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Abstract

This research challenges the conventional understanding of mixed methods as primarily an 
integrative procedure and proposes to consider them from an epistemological-constructivist 
perspective. Based on a systematically collected and analyzed corpus of 35 peer-reviewed 
papers published between 2000 and 2025, the study examines how qualitative and 
quantitative research logics are interconnected, complementary, or remain in tension. The 
analytical framework encompasses paradigms of knowledge, the role of ethnography, patterns 
of integration, and relationships between different forms of cognition. The findings suggest 
that mixed methods do not represent a single methodological entity, but rather a set of distinct 
epistemological configurations. In particular, sequential asymmetry, parallel epistemological 
tension, and nested dependency are highlighted as patterns that shape the logic of research 
design. The proposed model of epistemological construction shows that tensions between 
different research traditions are not necessarily obstacles to integration but can represent a 
productive source of theoretical and methodological development of mixed methods. 
Keywords: mixed methods research; epistemological configuration; epistemological tension; 
PRISMA 2020 systematic review; ethnography; research design; epistemology

Mixed methods research, which 
combines qualitative and quantitative 
methods into a single analytical framework, 
is gaining increasing popularity in the 
social sciences and education. Traditional 
methodological literature states that scientific 
validity is evidence-based and the chosen 

method is not static but determined by the 
research objectives (Creswell & Plano Clark, 
2018; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998). Within 
this framework, mixed methods research is 
often presented as a solution to overcome the 
shortcomings of single methods and as a way 
to gain a deeper understanding of complex 
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social phenomena.
Recent methodological discussions 

have increasingly questioned whether 
mixed-methods research can be adequately 
understood through procedural models 
of combining distinct research traditions 
(Greene, 2007; Morgan, 2014; Cameron, 
2024; Pilcher & Cortazzi, 2024). Across 
interpretivist, positivist, and critical realist 
orientations, the focus shifts from the idea 
of methodological combination towards the 
conditions under which different forms of 
knowledge production are made possible, 
sustained, and legitimized within a single 
research design.

Rather than assuming a stable point 
of methodological convergence, these 
perspectives highlight that research designs 
operate as environments in which different 
epistemic commitments are selectively 
activated, constrained, or prioritized. The 
emphasis is therefore placed less on how 
methods are brought together, and more on 
how their epistemic assumptions structure 
what counts as valid knowledge within a 
given study.

In this sense, the concept of 
“integration” is increasingly being 
questioned as a normative ideal that does not 
correspond to the epistemological practice 
of research. Recent literature suggests that 
mixed research designs do not function as 
a coherent knowledge system, but rather as 
a heterogeneous epistemological construct 
in which different methodological logics 
maintain their own standards for validity, 
interpretation, and justification (Greene, 
2007).

Ethnography has a particularly 
complex position within such formats. 
Grounded in an interpretive paradigm, 
ethnography builds on an understanding 
of social reality as contextually situated 
and intersubjectively constructed (Geertz, 
1973; Hammersley & Atkinson, 2019). 
Its epistemological strength comes from a 
“thick description” approach that emphasizes 
interpretation of meaning rather than 
quantification of variables. Meanwhile, 
contemporary developments in ethnographic 
practices—including digital, multisited, 
and sensory forms—are expanding its 
methodological scope and introducing it into 
hybrid research spaces (Boellstorff et al., 
2012; Hine, 2015; Pink, 2021).

In the context of the digital 

transformation of social research, 
ethnography is increasingly integrated into 
networks, platforms and algorithmically 
mediated analytical frameworks, thereby 
potentially eroding its epistemological 
status and rendering it relational and 
adaptive (Boellstorff et al., 2012). In such a 
situation, ethnography serves not only as a 
descriptive or interpretive method but also 
as a potentially disruptive epistemological 
practice that can challenge dominant models 
of analytic generalization.

Despite the increasing use of mixed 
methods of research, the epistemological 
position of ethnography within these 
models and its relationship to quantitative 
frameworks and practices remains obscure. 
Existing literature focuses primarily on 
integrated models, and the epistemological 
structure of these relationships is often 
implicitly ignored or not sufficiently explored 
in theoretical terms.

This paper examines the 
epistemological positioning of ethnography 
within mixed research designs through a 
structured review of the relevant literature 
in line with the PRISMA 2020 guidelines, 
considering observed theoretical and 
methodological gaps. The analysis examines 
the compatibility and tensions between 
interpretive and positivist epistemological 
assumptions and identifies configurational 
patterns that emerge from their connection in 
the research process.

This research aims to develop a 
conceptual framework that understands 
mixed design not as an epistemologically 
integrated system, but as the construction 
of relationships between different logics 
of knowledge. From this perspective, the 
paper presents an analytical model of 
epistemological-constructive tensions, 
intended to describe more precisely how 
ethnography functions within a hybrid 
methodological structure.

Theoretical Framework

The Epistemological Basis of Ethnography
Ethnography has traditionally been 

developed within an interpretive research 
paradigm that views cognition as a socially 
conditioned and contextually constructed 
process. In such an epistemological 
framework, knowledge does not emerge 
independently of the researcher but is 
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shaped through ongoing interactions with 
participants and the social environment being 
studied. Therefore, the role of the researcher 
goes beyond the position of a neutral 
observer and involves active participation 
in the process of interpretation and meaning 
construction (Geertz, 1973; Hammersley & 
Atkinson, 2019). The basic epistemological 
premise of ethnography is that there is 
no ontologically stable state in social 
reality, but rather that it is constantly being 
generated through interaction, discourse, 
and practice. In this context, Hasanbegovic 
(2016) notes that some epistemological 
approaches emphasize the interrelationship 
between the subject and the object of 
research. Consequently, the same social 
phenomenon can yield different interpretive 
structures depending on the epistemological 
framework.

