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IN A NUTSHELL:

Mixed methods refer to the integration of qualitative and quantitative methods in an evaluation or research
project. The approach involves thinking about this integration at all stages of the project, from the
formulation of the research questions to the literature review and data analysis. Mixed methods can make
a greater descriptive, explanatory or predictive contribution than either qualitative or quantitative methods
taken separately.

Keywords: Mixed methods, integration, sequential exploratory design, sequential explanatory design, convergent
design, mixed methods literature review

|. What do these methods consist of?

Any programme can be evaluated by combining the power of words (sounds and images) with the power of numbers
(Pluye and Hong 2014). For example, you can collect stories from stakeholders and users that illustrate successes
or failures from which practical lessons (rooted in stakeholders’ experience) can be drawn to improve an intervention;
in addition, you can collect available statistics on that intervention, or plan to collect them in a cross-sectional way
(e.g., with a survey) or longitudinally (e.g., with routine data collection inserted into daily activities). The integration
of stories and statistics is a powerful way to address complex policy challenges and questions. In the following
sections, the mixed methods approach is presented along the different stages of the research.

Clearly formulating specific questions

Mixed methods allow you to answer interdependent (e.g., sequential) or complementary (e.g., convergent)
qualitative and quantitative evaluation or research questions about a public policy. For example, you may formulate
a general mixed methods objective combining exploration and measurement, and then specific qualitative and
quantitative questions (see Table 1). Any question should be clearly formulated. It should express a single idea (an
interrogative sentence). Evaluation and research questions usually arise from problems and challenges encountered
in the creation, development, implementation (e.g., adaptation to the context) and sustainability (e.g., adjustment to
changes in the context) of public policies. They are imposed by management or suggested by stakeholders and
users.

Conducting a mixed studies review (mixed methods literature review)

Any assessment or research is guided by existing knowledge. This knowledge comes from experts, grey literature
(e.g., reports from public organisations that can be identified with Google Scholar or OpenAlex) and publications
indexed in bibliographic databases such as Cairn, Erudit, Scopus, etc. The help of a librarian is invaluable. Start by
conducting a review of published literature in the form of scientific articles, book chapters or theses. Identify the most
relevant documents (those that answer your questions) and plan a knowledge update. Use a document management
software to keep track of the process and to make it easier to write the "Introduction" and "Discussion" sections of
your report (e.g., the free software Zotero).

To update knowledge, mixed studies reviews combine quantitative, qualitative and/or mixed studies. They are
becoming increasingly popular as they allow qualitative and quantitative questions to be answered by taking
advantage of the complementarity of knowledge derived from qualitative, quantitative and mixed methods studies.
When a public policy and its effects are well known, they can provide a thorough and comprehensive understanding
of the policy in several contexts. The vast majority of literature reviews are not systematic (these being expensive
and time-consuming), but mixed studies reviews can be systematic, like any other type of review: for more
information, see separate brief on these reviews.



Choosing a mixed methods research design

Usually, evaluation and mixed methods research is based on three basic designs: sequential exploratory, sequential
explanatory, and convergent design (See Table 2).

The sequential exploratory design [QUAL — QUAN] begins with qualitative data collection and analysis (QUAL). In
this design, the results of qualitative phase 1 inform the data collection and analysis of quantitative phase 2 (QUAN).
Phase 2 is thus based on a qualitative understanding of the participants' perspective. This design involves first
exploring the phenomenon of interest qualitatively, and then using the qualitative results to guide the sampling and
construction of the subsequent quantitative data collection tool (integration).

In the sequential explanatory design [QUAN — QUAL], quantitative data collection and analysis (phase 1) precedes
and informs qualitative data collection (phase 2). This design involves an initial quantitative assessment followed by
a qualitative exploration of these results, so that the qualitative results contribute to the explanation of unexpected
or extreme quantitative results for instance (integration).

The convergent design [QUAN + QUAL] is the most frequently used. It combines qualitative and quantitative
methods in an independent and complementary way. In other words, the collection and analysis of qualitative and
quantitative data are not dependent on each other. They may or may not be conducted simultaneously. Indeed, it is
rare to have enough resources to do everything at once. Convergence (integration) occurs when the qualitative and
quantitative results are interpreted. This involves the collection of both qualitative and quantitative data to answer a
similar question formulated in a qualitative and a quantitative way.

Data collection and analysis

Data collection and analysis should take into account the available data sources and the specific techniques,
qualitative or quantitative, needed to analyse them. Some procedures may be mixed, for example the Delphi
technique (combining interviews and questionnaires with a medium-sized sample including experts from around the
world). As many statistical and qualitative analysis procedures and techniques can be used, this brief focuses on
the integration of qualitative and quantitative methods.

Integration strategies

Plan any relevant combination of strategies to integrate qualitative and quantitative phases (connection), results
(comparison) and data (assimilation). Based on a methodological review, we have identified three types of
integration and nine operational strategies (three per type of integration) for successfully integrating qualitative and
quantitative methods into mixed methods. Furthermore, we identified all possible combinations of these strategies
(Pluye et al. 2018). These combinations have been confirmed in the literature on primary care, nursing, and
education, environmental and information sciences. To take this further, specific integration techniques are
described in a manual (Fetters 2020).

Il. How are these methods useful for policy evaluation?

