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Abstract 

This paper provides a comparative analysis of qualitative and mixed methods research designs, focusing on their 
strengths, limitations, and practical applications across various research fields. Qualitative research aims to understand 
individuals' experiences and behaviors through approaches such as case studies, phenomenology, grounded theory, and 
ethnography. While these methods offer rich, in-depth insights into complex human phenomena, they often lack 
generalizability. In contrast, mixed methods research integrates qualitative and quantitative techniques, allowing 
researchers to leverage the strengths of both paradigms for a more comprehensive understanding. This paper explores 
key mixed methods designs, including convergent parallel, exploratory sequential, and explanatory sequential 
approaches, and examines their implementation in research. By evaluating the strengths and challenges of each 
methodology, this study provides practical guidance on selecting and applying the most appropriate research approach 
based on the research problem and objectives. The findings emphasize the significance of methodological alignment in 
ensuring research rigor, enhancing validity, and producing well-rounded insights.  
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1. Introduction

The choice of research methodology plays a crucial role in shaping the outcomes and contributions of a study (Gamage, 
2025). Among the various research approaches, qualitative and mixed methods research methodologies have gained 
significant traction due to their ability to provide in-depth insights and a comprehensive understanding of complex 
phenomena. Qualitative research, rooted in exploring the richness of human experience and social contexts, emphasizes 
non-numerical data and subjective interpretation. In contrast, mixed methods research combines both qualitative and 
quantitative approaches, aiming to capitalize on the strengths of each to offer a more holistic view of the research 
problem. 

This paper aims to provide a comparative analysis of these two methodologies, highlighting their distinct features, 
strengths, limitations, and suitability for different types of research questions. By exploring existing theoretical 
knowledge, research designs, data collection techniques, and analysis methods inherent in both qualitative and mixed 
methods approaches, this study will provide valuable insights to help researchers navigate the complex process of 
selecting the most suitable methodology. 

The objective of this study is to present a clear distinction between qualitative and mixed methods research, while 
emphasizing how each methodology can be applied effectively to address specific research needs. In doing so, this paper 
will contribute to a deeper understanding of the strengths and challenges associated with these methodologies, 
ultimately guiding researchers in making informed decisions regarding their research design. 
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Research Objectives 

The primary objective of this study is to conduct a comparative analysis of qualitative and mixed methods research 
methodologies. Specifically, this research aims to: 

• Explore the theoretical foundations and key principles of qualitative and mixed methods research. 
• Assess the strengths, limitations, and applicability of both methodologies in various research contexts. 
• Offer practical guidance for selecting the most appropriate methodology based on research objectives and 

study requirements. 

2. Qualitative Research Design 

Qualitative Research Design is used across various fields, including social sciences, to gather and interpret non-
numerical data. Unlike quantitative research, which focuses on measurable variables, qualitative research seeks to 
understand human behavior, experiences, and social phenomena in context. It provides in-depth insights into real-
world issues and is valuable for forming hypotheses and understanding quantitative data (Tenny et al., 2017). 

Qualitative research focuses on collecting experiences, viewpoints, and behaviors, addressing "hows" and "whys" rather 
than numerical data. It can be applied as an independent study or integrated into mixed-methods research (Tenny et 
al., 2017). Despite its naturalistic nature, qualitative research follows a systematic approach, including identifying the 
problem, collecting and analyzing data, and maintaining rigor to ensure high-quality research (Nassaji, 2020). Common 
data collection methods include interviews, observations, and participation (Asenahabi, 2019). Figure 1 illustrates 
different qualitative research methodologies. 

 

Figure 1 Types of Qualitative Research Methodologies 

2.1. Case Study 

A case study is a qualitative research method that examines a specific instance or phenomenon in-depth to understand 
its unique characteristics, actions, and context (Tomaszewski et al., 2020). It is particularly useful when addressing 
research topics that require detailed investigation within a defined framework. Case studies can focus on various 
subjects, such as organizations, communities, or programs, and are often used to gain a comprehensive understanding 
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of a particular case. In addition to being an independent research method, case studies are commonly employed for 
evaluation purposes, including external assessments or reviews (Tomaszewski et al., 2020). 

2.2. Phenomenological Research 

Phenomenological research explores individuals' experiences and perceptions of a specific phenomenon, aiming to 
uncover the essence and meaning of those experiences as described by participants (Aguas, 2022). It focuses on 
understanding how people make sense of their world through subjective consciousness. This approach is widely applied 
in psychology, sociology, nursing, education, and philosophy to interpret how individuals perceive, feel about, and 
interpret events (Tenny et al., 2017). 

2.3. Narrative Research 

Narrative research explores the stories individuals create to make sense of their lives, focusing on how they recount 
personal experiences, challenges, and transformations. These narratives reveal insights into people's identities, beliefs, 
values, and worldviews (Framp et al., 2019). Researchers collect and analyze narratives through interviews, diaries, 
written accounts, or visual media, identifying themes and structures to uncover deeper meanings and cultural contexts 
(Wolgemuth & Agosto, 2019). By studying these narratives, researchers gain a richer understanding of individual and 
collective identities and the interplay between personal experiences and broader cultural influences (Dhungana, 2022). 

