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The use of mixed methods to advance positive
psychology: A methodological review

Rachael S. Clark - Vicki L. Plano Clark

Abstract: A call for diverse research approaches in positive psychology by the International
Positive Psychology Association (2015) and the Journal of Positive Psychology (2017) challenged
psychology researchers to consider methodology outside traditional quantitative methods.
The purpose of this methodological review was to examine the use of mixed methods
approaches in empirical studies in positive psychology. The review identified 56 positive
psychology articles published between 2010 and 2019 that used a mixed methods approach.
To our knowledge, this is the first review of mixed methods methodology in the field of
positive psychology. The small number of published articles in that period indicate mixed
methods is either not currently a widely used methodology in the field or it is being used
without identifying terminology. Those studies using mixed methods often used positive
psychology to inform an intervention in the quantitative strand and gathered interviews
within the qualitative strand. Opportunities for growth for positive psychology researchers
include interpreting data in mixed methods style and strengthening the identification of key
features of the approach in the text.

Keywords: positive psychology, methodological review, mixed methods research,
quantitative and qualitative

1. Introduction

A call for more methodological diversity in positive psychology research in the Journal of Positive
Psychology (Hefferon et al., 2017) and by the International Positive Psychology Association (IPPA;
Pawelski, 2015) challenged well-being researchers to expand traditional methodological
approaches in the study of flourishing. Until the early 2000s, psychology relied primarily on
quantitative methods to measure hope, optimism, happiness, and other positive psychological
elements (Alise & Teddlie, 2010; Ivankova & Kawamura, 2010). The near exclusive reliance on
quantitative approaches, however, may have limited the use and potential of qualitative and
mixed methods approaches, thereby constraining the field’s capacity to advance knowledge in
the science of well-being (Alise & Teddlie, 2010; Donaldson et al.,, 2015; Hefferon et al., 2017;
Ivankova & Kawamura, 2010).

Qualitative methods are used to explore experiences and perspectives that may either
complement or digress from results of quantitative research (Braun & Clarke, 2014) and are well
suited for exploratory research in which the participants’ view is key to understanding a
phenomenon (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994). Qualitative methods can be used to understand a variety
of human experiences (Josselson, 2013) or to understand the process of participating in an
intervention study, including uncovering aspects found most and least beneficial for participants
(Akhtar & Boniwell, 2010). The aim of qualitative research is not to generalize, but to enhance,
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explore, or deepen understanding (Yin, 2016). Because qualitative research produces in-depth,
rich descriptions of a lived experience, qualitative research is highly relevant to the field of
psychology (Povee & Roberts, 2014) given its focus on human behavior and mental processes.
Positive psychology focuses broadly on attaining psychological well-being, or living well.
Although living well (“the good life”) can be measured with numbers, the words and images of
research participants best illustrate the human experience and may be used strategically to
enhance understanding of what it means to flourish, the different ways that flourishing can be
experienced, and the contexts that shape flourishing.

Furthermore, mixed methods research approaches involve the intentional combination of
quantitative and qualitative strands in the design, data collection, and interpretation of a study
or series of studies (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). Using both methods together has the potential
to create a deeper understanding than using one or the other (Greene, 2007; Johnson &
Onwuegbuzie, 2004, Morgan, 2014). Greene (2007) argued that mixed methods research
approaches encourage diversity in thinking and discussion of differences, leading to rich
understanding. These descriptions hint at the deep, multifaceted information that can emerge
from using a mixed methods design. By combining quantitative measures of human traits and
functioning with qualitative descriptions of meaning and experiences, mixed methods research
approaches have much to offer psychology in terms of understanding behavior within a context,
within-group differences, and cross-cultural variability (Plano Clark & Ivankova, 2016; Schrauf,
2017; von der Lippe, 2010). Positive psychology is well-suited as a sub-discipline of psychology
to integrate multiple sources of information about optimal human functioning to create a
synergistic examination of new knowledge (Plano Clark, 2017). Mixed methods addresses
multiple types of questions at once and provides a mechanism for answering both how and why,
how much and in what ways, and if and why flourishing occurs. This unique approach has the
potential to move positive psychology forward more rapidly and efficiently, thereby creating
new knowledge impacting innumerous individuals, communities, and workplaces.

