
1

1
THE NATURE OF MIXED 
METHODS RESEARCH

W hat is it about the nature of mixed methods that draws researchers to its use? Its  
 popularity can be easily documented through journal articles, conference pro-

ceedings, books, and the formation of a professional association, a journal, and special 
interest groups (Creswell, 2011b, 2014; Plano Clark, 2010). It has been called the “third 
methodological movement” following the developments of first quantitative and then quali-
tative research (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003a, p. 5), the “third research paradigm” (Johnson & 
Onwuegbuzie, 2004, p. 15), and “a new star in the social science sky” (Mayring, 2007,  
p. 1). Why does it merit such superlatives? One answer is that mixing methods is an intui-
tive way of doing research that is constantly being displayed throughout our everyday lives.

Consider for a moment how many professionals go about their practice. Physicians 
consider quantitative lab results along with a patient’s qualitative life history and symp-
toms when making a diagnosis and treatment plan. Financial consultants analyze market 
trends along with stories of individual decision making when offering advice. Politicians 
use both statistical trends from their districts and the personal stories of their constituents 
when choosing a course of action. Examples of combining quantitative and qualitative 
information pervade many aspects of professional life. Listen closely to television broad-
casters report about hurricanes or about the votes cast in elections. The trends are again 
supported by individual stories. Or listen to commentators at sporting events. There is 
often a play-by-play commentator who describes the somewhat linear unfolding of the 
game (a quantitative perspective) and then the additional commentary by the “color” 
announcer, who tells us about the individual stories and highlights of the personnel on 
the playing field (a qualitative perspective). Again, both quantitative and qualitative data 
come together in these broadcasts.

In these instances, we see mixed methods thinking in ways that Greene (2007) called 
the “multiple ways of seeing and hearing” (p. 20). Multiple ways are visible in everyday 
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2  Designing and Conducting Mixed Methods Research

life, and mixed methods research provides multiple ways to address a research problem. Other 
factors also contribute to this interest in mixed methods. Researchers recognize it as an accessi-
ble approach to inquiry. They have research questions (or problems) that can best be answered 
using mixed methods, and they see the value of using it—as well as the challenges it poses.

Building on one’s intuition for mixing quantitative and qualitative information, the 
first step to using mixed methods in research is to understand the nature of mixed meth-
ods research. This chapter reviews several preliminary considerations necessary before a 
researcher designs a mixed methods study. These considerations include

 • defining the nature of mixed methods research,

 • examining examples of mixed methods studies,

 • recognizing what types of research problems call for a mixed methods study,

 • knowing the advantages of using mixed methods, and

 • acknowledging the challenges of using mixed methods.

DEFINING MIXED METHODS RESEARCH
Several definitions for mixed methods have emerged over the years that incorporate vari-
ous elements of methods, research processes, research purpose, and philosophy. These 
different stances are summarized in Table 1.1.

An early definition of mixed methods came from writers in the field of evaluation. 
Greene, Caracelli, and Graham (1989) emphasized the mixing of methods and the dis-
entanglement of methods and philosophy (i.e., paradigms) when they said,

In this study, we defined mixed-method designs as those that include at least one 
quantitative method (designed to collect numbers) and one qualitative method 
(designed to collect words), where neither type of method is inherently linked to 
any particular inquiry paradigm. (p. 256)

Ten years later, the definition shifted from mixing two methods to combining all 
phases of the research process—a methodological orientation (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 
1998). Included within this orientation would be philosophical (i.e., worldview) posi-
tions, methods, and the inferences or interpretations of results. Thus, Tashakkori and 
Teddlie (1998) defined mixed methods as the combination of “qualitative and quanti-
tative approaches in the methodology of a study” (p. ix). These authors reinforced this 
methodological orientation in their preface to the SAGE Handbook of Mixed Methods in 
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Chapter 1 ■ The Nature of Mixed Methods Research  3

Social & Behavioral Research by writing, “Mixed methods research has evolved to the point 
where it is a separate methodological orientation with its own worldview, vocabulary, and 
techniques” (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003a, p. x).

In a highly cited Journal of Mixed Methods Research (JMMR) article, Johnson, 
Onwuegbuzie, and Turner (2007) sought consensus on a definition by suggesting a 
composite understanding based on 19 different definitions provided by 21 highly pub-
lished mixed methods researchers. The authors commented about the definitions, citing 
the variations in them, from what was being mixed (e.g., methods, methodologies, or 
types of research); the place in the research process in which mixing occurred (e.g., data 
collection, data analysis); the scope of the mixing (e.g., from data to worldviews); the 
purpose or rationale for mixing (e.g., breadth, corroboration); and the elements driving 
the research (e.g., bottom-up, top-down, a core component). Incorporating these diverse 
perspectives, Johnson et al. (2007) ended with their composite definition:

Mixed methods research is the type of research in which a researcher or team of 
researchers combines elements of qualitative and quantitative research approaches 
(e.g., use of qualitative and quantitative viewpoints, data collection, analysis, infer-
ence techniques) for the purposes of breadth and depth of understanding and  
corroboration. (p. 123)

TABLE 1.1 ■  Authors and the Focus or Orientation of Their Definition  
of Mixed Methods

Source: Adapted from Creswell & Plano Clark (2011).