Geertz’s concept of “thick 
description” is one of the foundations of the 
psychology of ethnography (Geertz, 1973). 
According to this approach, ethnographic 
knowledge does not arise from the simple 
observation of social behavior, but rather 
from the analysis of the complex semantic 
systems that give these behaviors social 
meaning. This understanding of knowledge 
differs from the positivist logic of research, 
which emphasizes the operation of 
phenomena, the measurement of data, and 
the generalization of results.

Recent transformations in 
ethnographic research indicate a gradual 
abandonment of the traditionally defined 
boundaries of the research field and an 
expansion of analytical interest towards 
complex forms of social reality that take 
place simultaneously in physical, virtual and 
hybrid environments. In this context, digital, 
multi-situated and sensory ethnography 
do not represent merely methodological 
variations on the classical ethnographic 
approach, but reflect broader changes in the 
understanding of how social experience is 
shaped, transmitted and interpreted (Pink, 
2021; Forberg & Schilt, 2023).

Such developments also imply 
a reexamination of the epistemological 
assumptions on which ethnography has 
traditionally rested. Instead of focusing 
on limited and clearly defined social 
communities, contemporary ethnographic 
research increasingly deals with fluid, multi-
level and spatially dispersed processes 

whose understanding requires integrating 
of different data sources, perspectives and 
contexts. Consequently, ethnography is 
affirming itself as a research approach that 
enables the analysis of dynamic relationships 
between actors, technologies and social 
structures.

From this perspective, digital 
ethnography does not define the research 
field by territorial or geographical 
boundaries, but conceptualizes it as a 
network of interconnected practices, 
communication flows, and technologically 
mediated interactions. The focus of research, 
therefore, shifts from places to processes, 
or from spatial localities to patterns of 
connection through which social meanings 
are created, reproduced, and transformed. 
Knowledge is shaped through the continuous 
interaction of human and technological 
factors, which requires more flexible and 
theoretically sophisticated approaches to the 
study of contemporary social phenomena 
(Cocq & Liliequist, 2024).

Mixed Research Designs and 
Epistemological Commensurability

In dominant methodological 
approaches, mixed research is most often 
conceptualized through a pragmatic 
epistemology that allows for the combination 
of qualitative and quantitative methods 
based on their functional efficiency, with 
epistemological compatibility considered 
secondary (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). 
Integration is reduced to a technical-
procedural process in this framework.

In recent methodological discussions, 
the question of the relationship between 
research paradigms is increasingly posed 
through the prism of their comparability. The 
notion of a single epistemological criterion 
is gradually replaced by an understanding of 
paradigms as different ways of constructing 
knowledge, with the emphasis shifting to 
their ontologically conditioned differences 
(Morgan, 2014; Greene, 2007).

Such a shift in interpretive focus also 
changes the way qualitative and quantitative 
approaches are viewed. Instead of being 
defined through their mutual relationship, 
they are treated as separate systems that 
produce knowledge according to different 
rules of validation and interpretation 
(Dzogovic & Bajrami, 2023). The connection 
between them does not arise from a 
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hierarchy, but from situations in which their 
logics temporarily overlap.

The integration of methods does not 
function as a stable procedure. In research 
practice, it appears as a series of decisions 
that arise in different stages of design and are 
not determined linearly in advance. These 
decisions arise from the relationship between 
the theoretical framework, the research 
problem, and the data limitations (Hitchcock 
& Nastasi, 2024). 

Empirical patterns in mixed research 
indicate that the relationship between 
methodological elements cannot be stably 
described through the idea of integration in a 
balanced sense. Instead, the research process 
is structured through different modalities of 
analytical contribution that do not appear 
simultaneously or in the same form, but are 
configured according to the requirements of 
the analysis and interpretation (Dzogovic 
et al., 2024). Such a structure indicates that 
mixed designs function as adaptive systems 
of distributed epistemological roles.

These findings enable a shift in 
understanding of mixed research: rather than 
being viewed as epistemologically integrated 
systems, they can be more accurately 
described as stratified configurations in 
which epistemological weight is distributed 
hierarchically, depending on the dominant 
analytical regime. It is this asymmetry 
that opens up space for more precise 
conceptualizations of the relationship 
between methodological logics in future 
research.

Ethnography in Hybrid Methodological and 
Digital Configurations

Contemporary research practice is 
further transforming the epistemological 
status of ethnography by integrating it into 
digital, computational, and interdisciplinary 
methodological configurations. Ethnography 
is increasingly combined with data analysis, 
algorithmic modeling, and digital platforms, 
thereby changing its place within research 
design (Boellstorff et al., 2012; Hine, 2015; 
Pink, 2021).

Such a transformation also changes 
the way ethnography is understood in today’s 
research. Its function is no longer determined 
solely by the characteristics of the method 
itself but also by how it participates in 
shaping a broader research entity. From 
this perspective, the relationship between 

qualitative and quantitative approaches does 
not develop through their mutual fusion, but 
through various forms of co-organization 
within complex research designs.

Configurational Approach and 
Epistemological Configuration of Tension 
(ECT Model)

Based on the above theoretical 
premises, this study rejects the assumption 
of epistemological integration as the primary 
analytical framework and instead adopts a 
configurational approach.

In configurational methodology, 
a mixed research design is viewed as a 
manifestation of the interrelationships 
between different epistemological logics, 
rather than their unification. The focus is 
on the positioning of these logics within the 
research and their function in that context.

This positioning can be categorized 
into three common forms. The first is 
a sequential relationship, in which one 
epistemological logic precedes another 
and determines the latter’s framework of 
application. The second is that the logics 
operate in parallel, without needing 
to coordinate, allowing them to appear 
simultaneously in the same study. The third 
is that one logic operates within another, 
the latter’s role constrained by the structural 
conditions of the larger framework.

