even greater.  However, existing measures such as interview guides and (where possible and appropriate) blinding of interviewers and participants are likely to minimise the potential for any such biases.  A related point was on the issue of survey anonymity.  Though this helps minimise the potential for response bias, anonymous respondents cannot be approached for subsequent qualitative work.  There was discussion and agreement that, to some extent, this is a problem common to all survey-based research – including mixed methods research incorporating surveys.  Including a question at the end of a survey asking if participants would like to be contacted allows researchers follow-up contact, but doesn’t negate the potential for response bias, even if it can be partially investigated.
In addition to specific biases, there were also discussions of the concept of ‘quality’ in mixed methods research more generally.  In this area at least, there still appears to be some differences between the more traditionally qualitative and quantitative schools of thought.  One argument was that by thinking in a ‘scientific’ way, qualitative researchers can overlook the fact that they are producing an interpretation of data, different from the products of traditional ‘mechanistic’ science.  However, there was also a strong argument for rigour and reflexivity within any such interpretive process.
The debate around objective measures of ‘quality’ in qualitative research particularly comes to the fore in the context of secondary analysis of mixed-methods studies.  Whereas quality assessment of trials is relatively uncontroversial, there are multiple competing quality checklists for qualitative studies, but very little consensus on which (if any) are most appropriate.  James Thomas’ description of mixing different types of research in systematic reviews also raised the question of whether qualitative studies can ever be excluded from systematic reviews on the basis of a ‘poor’ quality assessment.  The possibility of removing studies from their context was highlighted as a further challenge for those attempting to incorporate qualitative studies into systematic reviews.
Another issue raised during discussion was the responsibility of researchers to consider ethics when selecting research their methods.  These ethical considerations are likely to be more complex when the decision relates to undertaking mixed methods.  Also, in some cases, institutional review boards (IRBs) or ethics committees may not be familiar with the one or more aspects of the research methodology.  For example, Lisa Pearce described a mixed method study of US adolescents’ career aspirations, which incorporated interviews with participants.  The investigators had planned to accept, if offered, overnight accommodation from participants’ families.  However, though this is not an unusual practice in anthropology, the study was rejected by an IRB unfamiliar with less structured research methods.  Conversely, the potential for such committees to inadvertently overlook the finer ethical points in complex mixed methods designs, may place even greater emphasis on the researcher’s personal responsibility to be ‘self-policing’.
The integration of research from different traditions raises issues around communication, both between researchers from those different traditions and between researchers and their audiences.  Sometimes misunderstandings because different understandings of terminology.  For example there was some discussion over how the meaning of terms such as ‘narrative’ and ‘narrative synthesis’ can differ between researchers with backgrounds in health services research and those from sociological or anthropological backgrounds.  Even within research teams addressing a specific research question, one of the challenges is ensuring that everyone is using the same questioning language.  Similarly, a researcher and a policy maker may have different expectations from what is termed a research ‘synthesis’.
The discussions also raised two related issues relating to expertise among researchers.  Firstly, there was a question as to whether ‘mixed methods ability’ is a property of research teams or whether it should be something embodied within individual researchers.  Teams of researchers with different areas of expertise are perhaps currently more common, though there is an increasing interest, particularly among younger researchers, to work on both sides of the ‘methodological divide’.  This relates to the second issue of the types of career opportunities available to younger researchers interested in developing mixed methods.  Calls for proposals tend to be for qualitative or quantitative projects, so there is a perception that there may be career blockages for those trying to develop expertise in both areas.
Though the discussions raised a number of important and difficult challenges for mixed methods research in the 21st, there was clearly a great deal of enthusiasm for implementing and further developing these methods in the future.  There was also an atmosphere of mutual respect, understanding and shared purpose between colleagues from different backgrounds, be they quantitative, qualitative, academia or government.  Much of this progress can be attributed to the success of the ESRC Research Methods Programme.