Author(s) and Year Focus of the Definition

Greene, Caracelli, and Graham (1989) Methods

Tashakkori and Teddlie (1998; 2003a) Methodology (the process of research)

Johnson, Onwuegbuzie, and Turner (2007) Viewpoints (philosophy), methods, and 
research purpose 

Tashakkori & Creswell (2007b) Methodology and methods 

Greene (2007) Multiple ways of seeing, hearing, and 
making sense of the social world 

Creswell and Plano Clark (2007) Methods, methodology, and philosophy 

Creswell (2014) Methods and core characteristics

Hesse-Biber (2015) Methods and contested terrain
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4  Designing and Conducting Mixed Methods Research

In this definition, the authors did not view mixed methods simply as methods but 
more as a methodology that spanned viewpoints to inferences and that included the com-
bination of qualitative and quantitative research. They incorporated diverse viewpoints 
but did not specifically mention paradigms or philosophy. Their purposes for mixed  
methods—breadth and depth of understanding and corroboration—meant they related 
the definition of mixed methods to a rationale for conducting it. Most importantly,  
perhaps, they suggested that there is a common definition that should be used.

When the call for paper submissions to the JMMR was first issued, we, as editors, felt 
that a general definition of mixed methods should be provided. Our approach incorporated 
both a general qualitative and quantitative research methodological orientation as well as a 
methods orientation. Our intent was also to cast our definition within accepted approaches 
to mixed methods, to encourage submissions as broad as possible, and to “keep the discus-
sion open about the definition of mixed methods” (Tashakkori & Creswell, 2007b, p. 3). 
Hence, the definition announced in the first issue of the journal was as follows:

[Mixed methods research is defined] as research in which the investigator collects 
and analyzes data, integrates the findings, and draws inferences using both quali-
tative and quantitative approaches or methods in a single study or a program of 
inquiry. (Tashakkori & Creswell, 2007b, p. 4)

Then, Greene (2007) provided a definition of mixed methods that conceptualized this 
form of inquiry differently as a way of looking at the social world

that actively invites [us] to participate in dialogue . . . multiple ways of seeing and 
hearing, multiple ways of making sense of the social world, and multiple stand-
points on what is important and to be valued and cherished. (p. 20)

Defining mixed methods as “multiple ways of seeing” opens up broad applications 
beyond using it as only a research method. It can be used, for example, as an approach 
to think about designing documentaries (Creswell & McCoy, 2011) or as a means for 
“ seeing” participatory approaches to HIV-infected populations in the Eastern Cape of 
South Africa (Olivier, de Lange, Creswell, & Wood, 2010).

In The Oxford Handbook of Multimethod and Mixed Methods Research Inquiry (Hesse-
Biber & Johnson, 2015), Hesse-Biber (2015) takes the position that the definition of 
mixed methods continues to be contested both within and outside the mixed methods 
community. However, she says that

what most approaches to mixed methods have in common is the mixing of at least 
one qualitative and one quantitative method in the same research project or set of 
related projects (e.g., in a longitudinal study). (p. xxxix)
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Chapter 1 ■ The Nature of Mixed Methods Research  5

In 2007, in the first edition of this book, we provided a definition that had both a 
methods and a methodological orientation, while in the 2011 second edition, we included 
an emphasis on the priority of the quantitative and qualitative data in a study. Today, 
we are inclined to stress the intent of a study rather than the vague and often confus-
ing priority. We still feel that a definition for mixed methods should incorporate many 
diverse viewpoints, however. In this spirit, we rely on a definition of core characteristics 
of mixed methods research. It is a definition we suggest in our teaching, workshops, 
and presentations on mixed methods research (Creswell, 2014). It combines a methods, 
research design, and philosophy orientation. It also highlights the key components that go 
into designing and conducting a mixed methods study; thus, it will be the one emphasized 
in this book. In mixed methods, the researcher

 • collects and analyzes both qualitative and quantitative data rigorously in response 
to research questions and hypotheses,

 • integrates (or mixes or combines) the two forms of data and their results,

 • organizes these procedures into specific research designs that provide the logic and 
procedures for conducting the study, and

 • frames these procedures within theory and philosophy.

These core characteristics, we believe, adequately describe mixed methods research. 
They have evolved from many years of reviewing mixed methods articles and determining 
how researchers use both quantitative and qualitative approaches in their studies.

EXAMPLES OF MIXED METHODS STUDIES
One way to better understand the nature of mixed methods research beyond a definition 
is to examine published studies in journal articles. Although philosophical assumptions 
often exist in the background of published mixed methods studies, the core characteris-
tics of our definition can be seen in the following examples:

 • A researcher collects data on quantitative instruments and on qualitative data 
reports based on focus groups to see if the two types of data show similar results 
but from different perspectives. (See the study of food safety knowledge, practices, 
and beliefs in Hispanic families with young children by Stenger, Ritter-Gooder, 
Perry, and Albrecht, 2014.)

 • A researcher collects data using quantitative survey procedures and follows up 
with interviews of a few individuals who completed the survey to help explain the 
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6  Designing and Conducting Mixed Methods Research

reasons behind and meaning of the quantitative survey results. (See the study of 
fear of falling for community-dwelling elderly people who had recently fractured 
a hip by Jellesmark, Herling, Egerod, and Beyer, 2012.)