These patterns do not indicate 
different types of integration, but rather 
different ways of organizing epistemological 
diversity in research design. It is this 
organization, rather than their unification, 
that defines the structure of the mixed 
approach.

Building on this theoretical position, 
the Epistemological Configuration of Tension 
(ECT) model is developed as an analytical 
heuristic framework that describes the 
relationships between epistemological logics 
through degrees of tension, asymmetry, and 
relational dominance, without assuming their 
ontological or epistemological fusion. The 
model is used in the remainder of this paper 
as a tool for interpreting empirical findings.

The proposed Epistemological 
Configuration of Tension (ECT) model 
is presented in Figure 1. The model 
conceptualizes mixed-method research 
as a set of recurring epistemological 
configurations rather than as a single 
integrative framework.
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Methodology

Research Design
This study employs a structured 

literature search in accordance with the 
PRISMA 2020 guidelines. PRISMA 2020 
serves exclusively as a methodological 
standard for the systematic identification, 
selection, and transparent reporting of 
included and excluded studies. PRISMA 
2020 is therefore used as a procedural 
and descriptive framework to ensure 
reproducibility and transparency in selecting 
the bibliographic corpus, without interfering 
with the interpretative or analytical phases of 
the research.

The analytical component of 
the study, which encompasses coding, 
classification, and epistemological mapping, 
is implemented as a separate interpretative-
configurative analysis procedure, applied 
after the PRISMA 2020 selection process. 
This phase is not included in the PRISMA 
2020 protocol, but constitutes an independent 
qualitative-analytical procedure, aimed 
at reconstructing the epistemological 
relationships within the defined corpus (S1–
S35).

Therefore, the methodological 
design of this study clearly separates the 
procedural elements (PRISMA 2020) 
from the interpretive-analytical elements 
of the research, ensuring conceptual and 
methodological consistency. Consequently, 
this study does not belong to the realm of 

meta-analysis or quantitative aggregation 
of results, but rather represents an 
epistemological mapping of research design 
based on constructive logic, treating the 
epistemological paradigm not as aggregate 
variables, but as a relational and structured 
pattern.

PRISMA 2020 Search and Selection 
Strategy

The literature search was conducted 
in accordance with the PRISMA 2020 
guidelines (Page et al., 2021), and the 
PRISMA framework (2020) was used 
exclusively as a methodological standard for 
the systematic identification, selection, and 
transparent reporting of study inclusion and 
exclusion processes. In this way, PRISMA 
2020 ensures procedural transparency and 
reproducibility of the selection process, 
without entering into the interpretative or 
analytical phases of the study.

The analytical phase of the study, 
which includes coding, classification, and 
epistemological mapping, is conducted 
within a separate interpretative-configural 
framework that is used after the PRISMA 
2020 selection procedure. This phase is 
not part of the PRISMA 2020 protocol, 
but represents an autonomous qualitative-
analytical procedure aimed at reconstructing 
epistemological relationships in the defined 
corpus S1–S35.

The study selection process based on 
PRISMA 2020 is summarized in Table 1.

Figure 1.  
Epistemological Configuration of Mixed-Methods Research (ECT Model)
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During the title/abstract selection 
phase, a preliminary selection was made 
based on methodological and thematic 
relevance. Studies that did not contain an 
explicitly methodological, epistemological, 
or ethnographically relevant component were 
excluded from further analysis.

In the full-text evaluation phase, 96 
studies were analyzed, of which 61 were 
excluded due to a lack of a clear mixed 
research design, a lack of epistemological 
analysis, or insufficient theoretical and 
methodological relevance (the PRISMA 2020 
study selection process is shown in Figure 2).

Table 1.  
PRISMA 2020 Selection Flow
Phase Number of records 
Identified 458 
Duplicates removed 121 
Records screened (title/abstract) 337 
Records excluded (title/abstract screening) 241 
Full-text articles assessed for eligibility 96 
Full-text articles excluded 61 
Final corpus (included studies) 35 (S1–S35) 

 

Figure 2.  
Diagram of the PRISMA 2020 Study Selection Process
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This structure ensures transparency 
of selection and a clear demarcation between 
the initial corpus and the analytical sample.

Conceptual Structure of the Corpus
Corpus S1–S35 represents an 

epistemologically heterogeneous set of 
studies that includes mixed methods 
development, theoretical debates on 
paradigm integration, and contemporary 
ethnographic and digital methodologies (see 
Table 2). 

Table 2.  
Empirical Dataset from the Systematic Review (S1–S35) 
ID Study Year Methodological 

Contribution 
Analytical 
Category 

Analytical 
Role 

Integration 
Logic 

Use in This Study Theoretical Layer 

S1 Johnson & 
Onwueg-

buzie 

2004 Formalization of 
the mixed 
methods 
paradigm 

Integration 
framework 

Supporting Conceptual 
foundation 

Coding scheme 
development 

Epistemological 

S2 Bryman 2006 Typologies of 
integration and 

tensions 

Integration 
theory 

Core Conceptual 
foundation 

Integration 
taxonomy design 

Epistemological 

S3 Greene 2007 Purposes of 
mixed methods 

research 

Design 
rationale 

Supporting Conceptual 
foundation 

Design rationale 
structuring 

Methodological 

S4 Teddlie & 
Yu 

2007 Sampling 
strategies in 

MMR 

Sampling logic Supporting Methodological 
framework 

Sampling logic 
refinement 

Methodological 

S5 Adato 2008 MMR in policy 
evaluation 

Policy 
evaluation 

Supporting Application 
domain 

Policy analysis 
framing 

Analytical 

S6 Tashakkori 
& Teddlie 

2010 Foundational 
MMR 

framework 

Epistemology 
& design 

Core Conceptual 
foundation 

Core theoretical 
grounding 

Epistemological 

S7 O’Cathain et 
al. 