Mixed methods have been developed in several fields since the 1970s. They formalise procedures and techniques
to integrate qualitative and quantitative methods in evaluation and research (Pluye et al. 2019). In this way, they
provide a greater understanding than the sum of the knowledge obtained separately with qualitative and quantitative
methods. For example, they can answer statistical questions about the effects and costs of interventions, and
qualitative questions about the processes behind them, and the experiences and perspectives of stakeholders.



lIl. An example of the use of mixed methods in the health sector

A governmental Health Technology Assessment (HTA) agency produces and disseminates recommendations (e.g.,
guidelines on the optimal use of medicines and standards on the management of social services) nationally via
professional associations, social services and health services. The agency's management implements evaluative
research to justify the sustainability of this intervention (accountability). For each recommendation available on the
agency's website, a validated questionnaire (Granikov et al. 2020) allows users to assess its relevance, cognitive
impact, for example learning, and intention to use it. Over a 2-year period, more than 6000 responses were submitted
and analysed (descriptive statistics). In addition, interviews were conducted with 15 users to identify the health-
related effects of using the recommendations (thematic analysis). The integration of statistics and themes allows
the estimation of the impact of the intervention (use and effects), and the addition of expected types of effects in the
questionnaire.

IV. What are the criteria for judging the quality of and reporting mixed methods?

Mixed methods must meet three necessary conditions or essential characteristics: (a) at least one qualitative and
one quantitative method are integrated; (b) each method is used in a rigorous manner with respect to the criteria
generally accepted in the methodology or research tradition relied upon; and (c) the integration of the methods is
accomplished at a minimum through the use of evaluation or research questions, a design, and a strategy for
integrating qualitative and quantitative phases, results or data. There are a number of tools that can be used to
assess the quality of mixed methods by applying these principles. Their list is updated on the catevaluation.ca
website. The most popular validated tool is available free of charge on the Internet (Hong et al. 2018): it includes a
checklist, a user manual and answers to frequently asked questions'.

In addition, there are many guides and manuals that facilitate the writing of an evaluation report or scientific
publication using mixed methods (Creswell and Plano Clark 2018). Their list is updated on the equator-network.org
website. The GRAMMS ("Good Reporting of a Mixed Methods Study") recommendations list six essential elements
to be included in a document based on mixed methods (O'Cathain, Murphy, and Nicholl 2008): (a) justify the use of
these methods in relation to the research questions; (b) indicate the design (sequential or convergent) of the use of
mixed methods; (c) detail the qualitative and quantitative methods used; (d) specify when, how, and by whom the
integration of the methods used was carried out; (e) present the limitations of the methods; and (f) indicate what the
different methods contributed, as well as the complementary contribution of their integration.

V. What are the strengths and limitations of mixed methods compared to other methods?

The advantages of mixed methods lie in the synergy between qualitative and quantitative methods. The integration
of these methods adds value to the methods taken separately (Fetters and Freshwater 2015). Furthermore, mixed
methods entail additional work to collect and analyse both words (sounds and images) and statistics, and to integrate
qualitative and quantitative data and results. Their mobilisation can therefore be more time-consuming than a single
method, and requires a multidisciplinary team with at least one expert for each of the selected methods. Finally, they
require more space in a publication.

! mixedmethodsappraisaltoolpublic.pbworks.com
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Table 1. Qualitative and quantitative questions

Question Description and examples

Qualitative Focused on a single phenomenon.
What, why or how. For example, “What does going back to training mean from the point of
view of the managers of Toulouse University Hospitals?”
Exploratory verb (e.g., understand, discover, describe, explore, identify).
Indication of : policy studied; context in which it is studied; type of data (e.g., life experience);
interpretation of data.

Descriptive Incidence or prevalence study

quantitative For example, "In 2022, how many health service managers returned to training in francophone
countries?" (data collected by universities: country, type of service, seniority, gender, and
resource dedicated to return).

Quantitative For example, "How important (and likely) is the influence of family and social factors on this

inferential return to training?”
Indication of: study population and sampling; intervention or policy exposure; control or
comparison group; effects as a function of duration of intervention or exposure; hypothesis
(verb suggesting some form of causality or theoretical or logical relationship such as affect,
associate, cause, influence); parameters measured.

Table 2. Three basic designs used in mixed methods: Examples

Design Example of the "Back to training grant" policy/intervention

Sequential Exploratory e Phase 1: Interviews conducted with managers prior to the intervention.

[QUAL — QUAN] e Connection of phases: Results used to build the intervention (e.g., a grant

package) and its evaluation (e.g., the validation of a structured questionnaire).
e Phase 2: Collection of statistics before/after the intervention.

Sequenctial Explanatory e Phase 1: Collection of pre/post intervention statistics.
[QUAN — QUAL] e Connecting the phases: Identification of potential grant beneficiaries who did

not complete their planned training (A), or declined a grant (B).
e Phase 2: Interviews with managers A (barriers to study?) and B (insufficient
grant?).

Convergent

[QUAN + QUAL]

e Interviews with a purposive sample of managers (reasons why the intervention
is sufficient or insufficient?)

e Simultaneously, a survey measures the importance and likelihood of the
influence of factors associated with going back to training among a
representative sample of managers targeted by this policy.

e Comparison of qualitative and quantitative results: For example, the policy has
the intended effects at a reasonable cost (efficiency), but can be improved by
taking into account the reasons why some key managers consider the grant
insufficient.
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