 • A researcher explores how individuals describe a topic by conducting interviews, 
analyzing the information, and using the findings to develop a survey instrument. 
This instrument is then administered to a sample of a population to see if the 
qualitative findings can be generalized to a population. (See the study of graduate 
engineering student retention by Crede and Borrego, 2013.)

 • A researcher conducts an experiment in which quantitative measures assess the 
impact of a treatment on an outcome. Before the experiment begins, the researcher 
collects qualitative data to help design the treatment, to design the standard care 
condition, and to better design strategies to recruit participants to the trial. (See 
the study of an acupuncture-based intervention for women experiencing low back 
pain during pregnancy by Bartlam et al., 2016.)

 • A researcher wants to develop several in-depth analyses of cases—for example, 
small family medicine clinics. It is important to compare how these clinics treat 
patients’ cardiovascular disease. The researcher collects quantitative data on 
patients from their health records and also gathers qualitative interview data from 
the doctors, nurses, and medical assistants. When these quantitative and qualita-
tive data are compared, it is apparent that some practices have strong procedures 
and some weak procedures. Family medicine case clinics are selected for both cat-
egories of procedures, and conclusions are drawn about how they differ in treating 
patients. (See study by Shaw et al., 2013.)

 • A researcher seeks to bring about change in understanding certain issues fac-
ing women. The researcher gathers data through instruments and focus groups to 
explore the meaning of the issues for women. It is a participatory form of inquiry 
in which the participants—the women—play a major role in helping to under-
stand the problem. The larger understanding of change guides the researcher and 
informs all aspects of the study, from the issues being studied, to the data collection, 
to the call for reform at the end of the study. (See the study exploring student– athlete  
culture and understanding specific rape myths by McMahon, 2007.)

 • A researcher seeks to evaluate a program that has been implemented in the com-
munity. The first step is to collect qualitative data in a needs assessment to deter-
mine what questions should be addressed. This is followed by the design of an 
instrument to measure the impact of the program. This instrument is then used 
to compare certain outcomes both before and after the program implementation. 
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Chapter 1 ■ The Nature of Mixed Methods Research  7

Based on this comparison, follow-up interviews are conducted to determine why 
the program did or did not work. This multiphase mixed methods study is often 
found in long-term evaluation projects. (See the study of the long-term impacts of 
interpretive programs at a historical site by Farmer and Knapp, 2008.)

These examples all illustrate the collection and analysis of both quantitative and quali-
tative data, the integration or mix of the two types of data and results, and an underlying 
assumption that mixed methods research could be a useful approach to address important 
research problems.

WHAT RESEARCH PROBLEMS  
REQUIRE MIXED METHODS?
Authors of the example studies crafted their research as mixed methods projects based 
on their assumption that mixed methods could best address their research problems. An 
important preliminary consideration is recognizing the types of research problems best 
suited for mixed methods research. When preparing a research study employing mixed 
methods, the researcher needs to provide a rationale or justification for why mixed 
methods best addresses the topic and the research problem.

Not all situations justify the use of mixed methods. There are times when qualitative 
research may be best because the researcher aims to explore a problem, honor the voices of 
participants, map the complexity of the situation, and convey multiple perspectives of par-
ticipants. At other times, quantitative research may be best because the researcher seeks to 
understand the relationship among variables or determine if one group performs better on 
an outcome than another group. In our discussion of mixed methods, we do not want to 
minimize the importance of choosing either a quantitative or qualitative approach when it 
is merited by the situation. Further, we would not limit mixed methods to certain fields of 
study or topics. Mixed methods research seems applicable to a wide variety of disciplines 
in the social, behavioral, and health sciences. Although some disciplinary specialists may 
select not to use mixed methods because of a lack of interest in qualitative or in quantita-
tive research, most topic area problems can be addressed using mixed methods.

Instead of thinking about fitting different methods to specific content topics, we sug-
gest thinking about fitting methods to different types of research problems (or questions). 
For example, we find a quantitative survey approach best fits the need to understand the 
views of participants in an entire population. A quantitative experiment approach best 
fits the need to determine whether a treatment works better than a control condition. 
Likewise, a qualitative ethnography approach best fits the need to understand how a 
culture-sharing group works. What situations, then, warrant an approach that combines 
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8  Designing and Conducting Mixed Methods Research

quantitative and qualitative research—a mixed methods inquiry? In general, research 
problems suited for mixed methods are those in which one data source may be insuf-
ficient. Further, results often need to be explained, exploratory findings need to be gen-
eralized, a primary experimental design needs to be expanded or enhanced, multiple 
cases need to be compared or contrasted, the participants need to be involved in the 
research, and/or a program needs to be evaluated. Over the years, authors in the mixed 
methods field have enumerated multiple reasons (also called rationales) for using mixed  
methods (Bryman, 2006). We will focus here on the major reasons.

A Need Exists to Obtain More  
Complete and Corroborated Results

We know that qualitative data provide a detailed understanding of a problem while 
quantitative data provide a more general understanding. This qualitative understanding 
arises out of studying a few individuals and exploring their perspectives in great depth, 
whereas the quantitative understanding arises from examining a large number of people 
and assessing responses to a few variables. Qualitative research and quantitative research 
provide different pictures, or perspectives, and each has its limitations. When researchers 
study a few individuals qualitatively, the ability to generalize the results to many is lost. 
When researchers quantitatively examine many individuals, the understanding of any 
one individual is diminished. Hence, the limitations of one method can be offset by the 
strengths of the other, and the combination of quantitative and qualitative data provides 
a more complete understanding of the research problem than either approach by itself.