2010 Reporting 
standards in 

MMR 

Reporting 
quality 

Supporting Validation 
framework 

Reporting 
alignment 

Methodological 

S8 Venkatesh et 
al. 

2013 Unified MMR 
adoption model 

Applied the 
MMR model 

Supporting Methodological 
framework 

Adoption logic 
mapping 

Methodological 

 S9 Morgan 2014 Pragmatism in 
MMR 

Epistemology Core Conceptual 
foundation 

Philosophical 
positioning 

Epistemological 

S10 Patton 2015 Qualitative 
evaluation 

inquiry 

Evaluation 
design 

Contextual Application 
domain 

Evaluation 
interpretation lens 

Analytical 

S11 Plano Clark 
& Ivankova 

2016 MMR design 
procedures 

Research 
design 

Core Methodological 
framework 

Design 
operationalization 

Methodological 

S12 Denzin 2009 Triangulation 
logic 

Validity logic Supporting Validation 
strategy 

Triangulation 
mapping 

Methodological 

S13 Fetters & 
Molina-
Azorin 

2017 Meta-integration 
strategies 

Integration 
methods 

Supporting Analytical 
procedure 

Integration 
refinement 

Analytical 

S14 Sandelowski 2014 Qualitative 
metasynthesis 

Synthesis 
method 

Supporting Analytical 
procedure 

Synthesis logic Analytical 

S15 Creswell & 
Plano Clark 

2018 MMR design 
typologies 

Core design 
framework 

Core Conceptual 
foundation 

Design 
structuring 

Methodological 

S16 Fetters et al. 2013 Integration 
framework 

(MERGE logic) 

Data 
integration 

Core Analytical 
procedure 

Integration coding 
system 

Analytical 

S17 Hammersley 2013 Critique of 
integration 

Methodologica
l philosophy 

Supporting Conceptual 
critique 

Critical 
interpretation lens 

Epistemological 

S18 Silverman 2016 Qualitative 
methodology 

principles 

Qualitative 
design 

Supporting Methodological 
framework 

Analytical 
grounding 

Methodological 

S19 Hine 2015 Digital 
ethnography 

Ethnography Contextual Domain 
application 

Digital framing Analytical 

S20 Pink 2015 Multimodal 
ethnography 

Ethnography Contextual Domain 
application 

Sensory 
interpretation 

Analytical 
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Coding Framework (C1–C5)
Coding was developed as a 

multidimensional analysis system capable 
of systematically mapping epistemological 
relationships and their interrelationships 
within the corpus under analysis. The 

Coding framework consists of five analytical 
dimensions (C1- C5), systematically 
presented in Tables 3-7. Each dimension 
contributes to a more precise separation of 
epistemological functions, their relationships, 
and their roles in integrated analysis.

Table 2 (continued).  
Empirical Dataset from the Systematic Review (S1–S35)

         
S21 Bazeley 2018 Analytical 

integration 
techniques 

Data 
integration 

Supporting Analytical 
procedure 

Coding 
integration 

support 

Analytical 

S22 Timans et al. 2019 Methodological 
pluralism 

Pluralism Supporting Conceptual 
foundation 

Diversity framing Epistemological 

S23 Maxwell 2012 Realist 
qualitative 

design 

Research 
design 

Supporting Methodological 
framework 

Design logic 
support 

Methodological 

S24 Denzin & 
Lincoln 

2018 Constructivist 
paradigm 

Paradigms Contextual Conceptual 
foundation 

Paradigmatic 
framing 

Epistemological 

S25 Kvale 2007 Interview 
epistemology 

Qualitative 
interviewing 

Contextual Data collection 
logic 

Interpretation lens Analytical 

S26 Geertz 2000 Thick 
description 

Interpretivism Contextual Conceptual 
foundation 

Interpretive 
coding lens 

Epistemological 

S27 Tracy 2010 Trustworthiness 
criteria 

Quality 
framework 

Contextual Validation 
strategy 

Quality 
benchmarking 

Methodological 

S28 Saldana 2021 Coding strategies Coding 
methodology 

Contextual Analytical 
procedure 

Coding 
framework 

development 

Analytical 

S29 Flick 2018 Qualitative 
research design 

Research 
design 

Supporting Methodological 
framework 

Design 
triangulation 

Methodological 

S30 Yin 2018 Case study logic Case study Contextual Analytical 
procedure 

Case-based 
interpretation 

Analytical 

S31 Tracy 2010 Qualitative 
quality criteria 

Quality 
standards 

Contextual Validation 
framework 

Quality 
benchmarking 

Methodological 

S32 Boeije 2010 Qualitative 
analysis methods 

Data analysis Contextual Analytical 
procedure 

Data structuring Analytical 

S33 Schwandt 2014 Conceptual 
clarity in 

epistemology 

Epistemology Contextual Conceptual 
foundation 

Concept 
clarification 

Epistemological 

S34 Morse 2015 Research rigor Validity logic Supporting Validation 
framework 

Methodological 
control 

Methodological 

S35 Miles et al. 2014 Structured 
qualitative 

analysis 

Coding & 
interpretation 

Supporting Analytical 
procedure 

Analytical 
structuring 

Analytical 

 

 
ID Study Year Methodological 

Contribution 
Analytical 
Category 

Analytical 
Role 

Integration 
Logic 

Use in This Study Theoretical Layer 

S1 Johnson & 
Onwueg-

buzie 

2004 Formalization of 
the mixed 
methods 
paradigm 

Integration 
framework 

Supporting Conceptual 
foundation 

Coding scheme 
development 

Epistemological 

S2 Bryman 2006 Typologies of 
integration and 

tensions 

Integration 
theory 

Core Conceptual 
foundation 

Integration 
taxonomy design 

Epistemological 

S3 Greene 2007 Purposes of 
mixed methods 

research 

Design 
rationale 

Supporting Conceptual 
foundation 

Design rationale 
structuring 

Methodological 

S4 Teddlie & 
Yu 

2007 Sampling 
strategies in 

MMR 

Sampling logic Supporting Methodological 
framework 

Sampling logic 
refinement 

Methodological 

S5 Adato 2008 MMR in policy 
evaluation 

Policy 
evaluation 

Supporting Application 
domain 

Policy analysis 
framing 

Analytical 

S6 Tashakkori 
& Teddlie 

2010 Foundational 
MMR 

framework 

Epistemology 
& design 

Core Conceptual 
foundation 

Core theoretical 
grounding 

Epistemological 

S7 O’Cathain et 
al. 