Mixed methods and positive psychology are both emerging fields experiencing a great deal
of growth in the past two decades (Donaldson et al., 2015; Ivankova & Kawamura, 2010). Several
similarities and criticisms connect the disciplines. Mixed methods and positive psychology, as
we understand them today, existed well before their entrance into the academy in 1989 and 1999,
respectively (Greene et al., 1989; Linley et al., 2006; Maxwell & Loomis, 2003; Seligman, 1999).
Greene et al.’s (1989) seminal article is frequently cited as the work that propelled the field of
mixed methods into scholarly conversation. However, Maxwell and Loomis (2003) noted that
researchers mixed quantitative and qualitative methods in the early 1900s, well before Greene et
al.’s (1989) publication. Similarly, positive psychology is often cited as emerging as a distinct field
in 1999 following Martin Seligman’s presidential address to the American Psychological
Association (Seligman, 1999). However, positive psychology, in some form, existed in the
philosophical teachings of Confucius, in Taoism, and religious traditions such as Buddhism and
Hinduism in the distant past (see Dahlsgaard et al., 2005 for a review), and in Humanism and its
focus on self-actualization more recently (Maslow, 1954). In the late 20" century, Diener (1984)
reviewed and renewed the subjective well-being construct, Snyder et al. (1991) operationalized
hope, and Diener and Tov (2009) advocated for a worldwide approach in the study of happiness.
Since then, hundreds of scholars have extended this work and studied the factors that enable
flourishing around the world and in diverse contexts.

Mixed methods research has been advanced as a methodology that may be used to diversify
the approaches and enrich findings within psychology. In the last decade, calls for the inclusion
of mixed methods have gone out in health psychology (Dures et al., 2010), music therapy research
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(Bradt et al., 2013), suicide studies (Kral et al., 2012), and developmental science (Yoshikawa et
al., 2013). Mixed methods research offers a valuable approach to positive psychology research
due to the flexibility of the methodology given the unique contexts and perspectives of the study
of well-being. Mixed methods research has also been proposed as a relevant approach to
studying cross-cultural variability and as a means for moderating the Eurocentric perspective in
psychological theory (Canales, 2012; Schrauf, 2017). Strengths mixed methods research brings to
psychology research include perspectives aligned with the philosophy of pragmatism (i.e.,
rejecting either-or choice between quantitative and qualitative and developing useful solutions
through research, Tashakkori et al., 2021), investigation of cultural factors, the importance of
integrating multiple sources of information, and supporting theory (Bradt et al., 2013; Dures et
al., 2010; Kral et al., 2012).

The entry of mixed methods approaches in psychology has not been without criticisms.
Mixed methods research is critiqued by some due to contradictory epistemologies that simply
cannot be combined, wherein epistemology refers to the nature of knowledge and how it is
attained (Hatch, 2002); prioritizing methods over questions, and by limited methodological
procedures (Toomela, 2011). Mixed methods research has been called a Trojan horse for
positivism because it includes qualitative methods, but too often undervalues the potential
contribution of these methods by focusing on objective uses of the methods associated with
positivist stances to uncover a singular truth (Giddings & Grant, 2007). Toomela (2011) stated
psychology should go back to the way things “used to be” before World War II and base itself on
“structural-systemic methodology” (p. 44). Qualitative research in psychology is still relatively
rare (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2010; Donaldson et al., 2015; Hoyt & Bhati, 2007); however, the
establishment of a new journal Qualitative Psychology in 2014 by the American Psychological
Association and inclusion of reporting standards for qualitative and mixed methods research in
the 7™ edition of the APA Publication Manual (Americal Psychological Association [APA], 2020;
Levitt et al., 2018) signaled a renewed interest in methods outside of quantitative.

One of the challenges inherent in conducting research in the field of positive psychology is
the sheer number of concepts included in the constitution of the term. Early work in the field
culminated with positive psychology being defined as the science of positive emotions, traits,
and institutions (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). Seligman (2011) expanded the definition
scope to include more comprehensive features of well-being including engagement, meaning,
and accomplishment. The umbrella of positive psychology also includes the study of human
strengths: optimism, zest, perseverance, spirituality, and hope according to one source (Peterson
& Seligman, 2004) and love, empathy, commitment, self-respect, and friendship according to
another (Bolt, 2004). Further, some textbooks include the philosophical underpinnings of the field
with references to Humanism, Confucianism, Islam, and Athenian traditions (Lopez et al., 2016;
Peterson, 2006). Considering the endless topics that could emerge from the study of any principle
within the field of positive psychology creates a challenging task for creating inclusion criteria
for a systematic or methodological review. Rusk and Waters” (2013) systematic review of the
reach and size of positive psychology resulted in 18,000 peer-reviewed articles from 700 PsycInfo
journals. The review resulted in the identification of 233 key terms related to the study of positive
psychology including self-efficacy, autonomy, self-determination, and compassion (Rusk &
Waters, 2013). In another systematic review, Donaldson et al. (2015) found well-being, growth,
and mindfulness among topics related to positive psychology.

Another challenge in conducting a review of mixed methods in positive psychology is the
absence of mixed methods terminology in published articles in psychology. Creamer and
Reeping (2020) assert that psychology has combined quantitative and qualitative methodologies
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for years; authors simply may not use identifying terms highlighting the mixed methods features
in these articles due to continued concerns for paradigm incompatibility in psychology research.