There are several ways in which one data source may be inadequate. One type of evi-
dence may not tell the complete story, or the researcher may lack confidence in the ability 
of one type of evidence to address the problem. The results from the quantitative and 
qualitative data may be contradictory, which would not be discovered by collecting only 
one type of data. Further, the type of evidence gathered from one level in an organiza-
tion might differ from evidence examined from other levels. These are all situations in 
which using only one approach to address the research problem would be deficient. 
A mixed methods design best fits these problems. For example, when Shannon-Baker 
(2015) studied the experience of culture shock on undergraduate students participating 
in a short-term study abroad program, she collected both quantitative survey data and 
qualitative data in the form of reflective journals, self-portraits, and artist statements. 
Reflecting on the use of both forms of data to understand the problem because a single 
form alone would have been inadequate, she said,

The implications of using limited approaches in any line of inquiry result in inves-
tigating a problem from only a single angle. As a result, we can only investigate  
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Chapter 1 ■ The Nature of Mixed Methods Research  9

information that is connected to those lines of inquiry. By instead engaging in mul-
tiple forms of inquiry, we can explore information that is not accessible through a 
single approach alone. (Shannon-Baker, 2015, p. 36)

A Need Exists to Explain Initial Results

Sometimes the results of a study may provide an incomplete understanding of a research 
problem and there is a need for further explanation. In this case, a mixed methods 
study is used, with the second database helping to explain the first. A typical situation 
is when quantitative results require an explanation as to what they mean. Quantitative 
results can net general descriptions of the relationships among variables, but the more 
detailed understanding of what the statistical tests or effect sizes actually mean is  
lacking. Qualitative data and results can help build that understanding. For example, 
Eckert (2013) conducted a mixed methods study investigating the extent to which  
measures of incoming teacher qualifications predict teacher efficacy and retention in 
high-poverty urban schools in the United States. The first, quantitative phase of the 
study tested the relationship among preparation, efficacy, and retention, while the  
second, qualitative phase consisted of interviews with beginning teachers in urban 
schools to explain the relationships among the variables. The rationale for using mixed 
methods to study this situation was stated as:

To gain a greater understanding of the chain of evidence that links teacher prepara-
tion, teacher efficacy, and teacher retention, I conducted a mixed-methods sequen-
tial explanatory study, which involved the collection and analysis of quantitative 
data followed by the collection and analysis of qualitative data. . . . In regard to 
the chain of evidence, the quantitative phase of research established the linkages, 
whereas the qualitative phase brought nuance, context, and understanding to each 
link in the chain. (Eckert, 2013, p. 79)

A Need Exists to First Explore  
Before Administering Instruments

In some research projects, the investigators may not know the questions that need to 
be asked, the variables that need to be measured, and the theories that may guide the 
study. These unknowns may be due to the specific, remote population being studied 
(e.g., Native Americans in Alaska) or the newness of the research topic. In these situa-
tions, it is best to first explore qualitatively to learn what questions, variables, theories, 
and so forth need to be studied and then follow up with a quantitative study to general-
ize and test what was learned from the exploration. A mixed methods project is ideal 
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10  Designing and Conducting Mixed Methods Research

in these situations. The researcher begins with a qualitative phase to explore and then 
follows up with a quantitative phase to test whether the qualitative results generalize. 
For example, Mbuagbaw et al. (2014) studied the acceptability and readiness of a text-
messaging program to improve adherence to therapy for individuals with the human 
immunodeficiency virus in Cameroon. Their study began with focus group interviews, 
and the themes from the focus groups were then used to develop an instrument that was 
administered to a second sample of clients to test the generalizability of the themes with 
the larger sample. The authors explained, “This design enhances our ability to generalise 
qualitative findings, develop questions to measure community acceptability/readiness 
and to facilitate collaboration between researchers with qualitative and quantitative 
backgrounds” (p. 3).

A Need Exists to Enhance an  
Experimental Study With a Qualitative Method

Experimental studies provide quantitative tests of the effectiveness of a treatment 
for producing certain outcomes. In some situations, a secondary qualitative research 
method can be added to an experimental study to provide an enhanced understand-
ing of some aspect of the intervention. In this situation, the qualitative method can be 
embedded within a primary experimental methodology. For example, Donovan et al. 
(2002) conducted an experimental trial comparing the outcomes for three groups of 
men with prostate cancer receiving different treatment procedures. When the authors 
experienced difficulty recruiting participants, they added a qualitative component in 
which they interviewed the men to determine how best to recruit them into the trial 
(e.g., how best to organize and present the information). Toward the end of their article, 
the authors reflected on the value of this preliminary, smaller, qualitative component 
used to design procedures for recruiting individuals to the trial:

We showed that the integration of qualitative research methods allowed us to 
understand the recruitment process and elucidate the changes necessary to the con-
tent and delivery of information to maximize recruitment and ensure effective and 
efficient conduct of the trial. (p. 768)