2010 Reporting 
standards in 

MMR 

Reporting 
quality 

Supporting Validation 
framework 

Reporting 
alignment 

Methodological 

S8 Venkatesh et 
al. 

2013 Unified MMR 
adoption model 

Applied the 
MMR model 

Supporting Methodological 
framework 

Adoption logic 
mapping 

Methodological 

 

Note: The database consists of both original theoretical texts and methodological guides, which are 
treated equally as epistemological analytical units for structural, not evaluative, purposes of the study. 
Weighting by publication type is not applied, as the objective is to identify epistemological functions, 
not to establish a hierarchy of sources. The coding categories (primary/auxiliary/contextual) indicate 
the study’s functional epistemological positioning within the analytical framework, not a hierarchical 
assessment of quality. The entire analytical corpus (S1–S35), shown in Table 2, is the primary source 
of transparency for the dataset.

     626EPISTEMOLOGICAL CONFIGURATIONS AND THE STRUCTURAL POSITIONING OF ETHNOGRAPHY IN MIXED-METHODS...



To ensure analytical clarity, the 
C1–C5 coding framework is structured 
as a multi-layered but non-hierarchical 
configurational system. C1 (epistemological 
paradigms) operates at the level of theoretical 
orientation, while C3 captures design-level 
structural arrangements of mixed-methods 
research. C4 represents relational epistemic 
patterns that emerge from the interaction of 

paradigmatic logics within research designs, 
and is therefore treated as a heterogeneous 
but analytically unified category of 
epistemological relations.

Although C2 and C5 refer to the 
same methodological approach, they 
capture different ways in which ethnography 
participates in the production of research 
knowledge. Code C2 relates to its position 

Table 3.  
C1 Epistemological Paradigms

Code Paradigm 
C1a Interpretativism 
C1b Pragmatism 
C1c Positivism 
C1d Critical realism 

 
Table 4.  
C2 Role of Ethnography

Code Role 
C2a Autonomous 
C2b Complementary 
C2c Integrated 
C2d Subordinate 

 
Table 5.  
C3 Integration

Code Type 
C3a Sequential 
C3b Parallel 
C3c Nested 
C3d Non-integrated 

 
Table 6.  
C4 Epistemological Relations

Code Relationship 

C4a Complementarity 
C4b Pragmatic Synthesis 
C4c Tension 
C4d Incompatibility 

 
Table 7.  
C5 Function of Ethnography

Code Function 
C5a Contextualization 
C5b Validation 
C5c Meaning Construction 
C5d Disruption 
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within the research design, while C5 
refers to its interpretative function in data 
analysis. Viewed together, these codes do 
not describe the same property, but two 
interrelated dimensions through which the 
role of ethnography in mixed methodological 
frameworks can be understood.

Accordingly, the developed coding 
scheme does not imply a hierarchical order 
between individual categories. Its purpose 
is to identify patterns of interaction between 
different epistemological features and to 
reconstruct the configurations that emerge 
from their connection. This approach follows 
the configural logic of analysis (Ragin, 
2008), according to which meaning does not 
belong to isolated categories, but rather arises 
from the relationships and combinations 

among them.

Analytical Strategy
The analysis was conducted using 

a configurational approach (Ragin, 2008), 
in which epistemological relationships are 
interpreted as relational structures.

Codes C1–C5 were first applied at 
the research level (S1–S35). The combined 
frequencies were then used to calculate ETI 
and ESI indices, which were interpreted 
within the configurational framework to 
identify epistemological patterns.

Based on the C1–C5 coding, three 
dominant configurations were identified:

- sequential asymmetry
- parallel epistemological tension
- embedded subordination

Operationalization 
Epistemological Tension Index: 
 

Ethnography Subordination Index:

4 4

4 4 4

c d

a b d

C CETI
C C C

+
=

+ +
 

2

2 2 2 2

d

a b c d

CESI
C C C C

=
+ + +

 

Codes C2 and C4 were developed 
at the study level, with each publication 
considered as a separate analytical case. The 
coding was not based on isolated statements, 
but on the identification of epistemological 
positions and relationships that structure the 
research text. Within this scheme, C4a–C4d 
capture the occurrence of different types of 
epistemological relationships, allowing for 
an analysis of their distribution and intensity 
across the studies considered.

Variables C2 (C2a–C2d) represent the 
number of identified ethnographic positions 
per study, based on their functional role in 
the study design.

All indices (ETI and ESI) were 
calculated from the aggregated frequencies 
of codes across individual studies, enabling 
comparative mapping of epistemological 
patterns at the corpus level. In this sense, 
the ETI and ESI should be understood as 
interpretive indices developed for this study 
to operationalize configurational relations 
and patterns, rather than as externally 
validated measurement instruments.