With the unsettled nature of both mixed methods and positive psychology, a review of the
pervasiveness and application of mixed methods in positive psychology was needed. To best
promote the use of alternative methods within positive psychology, it is important to first
understand the current usage of these methods. In addition, identifying examples of how positive
psychology researchers are applying mixed methods approaches can serve as a guide to
researchers considering the use of mixed methods within their own studies.

2. Study purpose

The purpose of this methodological review was to explore and describe the features of mixed
methods articles in positive psychology research published from 2010-2019. This assessment of
the status of mixed methods responds to the call for diversifying research approaches in the
science of human flourishing. This review closely examines a range of features characteristic of
mixed methods methodology as applied within published articles. To our knowledge this is the
first methodological review of mixed methods in positive psychology. Our work expands upon
and deepens Donaldson et al.’s (2015) systematic review of publications in the field by more
closely examining mixed methods approaches in empirical studies published in positive
psychology. Donaldson et al. (2015) found that 78% of 1336 published articles between 1999-2013
used quantitative methodology, and only 10% used mixed methods. This review also contributes
to the growing literature of reviews of mixed methods research within psychology (e.g., Creamer
& Reeping, 2020; Hanson et al., 2005; Plano Clark, 2010; Ponterotto et al., 2013).

3. Methods

The review procedures were informed by suggested practices for conducting methodological
reviews of mixed methods research studies (Howell Smith & Shanahan Bazis, 2020; Molina-
Azorin & Fetters, 2016). We next describe procedures for the literature search and coding process.

3.1 Literature search

We conducted a methodological review of mixed methods research in positive psychology over
a 10-year period (January 2010 to December 2019) using the PsycInfo database. We selected
PsycInfo due to its extensive journal coverage, which contains about 2500 journals from the 17%
century - present (PsycInfo Facts Sheet, 2017). Coverage changes weekly as new journals are
added and others removed. We selected the years of publication to reflect the recent use of mixed
methods in the field of positive psychology.

Various terms are used by authors to identify mixed methods research, such as: multimethod,
“survey AND interview” or mixed methodology (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011, p. 15-16). In this
review, we used specific search terms to determine the prevalence of the accepted language of
both mixed methods and positive psychology as well as to enhance the replicability of our
approach. The specific search terms were: (“mixed methods” OR (quantitative AND qualitative))
AND “positive psychology”). Terms were required to appear in the title, abstract, or full text of
the articles. The terms were chosen because they have been accepted by leaders in their respective
fields, and because using these terms allows for tracking the explicit use of mixed methods
methodology (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018).

Articles selected for inclusion were required to be empirical studies in the field of positive
psychology. Reviews of literature, meta-analyses, and systematic reviews were excluded. The
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definition of mixed methods research by Creswell and Plano Clark (2018) was used to define the
search term mixed methods. Studies needed to use mixed methods as a design feature and mix
quantitative and qualitative approaches in data collection and analysis. This definition was
chosen because it aligns with our understanding and practice of mixed methods methodology.
We limited the results to publications from scholarly journals to evaluate recently published
articles and received 140 hits.

The first author scanned the titles and abstracts of all 140 articles and eliminated false hits
using our criteria for inclusion. Sixteen articles were immediately determined not to be empirical
studies and were discarded, leaving 124 articles for a full review. After reading each article, even
more articles (“false hits”) were excluded. A typical false hit was an article suggesting a mixed
methods design for future research but did not reflect use of mixed methods in the current study.
Sixty-eight additional articles were eliminated after this review, leaving 56 articles that qualified
for inclusion and were available either through our university’s library or interlibrary loan.

3.2 Coding

As the search results began to take form, we constructed a set of categories to guide our
systematic investigation of the articles included. We used an iterative process to create coding
categories, and regularly discussed the relevance of emerging codes. These categories were
meant to provide a framework for the kind of information we were looking for in this
methodological review, which were entered into a spreadsheet to organize information extracted
from each article. Although we extracted the following information, not all categories will be
discussed in this paper due to space considerations. The data collection protocol in Supplemental
Materials Table 1 includes the following information to capture features that highlight both the
mixed methods and positive psychology aspects of the articles:

(1) Basic Information: author, title, journal, year of publication, location, and discipline of first
author

(2) Positive Psychology Information: theoretical framework used, theory of positive psychology in
sampling, flourishing piece, character strength studied, whether positive psychology was
used as intervention

(3) Sampling Information: population, quantitative sampling, qualitative sampling, perspectives
used in sampling (positive psychology, mixed methods)

(4) Mixed Methods Design Features: priority, timing, level of interaction, fixed/emergent, point of
interface, named mixed methods design, value of mixed methods approach

(5) Methodology Features: quantitative method, qualitative method, quantitative data source,
qualitative data source

(6) Principles of Mixed Methods Research: mixed methods title, rationale, research questions,
purpose statement, interpretation of data

The first author read each article, coded the data, and entered it into a spreadsheet. As the 56
articles were coded, 10% of the articles were randomly selected and coded independently by the
second author, and any discrepancies in coding resolved through discussion.