A Need Exists to Describe and  
Compare Different Types of Cases

Mixed methods research is being used to develop an in-depth understanding of one or 
more different types of cases followed by a comparison of the cases in terms of certain 
criteria. Often both the qualitative and quantitative data are gathered at the same time 
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Chapter 1 ■ The Nature of Mixed Methods Research  11

and then brought together to form distinct cases for analysis. For example, Walton 
(2014) used a case study approach to examine a cross-sector partnership that was work-
ing to lead science education reform. In addition to her qualitative interviews and docu-
ment analysis, she included a quantitative survey to measure the collaboration occurring 
among stakeholders within the partnership. She described the rationale for this approach 
by stating,

The use of multiple data sources in this study facilitated a holistic understand-
ing of the [partnership’s] work and progress toward creating an infrastructure for 
change. . . . The quantitative findings enhanced the qualitative and promoted the 
creation of a more comprehensive and nuanced description of the case than would 
have been possible using qualitative interview data in isolation. (p. 70)

A Need Exists to Involve Participants in the Study

A situation may exist in which participants need to help shape the study so that useful 
change can occur in their lives. Their involvement may occur in many phases of the 
research, from identifying the problem to using the results to make changes. The par-
ticipants are involved because the researchers need to understand the detailed nuances of 
the problem or need the participants’ help to implement the research findings that will 
impact people or communities. In these cases, the researcher gathers both quantitative 
and qualitative data to best engage individuals and bring about change. For example, in 
a study of the transition of care for homeless individuals from the hospital to a shelter, 
Greysen, Allen, Lucas, Wang, and Rosenthal (2012) presented data to participants in 
the study and key stakeholders in the community. These individuals became involved in 
discussing the accuracy of the findings and recommendations for hospitals and shelters. 
The authors commented, “This feedback process was critical for shaping our interpreta-
tions and presentation of data collected from study participants in the context of the 
community to which they belong” (p. 1486).

A Need Exists to Develop,  
Implement, and Evaluate a Program

In projects that span several years and have many components, such as evaluation stud-
ies, researchers may need to connect several studies to reach an overall objective. These 
studies may involve projects that gather both quantitative and qualitative data simul-
taneously and gather the information sequentially. We can consider them multiphase 
or multiproject types of mixed methods studies. These projects often involve teams  
of researchers working together over many phases of the project. For example,  
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12  Designing and Conducting Mixed Methods Research

Peterson et al. (2013) conducted a multiphase evaluation study to develop and imple-
ment an intervention aimed at motivating behavior change for individuals with chronic 
diseases. To understand the individuals’ values and beliefs, they started by conduct-
ing a qualitative study in the first phase. Based on the qualitative results, they refined 
and pilot tested the intervention in the next phase. In the final phase the team tested 
the effect of the intervention for different groups using randomized controlled trials. 
Peterson et al. (2013) presented a figure of the three phases of their research over 5 years 
and described the need for this multiphase translational research approach this way: “By 
integrating qualitative and quantitative methods and findings into the study design, 
researchers can gain deeper insight into the participant’s point of view, explore complex 
social phenomena, and effectively tailor intervention approaches” (p. 218).

These scenarios illustrate situations in which the problem is best studied using mixed 
methods. This discussion begins to lay the groundwork for understanding the designs of 
mixed methods that will be discussed later and the reasons authors cite for undertaking 
a mixed methods study. Although we cite a single reason for using mixed methods in 
each illustration, many authors cite multiple reasons, and we recommend that aspiring 
(and experienced) researchers begin to take note of these many rationales in published 
studies.

WHAT ARE THE ADVANTAGES  
OF USING MIXED METHODS?
Understanding the nature of mixed methods involves more than knowing its definition 
and when it should be used. In addition, at the outset of selecting a mixed methods 
approach, researchers need to know the advantages that accrue from using it so they can 
convince others of these advantages. We now enumerate some of the advantages.

Mixed methods research provides a way to harness strengths that offset the weak-
nesses of both quantitative and qualitative research. This has been the historical argument 
for mixed methods research for more than 30 years (e.g., see Jick, 1979). One might 
argue that quantitative research is weak in understanding the context or setting in which 
people live. Also, the voices of participants are not directly heard in quantitative research. 
Further, quantitative researchers are in the background, and their own personal biases 
and interpretations are seldom discussed. Qualitative research makes up for these weak-
nesses. On the other hand, qualitative research is seen as deficient because of the personal 
interpretations made by the researcher, the ensuing bias created by this, and the difficulty 
in generalizing findings to a large group because of the limited number of participants 
studied. Quantitative research, it is argued, does not have these weaknesses. Thus, the 
strengths of one approach make up for the weaknesses of the other.
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Chapter 1 ■ The Nature of Mixed Methods Research  13

Mixed methods research provides more evidence for studying a research problem than 
either quantitative or qualitative research alone. Researchers are able to use all of the tools 
of data collection available rather than being restricted to those types typically associated 
with quantitative research or qualitative research.

Mixed methods research helps answer questions that cannot be answered by quanti-
tative or qualitative approaches alone. For example, “Do participant views from inter-
views and from standardized instruments converge or diverge?” is a mixed methods 
question. Others would be, “In what ways do qualitative interviews explain the quan-
titative results of a study?” (using qualitative data to explain the quantitative results) 
and “How can a treatment be adapted to work with a particular sample in an experi-
ment?” (exploring qualitatively before an experiment begins). To answer these ques-
tions, quantitative or qualitative approaches would not provide a satisfactory answer. 
The array of possible mixed methods questions will be explored further in the discussion 
in Chapter 5.