2.4. Grounded theory 

Grounded Theory is a qualitative approach focused on developing theories based on empirical data, emphasizing 
theory-building from the ground up rather than applying pre-existing ones (Mohajan & Mohajan, 2023). Researchers 
begin by immersing themselves in data from methods like interviews or observations, identifying patterns and 
categories, which evolve into abstract concepts forming a new theory (Toniolo et al., 2020). The process includes four 
main stages: comparing data, merging categories, refining the theory, and formulating the final theory (Lee, 2019). 
Grounded Theory also involves theoretical sampling, where new data collection is guided by emerging theories until 
saturation is reached, offering insights deeply connected to participants' real-world experiences (Cepellos & Tonelli, 
2020). 

2.5. Action Research 

Action Research is a participatory, iterative methodology that addresses real-world problems by collaborating with 
practitioners. It aims to bridge theory and practice, involving stakeholders actively in the process (Erro-Garcés & Alfaro-
Tanco, 2020). Developed by Kurt Lewin in the 1940s, the approach emphasizes researchers transitioning from external 
observers to active participants in problem-solving (Elg et al., 2020). The goal is to produce knowledge with both 
practical and scientific value (Elg et al., 2020). Action research is often seen as a cyclical process, where each phase leads 
into the next, and the final phase sets the stage for the iterative cycle to begin again (Stahl & King, 2019). 

2.6. Ethnography  

Ethnography is a qualitative research method used to explore the culture, behaviors, and practices of a group or 
community through immersive fieldwork (Strudwick, 2021). Researchers engage with the subjects in their natural 
environment, using techniques like participant observation, interviews, and document analysis to collect data (Ploder 
& Hamann, 2021). The aim is to understand the group's identity, beliefs, and social dynamics, often uncovering 
unexpected insights. 

Ethnography values context and the researcher's reflexivity, acknowledging the impact of the researcher’s presence on 
the study. This approach provides rich, detailed data often overlooked by quantitative methods, and is widely used in 
anthropology, sociology, and cultural studies to deepen understanding of human behavior and societies (Mohajan, 
2020). 

3. Mixed Methods Research Design 

Mixed Methods research combines both quantitative and qualitative approaches within a single study to provide a 
comprehensive understanding of a research topic. It involves collecting both numerical data (quantitative) and non-
numerical data (qualitative) and integrating these to draw conclusions (Dawadi et al., 2021). 

This approach leverages the strengths of both methods, quantitative data for statistical insights and generalizability, 
and qualitative data for deeper contextual understanding (Guetterman et al., 2021). The research process typically 
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includes designing, collecting, analyzing, and integrating data, often by using one method to inform the other or 
comparing findings from both (Schoonenboom & Johnson, 2017). 

Mixed Methods is especially useful for studying complex phenomena and enhances the validity and reliability of 
research by offering multiple perspectives (Schoonenboom & Johnson, 2017). It is widely applied in fields like social 
sciences, healthcare, education, and business, and includes designs such as convergent parallel, exploratory sequential, 
embedded, and explanatory sequential methods (Asenahabi, 2019). Figure 2 illustrates the types of mixed methods 
research design. 

 

Figure 2 Types of Mixed Methods Research Design 

3.1. Convergent Parallel Mixed Methods 

Convergent parallel mixed methods involve separately collecting quantitative and qualitative data, then merging or 
comparing the results to gain a comprehensive understanding of a research topic. This approach helps validate and 
enrich findings, providing a more holistic view of complex phenomena (Reyes, 2023). By directly comparing 
quantitative and qualitative data, researchers can validate their research question or objective. 

3.2. Embedded Mixed Methods Research 

Embedded mixed methods research integrates both quantitative and qualitative data within a single study, using one 
method as the primary and the other as secondary. This approach allows researchers to leverage the strengths of both 
methods for a more comprehensive understanding of a research question (Saunders et al., 2019). For example, 
quantitative data might be collected first, followed by qualitative data to provide additional context and insights. This 
blending enhances the validity and depth of findings, offering a more robust exploration of complex research 
phenomena (Yu & Khazanchi, 2017). 

3.3. Exploratory Sequential Mixed Methods 

Exploratory Sequential Mixed Methods involves two phases: a qualitative phase to explore a topic and generate 
hypotheses (e.g., through interviews or observations), followed by a quantitative phase to test these hypotheses 
(Shiyanbola et al., 2021). The approach combines qualitative insights and statistical evidence to provide a deeper 
understanding of a research problem (Waqar & Ameen, 2020). Unlike the explanatory sequential method, the 
exploratory approach focuses on exploring concepts before validating them, allowing for flexibility and innovation 
(Gogo & Musonda, 2022). 