4. Results

In this section, we describe the results of our methodological review, organized according to the
major features of our coding categories. We first describe the results in broad terms, then discuss
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specific mixed methods features associated with writing in the field, and finally highlight a few

of the positive psychology features of the studies.

4.1 Overview of the sample

Of the 56 mixed methods articles identified, 36 different journals were represented, including

many disciplines other than psychology. A list of the journals represented in the sample and
study topics are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Journal representation: Methodological review PsycINFO 2010-2019.

Journal Study Topics No. of Year(s) of
Articles  Publication
Emotional and Behavioural Difficulties Positive affect 1 2019
Frontiers in Behavioral Neuroscience Gratitude 1 2019
PLoS ONE Positive affect, optimism, gratitude 2 2019
2017
Contemporary School Psychology Well-being 1 2019
Current Psychology PsyCap, workplace happiness 1 2019
Frontiers in Psychology Emotional intelligence, happiness, 2 2019
VIA strengths
Frontiers in Psychiatry Connectedness 1 2019
Public Health Flourishing, zest for life, well-being 1 2019
International Journal for the Life satisfaction 1 2019
Advancement of Counselling
Journal of Positive Psychology Meaning in life, happiness in 15 2019
adolescents, purpose in life, hope 2016
and physical well-being, love, life
satisfaction, awe, gratitude, 2013
prosocial behavior, wisdom, leisure 2012
activity, calling, positive affect,
2010
connectedness
Mental Health and Physical Activity Positive affect 1 2018
Children and Youth Services Review Self-esteem, well-being, life 1 2018
satisfaction
Child Youth Care Forum Positive development 1 2018
Translational Issues in Psychological Positive affect 1 2018
Science
Resilience 1 2017
Educational Psychology in Practice
Journal of Child & Family Studies Gratitude, flow, happiness, 1 2017
savoring
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Psychology of Music Impact of music festivals on well- 2 2016
being; adaptive functions of music 2011
listening
Journal of Psychology in Africa Meaning in life, well-being 2 2015
2014
Alcoholism Treatment Quarterly Positive psychology interventions 1 2016
in addictions treatment
Human Relations Psychological empowerment in 1 2016
change processes
Journal of Environmental Psychology Residential experiences of people 1 2016
with disabilities
Journal of Family Psychology Family intervention to improve 1 2016
family communication, well-being,
and happiness
Journal of Happiness Studies Positive psychology intervention 2 2019
for patients with acute coronary 2016
syndrome; work engagement,
positive psychological resources
Leisure Sciences Activating character strengths 1 2016
through charity sports events
Perspectives in Psychiatric Care Benefit finding in chronic mental 1 2016
illness
Journal of Spirituality in Mental Health Character strengths in recovery 1 2015
Primary Health Care Research & Happiness as intervention 1 2015
Development
Archives of Psychiatric Nursing Group psychotherapy in Korean 1 2015
adolescents
International Journal of Evidence Based Systems coaching 1 2014
Coaching and Mentoring
Journal of Medical Internet Research Web-based applications of positive 1 2014
psychology
Australasian Journal of Disaster and Post-traumatic growth 1 2014
Trauma Studies
Journal of Pediatric Oncology Nursing Benefit finding in fathers of 1 2013
childhood cancer survivors
Educational & Child Psychology Effects of positive psychology on 1 2012
efficacy beliefs
Journal of Affective Disorders Re-experiencing a mood disorder 1 2012
Applied Psychology: Health and Well- Positive psychology in individuals 1 2011
Being with achondroplasia
Psychology of Religion and Spirituality Virtue among Cambodian 1 2010
American Buddhists and Christians
Revista de psihologie Mindfulness 1 2010
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The journals listed in Table 1 demonstrate the diversity and broad appeal of positive psychology
and mixed methods. Results show that neither positive psychology nor mixed methods in the
discipline is confined to a single journal. Psychology represented the majority of first authors’
discipline (n = 30); however, a wide variety of additional disciplines were represented as well.
Select non-psychology disciplines included music (1 = 2), alcoholism treatment (n = 1), and public
health (n = 4). Our data suggest an upward trend in the number of published mixed methods
studies in positive psychology. Published articles increased from three in 2010 to 16 in 2019. See
Figure 1 for a plot illustrating the trend in publication from 2010-2019 (solid blue line).

Figure 1. Graph depicting the number of empirical publications: Mixed methods in positive
psychology 2010-2019.

Mixed Methods Publications in
Positive Psychology 2010-2019

= [
N H

Number of Publications
)

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019
Year of Publication

Note. Blue solid line = total sample (N = 56); Orange dashed line = subsample with a positive psychology-
informed intervention and experiment (1 = 25).