Methodological Validity and 
Epistemological Basis

The validity of this research is 
ensured by applying the PRISMA 2020 
framework as a standard for transparent 
reporting, with detailed and verifiable 
documentation of the analytical corpus and 
the entire coding process. In addition, the 
reliability of interpretation is strengthened 
through iterative coding, which enables 
ongoing alignment of categories and 
redefinition of analytical boundaries, as well 
as through theoretical triangulation, which 
ensures the convergence of findings from 
different epistemological perspectives.

This research is not a meta-analysis 
in the classical statistical sense, but an 
epistemological mapping that aims to 
identify and analyze structural relationships 
among epistemological paradigms. The focus 
is on configurations, relations and patterns of 
knowledge, rather than on the aggregation of 
quantitative effects.
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Analysis of dimensions C1–C5 
shows that epistemological integration 
is not achieved as a single state at the 
research level, but as a variable relationship 
among the dimensions that varies across 
the analytical layer. In some cases, the 
relationships between dimensions take 
a more stable form, while in others they 

remain at the level of partial or functional 
connections without complete mutual 
coordination.

Cross-Tab Structure (C1 × C4)
The relationship between 

epistemological paradigms and epistemic 
relations is summarized in Table 8.

Results

Epistemological Structure of the Corpus
A review of studies S1–S35 shows 

that different epistemological traditions 
do not participate equally in the formation 
of mixed research designs (see Figure 3). 

Interpretive and pragmatic starting points 
most often structure the research framework 
and guide analytical conclusions, while 
positivist elements appear primarily in 
the context of confirming findings and 
strengthening the methodological basis of 
research claims.

Figure 3.  
Epistemological Network of Methodological Traditions (C1–C5 Configuration Space)

 

 
Note: This figure qualitatively maps the epistemological relationships within the entire scope of 
analysis. The CORE, SUPPORTING, and CONTEXTUAL structures are identified by coding C1-C5, 
reflecting different forms of relational positioning and connectivity derived from the C3-C4 structures. 
No statistical modeling or algorithmic clustering was used in constructing this representation.
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The cross-tabulation table shows the 
distribution of epistemological relationships 
(C4a–C4d) for each paradigm (C1a–C1d), 
and the values are aggregated interpretation 
frequencies obtained from corpora S1–S35. 
High, medium, and low represent ordinal 
categories based on the aggregated code 
distribution, with higher levels indicating 
a higher relative frequency of a particular 
epistemological relationship within the 
paradigm, without inferential statistical 
significance.

The distribution of relations between 
complementarity, practical synthesis, 
epistemological tension and incompatibility 
shows that integration in mixed methods 
research is not an epistemologically neutral 
process. On the contrary, the way in which 
different research traditions are connected is 
directly conditioned by the assumptions that 
individual paradigms make about the nature 
of knowledge, the possibilities of cognition 
and the legitimacy of methodological 
pluralism. Consequently, the observed 
patterns reflect not only different integration 
strategies but also different conceptions of 
the relationship between epistemological 
diversity and research coherence.

In this context, interpretivism 
is distinguished by a more pronounced 
epistemological tension (C4c), while the 
other relations are relatively balanced. 
Such a pattern suggests that integration 
within the interpretivist tradition is not 
aimed at establishing a single framework, 
but at preserving a plurality of perspectives 
and a multiplicity of meanings. The 
tension is therefore not an indicator of 
unsuccessful integration, but rather reflects 
an epistemological sensitivity towards 
different ways of constructing social reality. 
Integrative potential derives precisely from 

the ability to keep differences visible rather 
than reducing them to achieve apparent 
consistency.

The results show that combining 
methodological approaches in mixed 
research designs is not a neutral procedural 
operation, but is systematically shaped 
by epistemological assumptions that 
determine the limits and possibilities of 
their integration. Instead of a single model, 
different configurations are identified that 
structure the way in which methods are 
linked, justified and operationalized within 
the research process.

In pragmatic designs, combining 
is based on the criterion of functional 
efficiency in relation to the research problem. 
Complementarity (C4a) and practical 
synthesis (C4b) in this context denote not 
only the technical compatibility of methods 
but also their adaptation to the situational 
demands of the research. Methodological 
differences do not represent an obstacle, but 
a resource that enables the flexible design of 
the analytical procedure.

The positivist framework shows 
a more restrictive pattern of linking, in 
which verifiability, stability and control of 
interpretation are key regulative principles. 
Integration is achieved selectively, to 
the extent that it does not undermine 
methodological consistency and reliability 
of findings, thereby leaving a more limited 
space for interpretative heterogeneity.

Critical realism is characterized 
by the simultaneous presence of 
complementarity, practical synthesis and 
epistemological tensions (C4d), without the 
dominance of one logic over the others. Such 
a configuration suggests an approach that 
does not eliminate the differences between 
perspectives but incorporates them into a 

Table 8.  
Epistemological Paradigm × Relation Matrix (C1 × C4)

C1 / C4 C4a 
Complementarity 

C4b 
Pragmatic synthesis 

C4c 
Tension 

C4d 
Incompatibility 

C1a 
Interpretativism 

Medium Medium High Low 

C1b 
Pragmatism 

High High Medium Low 

C1c 
Positivism 

Medium High Medium Low 

C1d 
Critical realism 

Medium Medium High Medium 

 Note: Values Represent Coded Frequency of Epistemic Relations within the S1–S35 Corpus.
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common explanatory framework, in which 
tensions between epistemological positions 
retain analytical value.

A comprehensive analysis of these 
patterns suggests that integration in mixed 
methods research cannot be treated as a 
fixed procedure in the research design. 
Rather, integration emerges under various 
epistemological conditions shaped by the 
underlying logic of the research. Depending 
on these conditions, what is called integration 

can take the form of functional adjustment, 
structured combination, or explanatory 
diversity. This diversity is a central finding 
of this study because it explains why a single 
methodological term is realized in diverse 
forms in empirical research.