Mixed methods research offers new insights that go beyond separate quantitative and 
qualitative results. By combining the approaches, researchers gain new knowledge that 
is more than just the sum of the two parts. As Fetters and Freshwater (2015) suggested, 
mixed methods research provides the research equivalent of the equation 1 + 1 = 3.

Mixed methods research provides a bridge across the often adversarial divide between 
quantitative and qualitative researchers. We are social, behavioral, and human sciences 
researchers first, and divisions between quantitative and qualitative research only serve to 
narrow the approaches and the opportunities for collaboration.

Mixed methods research encourages the use of multiple worldviews, or paradigms 
(i.e., beliefs and values), rather than the typical association of certain paradigms with 
quantitative research and others with qualitative research. It also encourages us to think 
about paradigms that might encompass all of quantitative and qualitative research, such 
as pragmatism. These paradigm stances will be discussed further in the next chapter.

Mixed methods research is practical in the sense that the researcher is free to use all 
methods possible to address a research problem. It is also practical because individuals 
tend to solve problems using both numbers and words; by combining inductive and 
deductive logic through abductive thinking (Morgan, 2007); and by employing skills in 
observing people as well as by recording behavior. It is natural, then, for individuals to 
employ mixed methods research as a preferred mode for understanding the world.

Mixed methods research enables scholars to produce multiple written publications 
from a single study. These publications may include a quantitative article (from the 
quantitative strand of the study), a qualitative article (from the qualitative strand), an 
overview article about the entire mixed methods study, and a methodological article 
about how the study advances our understanding of mixed methods research. In an era 
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14  Designing and Conducting Mixed Methods Research

in which faculty (and students) need multiple publications, mixed methods research 
provides this opportunity.

Mixed methods research also helps researchers develop broader skillsets. Students using 
mixed methods emerge from their program with some expertise in multiple forms of research 
methods—quantitative methods, qualitative methods, and mixed methods. In short, they 
have enhanced their toolkit of skills to address research questions, to become productive 
members of mixed methods teams, and to be able to teach using multiple methods.

WHAT ARE THE CHALLENGES  
IN USING MIXED METHODS?
Mixed methods is not the answer for every researcher or every research problem. Its use 
does not diminish the value of conducting a study that is exclusively either quantita-
tive or qualitative. It does, however, require researchers to have certain skills, time, and 
resources for extensive data collection and analysis and to be able to educate others who 
may be less familiar with the basic ideas of mixed methods research.

The Question of Researcher Skills

We believe that mixed methods is a realistic approach if the researcher has the req-
uisite skills. We strongly recommend that researchers first gain experience with both 
quantitative research and qualitative research separately before undertaking a mixed 
methods study. At a minimum, researchers should be acquainted with the data collec-
tion and data analysis procedures of both quantitative and qualitative research. This 
point was emphasized in our definition of mixed methods. Researchers also need to 
be aware of general ethical considerations involved with conducting research with 
human participants.

In terms of quantitative research skills, mixed methods researchers should be famil-
iar with common methods of collecting quantitative data, such as using measurement 
instruments and administering closed-ended attitudinal scales. Researchers need an 
awareness of the logic of hypothesis testing and the ability to use and interpret statistical 
analyses, including common descriptive and inferential procedures available in statisti-
cal software packages. Finally, researchers need to understand essential issues of rigor 
in quantitative research, including reliability, validity, experimental control, bias, and 
generalizability. In later chapters we will delve into what constitutes a rigorous quantita-
tive approach.

A similar set of qualitative research skills is necessary. Researchers should be able to 
identify the central phenomenon they are exploring in their study; to pose exploratory, 
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Chapter 1 ■ The Nature of Mixed Methods Research  15

meaning-oriented research questions; and to value participants as the chief sources 
of information. Researchers should be familiar with common methods of collecting 
qualitative data, such as semi-structured or unstructured interviews using open-ended 
questions and qualitative observations. Researchers need basic skills in analyzing quali-
tative text data, including coding text and developing themes and descriptions based 
on these codes, and should be acquainted with a qualitative data analysis software 
package. Finally, it is important that researchers understand essential issues of quality 
in qualitative research, including credibility, trustworthiness, and common validation 
strategies.

Finally, those undertaking this approach to research should have a solid grounding 
in mixed methods research, including knowledge of procedures for integrating or com-
bining quantitative and qualitative data. This requires reading the literature on mixed 
methods that has accumulated since the late 1980s and noting the best procedures and 
the latest techniques for conducting a good inquiry. It may necessitate taking courses 
in mixed methods research that are available both online and in residence on many 
campuses. It may mean also apprenticing with someone familiar with mixed methods 
who can provide an understanding of the skills involved in conducting this form of 
research.

The Question of Time and Resources

Even when researchers have basic quantitative and qualitative research skills, they 
should ask themselves if a mixed methods approach is feasible given time constraints 
and resources. Mixed methods research involves collecting more types of data and ana-
lyzing more types of information than either quantitative or qualitative research alone. 
Thus, time and resources are important issues to consider early in the planning stage. 
Researchers might ask themselves the following questions:

 • Is there sufficient time to collect and analyze two different types of data?