Geographic location of first authors was evenly distributed throughout the world, indicating a
diverse appeal of the study of positive psychology in many cultures. Figure 2 (below) indicates
the continent on which first authors resided at the time of publication. First authors from North
America were most prevalent (n = 19), closely followed by Europe (n =17), Asia (n =9), Australia
(n =8), and Africa (n = 3).

4.2 Mixed methods features

We were interested in whether the reviewed articles included the major features of mixed
methods methodology discussed in the literature. Next we describe the methodological labels or
terminology that identify a study as mixed methods.
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Figure 2. First author location by continent: Mixed methods in positive psychology 2010-2019.
FIRST AUTHOR LOCATION BY CONTINENT

B Europe mNorth America mAsia m Australia mAfrica

4.2.1 Title

By providing an article with a title that indicates a mixed methods approach, an author makes
her work more easily accessible to a mixed methods audience. A mixed methods title also
advances the field of mixed methods by making the overall approach of the research design
explicit (APA, 2020; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011; Fetters & Freshwater, 2015; Levitt et al., 2018).
Of the 56 articles included in this review, only eight had a title that indicated a mixed methods
approach, all published since 2016. “Counselors’ perspectives of positive psychology for the
treatment of addiction: A mixed methods pilot study” (Krentzman & Barker, 2016) is an example
of a title that contains the topic, participants, and overall research design. A researcher may
quickly scan the title and determine that the study used a mixed methods approach.

4.2.2 Rationale

The rationale of a mixed methods study is the reason the researcher provides for mixing
qualitative and quantitative approaches in a research study (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). By
providing a rationale for conducting a mixed methods study, authors clarify reasoning behind
the methodological approach chosen for a project. When a rationale for conducting a mixed
methods study is explicit, other researchers can reflect on the thinking behind the choice of a
mixed approach as well as consider the approach in future projects.

Although no article in this review explicitly stated a rationale using mixed methods
terminology, nearly all (1 = 55) of the reviewed articles implied a rationale for choosing a mixed
methods approach. We inferred the reasoning behind the methodological choice based on
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authors’ comments. For example, Bar and St.-Rosh-Ha’Ayin (2014) stated "the mixed-methods
design and findings from the data can shed new light that broaden and deepen the understanding
of the influences of personal systems coaching on the participants" (p. 59), indicating that
complementarity was a likely rationale for using mixed methods. Complementarity is a common
rationale for mixing methods, and its purpose is to enhance findings from one method with a
second method (Greene, 2007). Chaplin et al. (2010) used a mixed methods approach for both
enhancement and triangulation. Interviews were conducted: (1) to gain a "better understanding of
why certain labels were chosen over others" (p. 347) and (2) in the Results section, qualitative
findings were described as providing additional support for hypotheses, which is a common use
of mixed methods that triangulates evidence for support of research assumptions.

4.2.3 Mixed methods purpose statements and research questions

Prominent authors in the mixed methods field suggest crafting mixed methods purposes and
research questions when conducting mixed methods research. A mixed methods purpose
statement includes elements from quantitative and qualitative purpose statements and conveys
the intent of the mixed methods study (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). About two-thirds of the
reviewed articles (n = 36) provided a mixed methods purpose statement, either implicitly or
explicitly. Sometimes the article was part of a larger mixed methods study, as in Selvan’s (2015)
research using character strengths to facilitate recovery from alcohol misuse. Although the article
only conveyed the qualitative findings of the case study, the author referenced the quantitative
phase of the study and the results that led to the selection of case study participants.

A mixed methods research question addresses the integration of quantitative and qualitative
data (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). This type of question will typically be separate from the
quantitative and qualitative research questions. Of the 56 articles in this review, 33 of the articles
contained inferred mixed methods research questions. The inferred mixed methods research
questions required the reader to extrapolate from the aims of the study or the hypothesis
statement that the study intent was aligned with using mixed methods. Twenty-three articles had
no mixed methods research question and either provided quantitative and qualitative questions
only, or questions used a single methodology because the article conveyed only some of the
results from a larger mixed methods study.

4.2.4 Priority

Priority reflects the emphasis placed on the quantitative or qualitative strand within the mixed
methods design for answering research questions (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). None of the
reviewed articles explicitly identified the priority of administration of the strands. Therefore, we
inferred the priority of each empirical study by reviewing the research questions, aims,
hypotheses, and purpose for each. Then we determined the relative weight of each strand in the
study in terms of addressing the research questions. Given the dominance of quantitative
research approaches in psychology (Donaldson et al. 2015), we expected articles with quantitative
priority to outnumber studies with qualitative priority and studies with equal priority between
quantitative and qualitative methodologies. However, qualitative priority studies (n = 15)
together with studies of equal priority (1 =19) outnumbered quantitative priority studies (1 = 22).