3.4. Explanatory Sequential Mixed Methods 

Explanatory Sequential Mixed Methods combines qualitative and quantitative phases to provide a comprehensive 
understanding of a phenomenon. It begins with a quantitative phase to identify patterns and relationships, followed by 
a qualitative phase to explain or elaborate on the results (Cohen et al., 2018; Kerari et al., 2023). This approach helps 
clarify complex or unexpected quantitative results by providing deeper context through qualitative insights (Asenahabi, 
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2019). By integrating both types of data, this method enhances the validity and credibility of research findings (Toyon, 
2021). It is particularly useful for exploring multifaceted issues and bridging numerical trends with human experiences. 

These research methodologies guide how researchers design their studies. It is crucial for researchers to understand 
both the available methodologies and the research problem before selecting the most appropriate approach. 

4. Comparison between Qualitative and Mixed Methods Research 

Qualitative and mixed methods research approaches both offer unique strengths and limitations that can influence their 
application in various research scenarios. One of the strengths of qualitative research is its ability to provide deep, rich 
insights into human experiences and behaviors. It allows researchers to explore complex phenomena through methods 
like interviews, observations, and case studies, providing an in-depth understanding of participants' perspectives 
(Dhungana, 2022; Framp et al., 2019). However, qualitative research is often criticized for its lack of generalizability 
due to its typically small sample sizes and subjective nature, which can lead to potential researcher bias (Tomaszewski 
et al., 2020). Despite this, its ability to uncover nuanced, context-rich data makes it invaluable in fields such as 
psychology, education, and social sciences (Aguas, 2022). 

Mixed methods research, on the other hand, combines the strengths of both qualitative and quantitative approaches. By 
integrating numerical data with qualitative insights, it provides a more comprehensive understanding of a research 
problem. Therefore, this approach allows both statistical validation and a deeper exploration of context and meaning 
(Dawadi et al., 2021; Guetterman et al., 2021). The strengths of mixed methods lie in its ability to enhance the validity 
and reliability of research findings through triangulation, offering multiple perspectives on a phenomenon 
(Schoonenboom & Johnson, 2017). However, mixed methods research is resource-intensive and requires expertise in 
both qualitative and quantitative techniques, which can be a limitation for researchers with a narrow focus or 
insufficient training in both methods (Asenahabi, 2019; Reyes, 2023). 

When deciding between qualitative and mixed methods, researchers should consider the nature of their research 
question and the goals of their study. Qualitative research is best suited for exploring complex, subjective experiences 
or understanding underlying meanings (Framp et al., 2019), while mixed methods are ideal when the researcher seeks 
to address multifaceted research questions that require both statistical and contextual data (Schoonenboom & Johnson, 
2017). For example, in a study examining the effectiveness of a new teaching method, qualitative data could capture 
students' personal experiences with the method, while quantitative data could assess its overall impact on academic 
performance (Schoonenboom & Johnson, 2017). 

In practice, qualitative research is often used in exploratory stages to generate theories or hypotheses, while mixed 
methods research may be used to validate or further explore these hypotheses using both qualitative and quantitative 
data. This approach is particularly beneficial in complex studies, such as those in healthcare or education, where a deep 
understanding of individual experiences is combined with statistical analyses to evaluate outcomes (Dawadi et al., 2021; 
Schoonenboom & Johnson, 2017). Researchers should carefully assess the strengths and limitations of each approach, 
ensuring their methodology aligns with the specific objectives and practical constraints of their research  

5. Conclusion 

In this paper, we explored the fundamental differences between qualitative and mixed methods research designs. 
Qualitative research focuses on understanding the subjective experiences and perspectives of individuals through 
various methodologies such as case studies, phenomenology, narrative research, grounded theory, action research, and 
ethnography. Each of these approaches provides in-depth insights into the complexities of human behavior and 
experiences. On the other hand, mixed methods research combines both quantitative and qualitative approaches, 
allowing researchers to capture the strengths of both paradigms and provide a more comprehensive understanding of 
a research topic. 

The strengths of qualitative research lie in its ability to explore the richness and depth of human experiences, while 
mixed methods research enhances the validity and reliability of findings by integrating numerical data with contextual 
insights. However, both approaches have their limitations. Qualitative research may lack generalizability, while mixed 
methods research can be complex and time-consuming. Researchers must carefully consider the research problem and 
objectives when deciding which approach to use. In practice, qualitative methods are particularly useful when exploring 
new or complex phenomena, while mixed methods are ideal when there is a need to triangulate data and validate 
results. 
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Understanding these differences is crucial for researchers in designing studies that align with their research questions, 
ensuring methodological rigor and reliability. By understanding the strengths, limitations, and practical applications of 
both qualitative and mixed methods research, researchers can make informed decisions that enhance the depth and 
credibility of their findings, ultimately contributing to more robust and comprehensive studies.  
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