The Role of Ethnography in the Structure 
of Design (C2)

Ethnographic positioning across 
mixed-methods designs is presented in Table 9.

Table 9.  
Ethnographic Positioning Across Designs

Design Logic Dominant C2 Position 
Sequential designs C2d Subordinated 

Parallel designs C2b Complementary 
Embedded designs C2c Integrated 

 

	 This analysis shows that ethnography 
is often considered an epistemological field, 
such as contextual epistemology, that helps 
interpret and deepen findings in different 
research projects. Its limited representation 
as an independent epistemological field (C2a) 
suggests that ethnographic methods are often 
used to expand and integrate understanding 

of complex social phenomena, rather than as 
a research method in their own right.

Cross-Structure (C3 × C4)
The distribution of epistemic 

relations across integration design logics is 
summarized in Table 10.
 

Table 10.  
Integration Design Type × Epistemic Relation (C3 × C4)

C3/C4 C4a 
Complementarity 

C4b 
Synthesis 

C4c 
Tension 

C4d 
Incompatibility 

C3a Sequential Medium Low High Medium 
C3b Parallel High Medium Medium Low 
C3c Nested Medium Medium Low High 

C3d Non-integrated Low Low High High 
 Note: Coded Distribution of Epistemic Relations Across Design Logics.

	 The table shows how different 
research design structures (C3) generate 
specific epistemological relations (C4). The 
analysis is configural, not variational in the 
statistical sense, and describes stable patterns 
of relationships within the corpus S1–S35.

The results suggest that the structure 
of the research design significantly shapes 
how epistemological positions are linked 
in the integration process. Epistemological 
tension is most pronounced in sequential 
designs, where linking different phases of 
research requires aligning often divergent 
research logics. Parallel designs, in contrast, 
more often allow for complementary 

relationships and a more stable coexistence 
of different methodological approaches. 
In nested designs, integration occurs 
mainly through hierarchically organized 
relationships in which individual 
methodological elements are subordinated 
to a dominant framework, thereby 
increasing the likelihood of epistemological 
incompatibility. At the same time, the 
absence of a clearly articulated integration 
strategy in non-integrated designs is 
associated with fragmented epistemological 
patterns and a reduced possibility of forming 
a coherent analytical whole.
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ETI Distribution
 

 
 
 
 
	 In operationalizing the ETI 
index, N represents the total number of 
epistemological relations coded in each 
study (S1–S35). The ETI is calculated as the 
normalized ratio between the epistemological 
tension relations (C4c–C4d) in each study 
and the total number of epistemological 
relations coded (C4a–C4d), expressed on a 
scale of 0 to 1. To interpret the distribution 
of ETI values, three analysis groups 
were identified (low, moderate, and high 
epistemological tension), which serve as a 
heuristic framework for analysis of corpus 
constructs.

ETI values ​​are not treated as a 
continuous, uniform measure, but as 
an interpretative stratified property of 
epistemological configurations. In this sense, 
three configurations are distinguished: low 
epistemological tension, which mainly occurs 
in pragmatically dominant designs; medium 
tension, characteristic of interpretative-
pragmatic hybrid configurations; and high 
tension, which is most often associated with 
critical-realist and embedded designs.

This distribution confirms that ETI 
does not function as a uniform metric, 
but as a structurally distributed property 
of epistemological relations within the 
analyzed corpus, and thus fits consistently 
into the configurational model of the 
relationship between paradigms, design, and 
epistemological relations developed in the 
previous sections.

Interpretation of ETI Configuration
The Epistemological Tension 

Index (ETI) is an analytical indicator 
of the distribution of epistemological 
relations within mixed research designs. Its 
interpretation is based on the relationship 
between configurations that reflect 
complementarity and convergence of 
behavior (C4a–C4b) and those marked by 
epistemological tension and inconsistency 
(C4c–C4d). Therefore, the ETI is not used 
as a measure of methodological quality, 
but rather as an indicator of the degree of 
epistemological cohesion or differentiation 
present in the analyzed corpus.

The configurations of ETI values ​​
are interpreted as follows: low ETI values ​​
indicate epistemologically stabilized designs 
dominated by pragmatic complementarity 
and functional-paradigm alignment. Medium 
ETI values ​​reflect hybrid configurations 
in which different epistemological logics 
coexist but without full synthesis, with 
integration achieved through procedural 
sequentiality or contextual adaptation. High 
ETI values ​​indicate structurally strained 
configurations in which epistemological 
paradigms are analytically separated and 
connected primarily through hierarchical 
or nested relationships, rather than through 
integrative mechanisms.

Accordingly, changes in ETI 
configurations reflect changes in the 
epistemological architecture of mixed-
methods research designs. The index 
thus does not establish a research-quality 
hierarchy; instead, it provides an analytical 
tool for describing how relationships between 
paradigms are configured, maintained, and 
structured in different forms of mixed-
method research.

ESI - Structural Marginalization of 
Ethnography

 
 
 
 

In order to interpret the distribution 
of ESI values, ethnography was analyzed 
through four functional positions 
(autonomous, complementary, integrated 
and subordinate), with ESI representing the 
proportion of subordinated ethnographic 
positions (C2d) relative to the total number 
of ethnographic positional codes (C2a–
C2d) within each study, expressed on a 0–1 
scale. ESI is calculated as the proportion of 
subordinated ethnographic positions (C2d) 
relative to the total number of ethnographic 
positional codes (C2a–C2d) within each 
study, expressed on a 0–1 scale.

ESI values ​​are interpreted as a 
continuum of the structural position of 
ethnography within a research design, 
rather than as a measure of methodological 
inferiority or evaluative ranking. The results 
suggest that ESI is not an indicator of 
methodological quality, but rather reflects 
the structural distribution of ethnography’s 

( )4 4c dC C
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N
+
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epistemological role within a mixed-methods 
design framework.