4.2.5 Timing

In mixed methods research, the temporal relationship between the quantitative and qualitative
strands in a study is referred to as timing (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). We made judgments
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about the timing of the strands based on when data were collected and analyzed in relation to
each other. Twenty-five of the studies indicated sequential timing, which involves administration
of a quantitative phase followed by a qualitative phase, or vice versa. Twenty-five studies
administered the quantitative and qualitative strands concurrently, indicating that quantitative
and qualitative data were collected simultaneously. For example, Krentzman and Barker (2016)
wrote, “the study paired a written questionnaire with an in-depth, semi-structured individual
interview," (p. 372) indicating a concurrent design with quantitative and qualitative strands
administered together. Only six studies used multiphase timing, which is an advanced mixed
methods design that reflects an overall mixed methods methodology but includes multiple
quantitative and qualitative phases (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).

4.2.6 Value of mixed methods design

Value refers to the authors” discussion of the enriched findings in the content area discovered by
using a mixed methods design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). Boniwell et al. (2016) found
challenges with the delivery of an intervention in a school setting, which they would not have
been aware of had the qualitative strand not been administered alongside the quantitative
examination. Noteworthy challenges in the intervention included philosophical differences in the
way parents and teachers thought about the purpose of education. The knowledge generated by
the qualitative strand could be used to improve and guide future research in school settings.
Ttimlii and Akdogan (2019) used qualitative data from focus groups to create an intervention
aimed at reducing hindrances to life satisfaction in mothers with disabled children.

Other authors found value in mixed methods design from triangulating data. In one study,
Li and Xu (2019) noted that the convergence of quantitative and qualitative data “confirm[ed]
significant relationships” (p. 9) and qualitative data “supported the efficacy of emotional
intelligence with rich details” (p. 12). In a study of positive education with high school students
in Australia, Halliday et al. (2019) found value in a mixed methods design which allowed them
to understand practical factors impacting a positive psychology intervention. In this study, the
researchers implemented a well-being intervention, partially in online format, for 9% grade
students. The intervention did not demonstrate a significant effect on mood even though the
program had been shown to be effective in prior work. Because Halliday et al. used qualitative
methods along with quantitative measures of mood, they discovered the students greatly
disliked the online learning modules. Further, the subject matter in the modules (characterized
as “ill-being prevention”) was upsetting to some and caused more distress. Teachers at the school
remarked that students were engaged right up until the online modules began. Without feedback
from students and teachers about the intervention, the researchers would not have identified the
online learning modules as problematic in this study. The insight gained from the qualitative
phase provided an efficient mechanism for identifying possible reasons the intervention did not
demonstrate statistical significance. This insight can provide a more efficient research design for
future researchers who may select in-person interventions rather than online modules.

4.2.7 Interpretation in mixed methods style

If the researcher(s) interpreted the data in mixed methods style, they completed several steps that
should be reflected in the manuscript. First, they would apply the analytic processes typically
followed in quantitative and qualitative research. After both types of data have been analyzed,
either at one or multiple time points, they would review both the quantitative and qualitative
results and address how the integrated results and findings inform the mixed methods questions
in the study (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). Twenty-seven of the 56 articles reviewed interpreted

www.internationaljournalofwellbeing.org 45


http://www.internationaljournalofwellbeing.org/

@ I ] W Review of use of mixed methods

Clark & Plano Clark

the data in at least somewhat in mixed methods style. A minimal data interpretation would
typically address mostly one method or the other without integrating the findings to address
mixed methods research questions.

4.3 Positive psychology features

We were interested in how the reviewed mixed methods studies demonstrated aspects aligned
with the principles of positive psychology. Next, we discuss some of the major features of positive
psychological research within the mixed methods context.

4.3.1 Theoretical frameworks

Mixed methods practice is complex, and researchers often benefit from applying theoretical
frameworks to inform the study design decisions (Plano Clark & Ivankova, 2016). A theoretical
framework provides a guide as perspectives shift from objective to subjective throughout the
study (Evans et al., 2011), and may facilitate the integration of quantitative and qualitative data
(Fetters & Freshwater, 2015). Most reviewed articles (n = 53) relied on a theoretical framework to
guide implementation of the study. Of those using a framework, the principles of positive
psychology were used either explicitly or implicitly in 42 studies (e.g., White et al., 2018;
Passmore & Holder, 2017, Selvam, 2015) Even when authors did not cite a specific theoretical
framework, the use of a guiding concept or approach was common. For example, Delle Fave et
al. (2013) used Wong's four-level model to structure the investigation of meaning in life in
individuals from seven different Western countries. More common was the use of multiple
guiding frameworks to reflect the psychological constructs being studied. Bar and St. Rosh-
Ha’Ayin (2014) used motivation theories, self-determination theory, goal achievement theory,
and systems thinking theories to frame a study of the impact of personal systems coaching on
self-efficacy and well-being in Israeli single mothers.