 • Are there sufficient resources to collect and analyze both quantitative and qualitative 
data?

 • Are the skills and personnel available to complete this study?

Mixed methods researchers need to consider the lengthy time required to gain approval 
for the study, to obtain access to participants, and to complete the data collection, analy-
sis, and integration. Researchers should keep in mind that qualitative data collection and 
analysis often require more time than what is needed for quantitative data. The length of 
time required for a mixed methods study is also dependent on whether the study will be 
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16  Designing and Conducting Mixed Methods Research

using a one-phase, two-phase, or multiple-phase design. Researchers need to think about 
the expenses that will be part of the study. These expenses may include, for example, print-
ing costs for quantitative instruments, recording and transcription costs for qualitative 
interviews, and the cost of quantitative and qualitative data analysis software programs.

Researchers need to think carefully about how they can manage the increased 
demands associated with mixed methods designs. For students who are expected to 
work independently, this means carefully planning the scope of the study to keep it 
manageable. Researchers who are working on large projects should consider working in 
teams to manage the demands, and team research has increasingly become more popular 
as part of interdisciplinary investigations (O’Cathain, Murphy, & Nicholl, 2008a). A 
team has the advantage of bringing together individuals with diverse methodological 
and content expertise, and tasks can be divided according to the quantitative or quali-
tative skills of individuals. Working with a team can be a challenge, however. It can 
increase the costs associated with the research, and individuals with the necessary skills 
need to be located. 

Leadership on these teams is important. Team leaders need to create and maintain 
successful collaboration among team members and spend time coordinating the project. 
Important considerations include how leaders will reconcile methodological differences 
among team members; what the appropriate team membership should be that repre-
sents quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods orientations; what leadership skills 
are needed by the team leader; how team members can recognize the value of mixed 
methods; and what the successful outcomes of such a team might be.

The Question of Educating Others  
About the Value of Mixed Methods

Mixed methods research may be seen as a new methodology by some scholars. These 
individuals may not know what it is or how it is conducted. Other scholars may feel that 
they have always been doing mixed methods research. These other scholars may have 
collected both quantitative and qualitative data but not systematically combined or inte-
grated the two databases as is discussed in this book. Some individuals may hold miscon-
ceptions about mixed methods research—for example, they may collect only qualitative 
data and then analyze it quantitatively, such as in content analysis (Krippendorff, 2004), 
and believe this constitutes mixed methods. Some scholars may not have utilized many 
of the advances in mixed methods that we will discuss, such as the use of mixed meth-
ods research questions, the diagrams of designs, the identification of the validity issues 
that often arise in different designs, the use of joint displays to show integration, and so 
forth. A simple analogy can help to clarify their understanding. Consider the field of 
quantitative research. Many researchers have been conducting simple correlations and 
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Chapter 1 ■ The Nature of Mixed Methods Research  17

regressions, but the field has advanced to sophisticated levels where researchers now are 
using structural equation modeling and hierarchical linear modeling. While research-
ers may have been using the basic ideas of correlations, the field has advanced to new 
techniques and procedures so that the regression analysis of today looks very different 
than the simple correlations of yesterday. A similar analogy could be made between the 
observations and interviews used by anthropologists in the early 20th century and the 
more sophisticated techniques used by grounded theorists and ethnographers today. 
Interviews and observations are still used, but the methodologies have advanced into 
more sophisticated and elaborate approaches.

Therefore, an important consideration is how to educate individuals about what 
mixed methods now constitutes. A good way we can accomplish this is by locating exem-
plary mixed methods studies in the literature and sharing these studies with others. These 
studies can be selected from prestigious journals with a national and international reputa-
tion. But how does a researcher find these mixed methods studies?

Mixed methods studies can be difficult to locate in the literature because not 
all researchers use the term mixed methods in their titles or in the discussion of their  
methods. Based on our extensive work with the literature, we have developed a short list 
of terms that we use to search for mixed methods studies within electronic databases and 
journal archives. These terms include

 • mixed method* (where * is a wildcard that will allow hits for mixed method, mixed 
methods, and mixed methodology) and

 • quantitative AND qualitative.

Note that the second search term uses the logic operator AND. This requires that 
both words appear in the document to satisfy the search criteria. If too many articles are 
found, a researcher can limit the search so that the terms must appear within the abstract 
or restrict the search to recent years. If not enough articles result, researchers can try 
searching for combinations of common data collection techniques, such as “survey AND 
interview.” By using these strategies, researchers may locate a few good examples of mixed 
methods research that illustrate the core characteristics introduced in this chapter. Sharing 
these examples with stakeholders can be helpful when educating them about the utility 
and feasibility of a mixed methods approach.

SUMMARY
Before deciding on a mixed methods approach, the researcher needs to consider several 
preliminary considerations. First, the researcher needs some understanding as to what 
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18  Designing and Conducting Mixed Methods Research

constitutes a mixed methods study. We have provided a definition of mixed methods 
that includes collecting and analyzing both qualitative and quantitative data, integrat-
ing the two forms of data and their results, using specific mixed methods designs, and 
framing the study within theory and philosophy. Most important in this list is the 
utilization of two sets of data, one quantitative and one qualitative, and the integration 
of these data. 

