what level of evidence is a mixed
methods study

What level of evidence is a mixed methods study? In the realm of research,
particularly in disciplines such as healthcare, social sciences, and
education, understanding the level of evidence provided by various study
designs is crucial. Mixed methods studies, which integrate both gqualitative
and quantitative research approaches, have gained popularity for their
ability to provide a more comprehensive understanding of complex phenomena.
However, determining the level of evidence they represent can be challenging.
This article delves into the intricacies of mixed methods studies, their
classification within evidence hierarchies, and the implications for practice
and policy.

Understanding Mixed Methods Research

Mixed methods research is defined as an approach that combines qualitative
and quantitative research techniques to address a research question. By
leveraging the strengths of both methodologies, mixed methods studies can
provide richer and more nuanced insights than studies that rely solely on one
approach.

Components of Mixed Methods Research

1. Qualitative Research: This aspect focuses on understanding human behavior,
experiences, and social phenomena. Qualitative data is often collected
through interviews, focus groups, and observations.

2. Quantitative Research: This component involves the collection and analysis
of numerical data to identify patterns, relationships, or causal effects. It
typically uses surveys, experiments, and statistical analyses.

3. Integration: The hallmark of mixed methods research lies in the
integration of qualitative and gquantitative data. This integration can occur
at different stages of the research process, including data collection,
analysis, and interpretation.

Levels of Evidence in Research

Before delving into the specific level of evidence associated with mixed
methods studies, it is essential to understand the general hierarchy of
evidence. This hierarchy is often represented as a pyramid, with different
types of study designs ranked based on their methodological rigor and
reliability.

Common Levels of Ewvidence

1. Level I: Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses of Randomized Controlled



Trials (RCTs)

Level II: Randomized Controlled Trials
Level III: Non-randomized Controlled Trials
Level IV: Cohort Studies

Level V: Case-Control Studies

Level VI: Cross—-Sectional Studies

Level VII: Qualitative Studies
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Mixed Methods Studies in the Evidence Hierarchy

When considering where mixed methods studies fit within this hierarchy, it is
important to recognize that their classification can vary depending on the
design and execution of the study.

Classification of Mixed Methods Studies

Mixed methods studies can be classified into different levels based on their
methodological rigor:

1. Level III or IV: Many mixed methods studies are often categorized as Level
IITI or IV in the hierarchy. This classification is due to the presence of
both qualitative and quantitative components, which can enhance the
robustness of the findings. However, the lack of randomization in many mixed
methods designs may prevent them from reaching Level IT.

2. Level II: In some cases, a mixed methods study that includes a randomized
component (e.g., an RCT with qualitative follow-up) may be considered Level
II. The rigorous design can provide strong evidence while still allowing for
qualitative insights.

3. Level V or VI: If a mixed methods study relies heavily on qualitative data
with less emphasis on gquantitative analysis, it may be classified as Level V
or VI. This is common in exploratory studies where qualitative insights are
prioritized to understand a phenomenon before implementing quantitative
measures.

Strengths of Mixed Methods Research

Mixed methods studies offer several advantages that contribute to their
relevance in research:

1. Comprehensive Understanding: By combining qualitative and quantitative
data, mixed methods research can provide a more comprehensive understanding

of a research question.

2. Triangulation: The integration of different data sources helps to validate
findings, enhancing the credibility of the results.

3. Flexibility: Researchers can adapt their approach to best suit the
research question, allowing for a more nuanced exploration of complex issues.

4. Contextual Insights: Qualitative components can provide valuable context



that enhances the interpretation of quantitative findings, making the
research more applicable to real-world settings.

Challenges and Limitations

Despite the strengths of mixed methods studies, researchers must also
consider some challenges and limitations:

1. Complexity: Designing and conducting a mixed methods study can be complex
and time-consuming, requiring expertise in both qualitative and quantitative
methodologies.

2. Integration Difficulties: Effectively integrating qualitative and
quantitative data can be challenging, and poor integration can lead to
ambiguous conclusions.

3. Resource Intensive: Mixed methods studies often require more resources,
including time, funding, and expertise, compared to single-method studies.

4., Potential Bias: Researchers must be mindful of potential biases in both
qualitative and quantitative components, which can influence the overall
findings.

Implications for Practice and Policy

Understanding the level of evidence provided by mixed methods studies has
important implications for practice and policy:

1. Informed Decision-Making: Practitioners and policymakers can make better-
informed decisions by considering the comprehensive insights offered by mixed
methods research.

2. Research Funding: Funding agencies may consider the robustness of mixed
methods studies when allocating resources, recognizing their potential to
address complex research questions.

3. Guiding Future Research: Mixed methods studies can identify gaps in
existing literature and suggest areas for future research, further
contributing to the body of knowledge.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the question of what level of evidence a mixed methods study
represents is nuanced and depends on various factors, including study design
and execution. While they often fall within Level III or IV in the evidence
hierarchy, mixed methods studies provide a valuable approach to exploring
complex research questions. By understanding their strengths, challenges, and
implications, researchers, practitioners, and policymakers can better
leverage mixed methods research to inform practice and improve outcomes
across various fields.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is a mixed methods study?

A mixed methods study combines qualitative and quantitative research
approaches to provide a more comprehensive understanding of a research
problem.

What level of evidence does a mixed methods study
provide?
Mixed methods studies typically provide a moderate level of evidence as they

integrate diverse data sources, which can enhance validity but may not reach
the rigor of randomized controlled trials.

Are mixed methods studies considered reliable?

Yes, when conducted properly, mixed methods studies can be reliable as they
draw on the strengths of both qualitative and quantitative data, offering
triangulation and richer insights.

How does the level of evidence in mixed methods
compare to other designs?

Mixed methods studies generally fall between observational studies and
randomized controlled trials in terms of evidence level, depending on the
quality of the implementation and analysis.

What factors influence the level of evidence in a
mixed methods study?

Factors include the rigor of both qualitative and quantitative components,
sample size, data collection methods, and the clarity of research questions
and objectives.
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