4.3.2 Positive psychology perspectives in sampling

Sampling is a critical component in mixed methods research (Collins et al., 2007), but can also be
guided by a positive psychology approach through strengths-based methods. A strengths-based
approach in sampling indicates that flourishing individuals were intentionally recruited in the
sample. Researchers who use a strengths-based approach in sampling would select individuals
illustrating the highest level in a construct measurement (i.e., those with the highest score on a
happiness scale), such as exceptional results from an intervention to reduce drinking behavior,
as in Selvam (2015). In Selvam’s (2015) study, individuals were selected for inclusion in the
qualitative phase based on results of the quantitative phase. The two selected individuals
experienced “extreme recovery” from the intervention that aimed to reduce drinking through a
contemplative practice and an exploration of how character strengths were experienced in the
context of their recovery (p. 198). The only other studies using a positive psychology perspective
in sampling were Cook et al.”s (2010) study of Cambodian American first-generation immigrants
who exemplified the greatest embodiment of virtue as judged by community religious leaders
and Mohamed and Thomas” (2017) study which included refugee children and young people
who exhibited strong adjustment and resilience, as nominated by staff at schools in London.

4.3.3 Flourishing concepts

For the purpose of this review, we considered flourishing broadly as the experience of reaching
one’s potential and we expected the concept to be present within all the reviewed mixed methods
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studies because it represents optimal human functioning; the aim of the field according to some
of the early proponents of positive psychology (Peterson & Seligman, 2004; Seligman, 2011).
Defined in several ways (see Maslow, 1954; Ryff & Singer, 1998; Seligman, 2011), we identified
the flourishing element of articles as any evidence of reaching optimal human functioning. Seventy-
four different words and phrases were used by authors in the reviewed articles to illustrate
flourishing. These words and phrases were placed into a word cloud, with a larger font indicating
a greater frequency of usage. Well-being was the phrase used most often in the reviewed articles,
indicating that flourishing was often represented by this phrase in the studies. See Supplemental
Materials Figure 1 for a word cloud of the flourishing concepts in the review.

4.3.4 Character strength focus

Character strengths have been called the backbone of positive psychology (Peterson & Seligman,
2004), and various frameworks and measures exist to support character strengths as the heart of
positive psychology research. The VIA (Peterson & Seligman, 2004) and the Clifton Strengths
Finder (Rath, 2007) models are widely known and used in the field. We found that only six of the
56 reviewed mixed methods studies used a specific character strengths framework. One example
included a study aimed to increase work engagement and job performance using the VIA
character strengths framework and micro-coaching (Peldez et al., 2019). Coghlan and Filo (2016)
used the original character strengths framework designed by Park et al. (2004) to explore whether
leisure activities activated participants’ character strengths and to understand the conditions
under which those strengths were activated. The other 50 studies either did not explicitly use a
framework or used pieces of frameworks such as a post-traumatic growth approach, bounded by
hope, gratitude, and spirituality (Subandi et al., 2014).

4.3.5 Positive psychology-informed interventions

Finally, we were interested in whether studies including either an experimental or quasi-
experimental component used intervention strategies informed by positive psychology
principles. Positive psychology-based interventions were noteworthy to us because as the field
began to grow in the early 2000s, researchers questioned whether positive interventions could
create happiness and even prevent depression and anxiety (Seligman et al., 2005). We found that
of the 25 experiments in this review, all 25 used aspects of positive psychology as interventions.
Experimental design represented a growing trend in positive psychology research using mixed
methods between 2010 and 2019. We included a trend line illustrating the subset of mixed
methods positively psychology articles published each year that used an experimental method
in the quantitative strand (see Figure 1, orange dashed line).

Figure 1 demonstrates an upward trend in experimental mixed methods research in positive
psychology in recent years. We suspect this upward trend is a result of increasing acceptability
of mixed methods in experimental designs. One example of a mixed methods experiment was
Huffman et al.’s (2016) implementation of exercises designed to improve healthy behavior in low-
adherence patients following an Acute Coronary Syndrome. Each week, patients completed
positive psychological exercises and answered questions about the usefulness and challenge of
those exercises. The qualitative data supplemented quantitative depression scales, positive affect
scales, and life satisfaction scales participants completed concurrently.
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5. Conclusion

The results of our methodological review show that mixed methods design is present in positive
psychology, although considering the number of publications in the field, the methodology is
still used infrequently. Qualitative research in psychology is rare, and that may have impacted
these findings, especially within the representation of journals. Given that we restricted our
literature search to a prevalent database within psychology, it seems reasonable to think that had
we expanded our search outside of this database, we would have identified additional
disciplines.