The researcher also needs to determine if the problem can best be addressed using 
mixed methods. Mixed methods is not dependent on a specific issue or topic of study, 
and it can be used to examine a vast array of problems when one type of data is insuf-
ficient. Some problems are best studied by using two data sources, and collecting only 
one may provide an incomplete understanding. One study may need a second database 
to help explain the first, and yet another may require the researcher first explore a topic 
qualitatively before undertaking a quantitative study. Mixed methods has many appli-
cations, such as inserting qualitative data into an experiment, comparing different cases, 
using to support participatory-stakeholder involvement, or for evaluating the success of  
a program. 

These situations all illustrate the value of using multiple data sources to under-
stand research problems. Another advantage is that the strength of one method may 
offset the weaknesses of the other. Using multiple sources of data simply provides 
more evidence for studying a problem than a single method. Oftentimes research ques-
tions are posed that require both an exploration and an explanation that draw from 
different data sources, and new insights may be gained because of the combination. 
Mixed methods also is well suited for interdisciplinary research that brings scholars 
together from different fields of study in teams, and it enables researchers to employ 
multiple philosophical perspectives that guide their research. Finally, mixed methods is 
both practical and intuitive in that it helps offer multiple ways of viewing problems— 
something found in everyday living.

This does not mean that using mixed methods is easy. It requires that the research-
ers have skills in several areas: quantitative research, qualitative research, and mixed 
methods research. It takes time to gather the extensive data from both quantitative 
and qualitative sources, and it takes resources to fund these data collection (and data 
analysis) efforts. Further, individuals planning a mixed methods study need to educate 
others about the value of mixed methods. It is a relatively new approach to inquiry, 
and it requires an openness by others to using multiple perspectives in research.  
A search through the literature will yield good examples of mixed methods studies 
today, and these can be shared with important stakeholders to help educate them about 
such studies.

Copyright ©2018 by SAGE Publications, Inc.   
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute



Chapter 1 ■ The Nature of Mixed Methods Research  19

Activities

1. Locate a mixed methods study in your field or  

discipline. Engage in these steps:

a) Suspend your interest in the content of the 

articles and focus instead on the research 

methods used.

b) Review the core characteristics of mixed 

methods research in our definition and iden-

tify how the study addresses each of the core 

characteristics.

2. Consider the value of mixed methods research 

for different audiences, such as policymakers, 

graduate advisors, individuals in the workplace, 

and graduate students. Discuss the value for 

each audience.

3. Consider whether a mixed methods approach is 

feasible for your study. List the skills, resources, 

and time that you have available for the project.

4. Consider designing a mixed methods project. 

State in your own words how you will define 

mixed methods research, mention why mixed 

methods is well suited to address your research 

problem, and cite both the advantages and chal-

lenges of using mixed methods as an approach 

to research.

Additional Resources to Examine

For definitions of mixed methods, consult the following 

resources:

 • Creswell, J. W. (2014). A concise introduction 

to mixed methods research. Thousand Oaks, 

CA: Sage.

 • Greene, J. C. (2007). Mixed methods in social 

inquiry. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

 • Johnson, R. B., Onwuegbuzie, A. J., & Turner, 

L. A. (2007). Toward a definition of mixed 

methods research. Journal of Mixed Methods 

Research, 1(2), 112–133.

For the rationale or purpose for using mixed methods 

to address problems, see the following resources:

 • Bryman, A. (2006). Integrating quantitative 

and qualitative research: How is it done? 

Qualitative Research, 6(1), 97–113.

 • Greene, J. C., Caracelli, V. J., & Graham, 

W. F. (1989). Toward a conceptual frame-

work for mixed-method evaluation designs. 

Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 

11(3), 255–274.

 • Mayring, P. (2007). Introduction: Arguments for 

mixed methodology. In P. Mayring, G. L. Huber, 

L. Gurtler, & M. Kiegelmann (Eds.), Mixed 

methodology in psychological research (pp. 1–4). 

Rotterdam/Taipei: Sense Publishers.

For the advantages and value of mixed methods 

research, see the following resources:

 • Farquhar, M. C., Ewing, G., & Booth, S. 

(2011). Using mixed methods to develop and 

evaluate complex interventions in pallia-

tive care research. Palliative Medicine, 25(8), 

748–757.
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20  Designing and Conducting Mixed Methods Research

 • Molina-Azorín, J. F. (2011). The use and added 

value of mixed methods in management 

research. Journal of Mixed Methods Research, 

5(1), 7–24.

For the skills needed to conduct mixed methods 

research, see the following resources:

 • Creswell, J. W., Tashakkori, A., Jensen, K. D., & 

Shapley, K. L. (2003). Teaching mixed methods 

research: Practices, dilemmas, and challenges. 

In A. Tashakkori & C. Teddlie (Eds.), Handbook 

of mixed methods in social & behavioral research 

(pp. 619–637). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

 • Curry, L. A., O’Cathain, A., Plano Clark, V. L., 

Aroni, R., Fetters, M., & Berg, D. (2012). The 

role of group dynamics in mixed methods 

health sciences research teams. Journal of 

Mixed Methods Research, 6(1), 5–20.

 • Guetterman, T. C. (2015). The development, 

design, and test of a self-assessment instru-

ment of mixed methods research proficiency. 

Available from ProQuest Dissertations and 

Theses database (UMI No. 3707829). 
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