Several findings stood out in this methodological review as noteworthy. First, of the 56
articles we reviewed, 36 different journals were represented. The breadth of coverage is an
illustration of the strength of mixed methods as a research approach spanning numerous
disciplines. Next, 55 reviewed articles provided at least an implied rationale for using a mixed
methods approach. By providing a rationale for the chosen methodology, readers can apply such
reasoning to their own research agenda and expand promising approaches in their work.

Several articles stood out as exemplary uses of mixed methods methodology and positive
psychology. The following examples may be especially useful for researchers trained primarily
in quantitative methodology due to the emphasis placed on the rationale for selecting a mixed
methods design. Nell’s (2014) use of an exploratory mixed methods design provided clear
integration of the quantitative and qualitative phases in an investigation of sources of life
meaning among South African university students, and Nell et al.’s (2015) study of well-being in
the Nduomo community in South Africa demonstrated clear, well-supported justification for the
mixed methods approach in an explanatory design. Selvam’s (2015) use of positive psychological
interventions in facilitating recovery from alcohol misuse illustrated the leverage of positive
psychology perspectives in sampling within mixed methods research.

An intriguing finding uncovered in this review was that about half (n = 25) of the reviewed
articles used positive psychology as interventions in experimental or quasi-experimental studies.
Positive psychology interventions (PPIs) offer a means to directly engage in the science of well-
being. When combined with a mixed methods research approach, researchers can both explain
and explore the mechanisms behind human flourishing. The combination of mixed methods
within positive psychology offers internally valid information along with in-depth
understanding of the aspects of interventions participants found most meaningful. Harnessing
the power of participants’ perspectives in experiments may uncover knowledge that resides at
the intersection of mixed methods and positive psychology.

Since mixed methods and positive psychology are growing, both disciplines have room for
improvement to retain the quality and strength of previous research. Although 52 articles
implicitly identified the timing between the quantitative and qualitative strands, only four did
so explicitly. Clearly indicating the temporal relationship between the methodologies helps
readers understand the rationale for mixing as well as how the data interact with each other.

Twenty-nine of 56 reviewed articles did not integrate the quantitative and qualitative data.
The studies that interpreted data in mixed methods style did so minimally. To gain the greatest
benefit from mixed methods approaches, more studies that integrate at various parts of the
research process are needed. The research questions themselves could be integrated and mixing
at every stage of the research process would produce in-depth findings at every step. All 56
reviewed articles used text data for the qualitative strand using open-ended questions or
interviews. Psychology lends itself to a variety of qualitative research methods beyond focus
groups and interviews. Researchers can expand their qualitative methods to include diverse
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techniques like document/photograph analysis, action research, or participant journaling (Hatch,
2002) to elicit nuanced, in-depth understandings of complex phenomena.

Given that mixed methods research can be complex, we expected a strong representation of
well-documented approaches in the references sections of the published articles. Although we
did not create a coding category for mixed methods references in our data collection protocol, we
noticed in our “general reflections” column that just in the articles published in 2019 over half of
16 articles (n = 9) did not include any mixed methods references to support the inclusion of the
approach, which often included omitting definitions and rationale for using mixed methods as
well. This finding aligns with Creamer and Reeping’s (2020) review of reviews of mixed methods
approaches in psychology, in which they suggest the paradigm incompatibility issue is still
present in the field. It is possible that psychology researchers quietly include qualitative strands
and phases in order to hide this aspect of their work.

Creamer and Reeping’s (2020) review led us to ponder the question of why psychology
researchers disregard qualitative and mixed methods research as unimportant. We suspect the
reason is due to persistent negative perceptions about the quality and rigor of both
methodologies. Povee and Roberts” (2014) findings from a study of perceptions of Australian
psychology graduate students and faculty support our views. Participants perceived qualitative
research in psychology as disrespected, unimportant, and not published as often as quantitative
research. Notably, many participants stated that qualitative research was not a legitimate form
of inquiry. Rubin et al. (2018) showed similar results and findings in a mixed methods study of
qualitative research methods in U.S. psychology graduate programs. Only 13% of participants
reported their graduate program requiring a qualitative research methods course, and only 17%
offered one as an elective. Seventy-one percent of respondents rated the value of qualitative
research methods in the psychology department as either unimportant or neutral.

The first author has experienced numerous challenges attempting to publish mixed methods
studies in psychology journals. Often, rejection feedback included the suggestions of adding
quantitative datasets to the study or increasing the sample size in qualitative phases. When
combined with the lack of representation of qualitative methods in undergraduate programs, and
the late addition of reporting conventions for the methodologies in the APA Publication Manual
(2020), it is easy to see why mixed methods and qualitative methods continue to be seldom used
in psychology research.

The combination of positive psychology and mixed methods is an innovative mixture with
great future potential. Both fields have exploded with increasingly more studies published each
year, indicating that researchers are receptive to both the discipline and the methodology. Since
qualitative research especially has not been prominent in psychology, the door is wide open for

researchers to become part of the establishment of the models on which future research will be
based.
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