Three Configurations
The relationship between 

epistemological tension (ETI) and 
ethnographic positioning (ESI) is 
summarized in Figure 4, which depicts 
the configurational space created by their 
mutual interaction. Within this space, three 
basic configurations are identified that 
reflect different patterns of organization of 
epistemological relationships within research 
designs.

Sequential asymmetry is 
characterized by dominance of C3a, with 
high C2d and a medium level of ETI. 
It occurs in research designs in which 
epistemological tension arises from the 
sequential linking of different phases of 
research and their associated methodological 
logics, whereby their mutual coordination is 

difficult.
The dominance of C3b is associated 

with a pattern of parallel epistemological 
tension with a balanced relationship between 
C4a and C4c. In such cases, epistemological 
positions coexist, and tension is maintained 
by complementary organization within 
research arguments.

In contrast, nested subordination 
arises from configurations in which C3c is 
dominant, with elevated ESI values ​​and a 
clear hierarchical structure. In such cases, 
ethnographic positioning and epistemological 
relations are structured by subordination 
within the dominant methodological 
framework.

Together, these three configurations 
show that the relationship between ETI and 
ESI does not manifest linearly, but rather 
through stable yet structurally distinct 
patterns of epistemological organization of 
research designs.

Figure 4.  
Epistemological configuration space of mixed-methods designs: interaction between ETI and 
ESI

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Note: This figure shows a two-dimensional construction space of epistemological relationships derived 
from the C3-C4 coding. The x-axis represents the Index of Epistemological Tension (ETI), and the 
y-axis the Index of Ethnographic Dependence (EDI). The constructs shown are interpretive groupings 
based on recurring relationship patterns in the dataset. These constructs were developed analytically 
and are based on a qualitative, constructive interpretation of epistemological relationships rather than 
on statistical grouping procedures.
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Discussion 

This research starts from the idea 
that mixed research designs should not 
be understood primarily as a process of 
integration, but as a space of epistemological 
configurations. An analysis of 35 papers 
aligned with the PRISMA 2020 guidelines 
shows that such designs do not establish 
a single epistemological system, but a 
complex network of relationships marked 
by asymmetry, epistemological tensions, 
and partial overlap among different logics of 
knowledge.

In an interpretive framework 
based on the configurational approach, 
three recurring patterns stand out in the 
analyzed corpus: sequential asymmetry, 
parallel epistemological tension, and nested 
structures of subordination. These patterns 
indicate that epistemological relationships 
in mixed designs are not accidental, but 
are stably embedded in the architecture of 
the research design itself. This opens the 
possibility of a different understanding 
of integration, whereby it is not viewed 
as a single methodological operation but 
as the result of specific configurational 
relationships.

A general analysis of the corpora 
examined revealed that ethnography does 
not occupy a single position in mixed 
research projects. Its presence is intrinsically 
linked to diverse forms of epistemological 
organization; therefore, its incorporation 
varies according to the research structure. 
Ethnography is gaining increasing 
importance not only as a methodological 
element with a predetermined role, but also 
as a component of a broader epistemological 
configuration between paradigms.

In research structures dominated 
by a specific epistemological logic, 
ethnographic elements often complement or 
expand the dominant structure in context. 
On the other hand, there are research 
structures in which ethnography also plays 
a role in defining the direction of research 
interpretation, and its contribution goes 
beyond methodological support. These cases 
suggest that ethnographic perspectives not 
only integrate into existing structures but also 
partially influence the methods of knowledge 
generation and organization within the 
research project. Therefore, the positioning 
of ethnography cannot be explained solely 

by the characteristics of the methodology 
itself. More important is how the research 
project is structured and what relationships it 
establishes between different epistemological 
perspectives. Thus, the function of 
ethnography is not a fixed category, but 
rather a constructively conditioned position, 
formed within a specific research framework.

The most important contribution 
of this study is to shift the focus from a 
normative understanding of integration 
to a configurational understanding of 
epistemological relations. Such an approach 
allows for a more precise interpretation of 
how qualitative and quantitative logics are 
interconnected, separated, or developed 
in parallel within mixed research, without 
assuming their complete epistemological 
fusion.

The epistemological tensions in 
mixed research designs do not indicate 
methodological shortcomings but rather 
demonstrate how different knowledge logics 
are incorporated into research design. These 
should not be interpreted as deviations from 
a consistent methodological framework, but 
rather as the result of structural relationships 
that organize the coexistence of qualitative 
and quantitative approaches. Such insights 
shift the focus of analysis from assessing 
the degree of integration to understanding 
the internal logic of their arrangement and 
relative positioning. This opens up a more 
refined descriptive framework for analyzing 
complex research in the social sciences.

Conclusion 

Much of the mixed methods literature 
assumes that integration is the fundamental 
goal of research design. The findings of this 
study paint a different picture. Analysis of 
the studies included in the review shows 
that qualitative and quantitative components 
are more often found in relationships 
characterized by partial overlap, dependence, 
or tension than in those of complete 
epistemological alignment.

Such an understanding emerges 
from a review of 35 studies analyzed 
according to the PRISMA 2020 guidelines. 
Three characteristic patterns recur in the 
observed corpus: sequential asymmetry, 
parallel epistemological tension, and nested 
dependency relationships. Their frequency 
indicates the existence of stable ways of 
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organizing the research process.
The ethnographic analysis further 

shows that epistemological positions are not 
evenly distributed within mixed research. 
Although its function is most often associated 
with the interpretation and contextualization 
of findings, certain examples show that it can 
also have a significantly more independent 
epistemological contribution. This confirms 
that methodological functions are not 
stable categories, but the result of specific 
relationships established within the research 
process.

Such findings question the assumption 
of a unified logic of mixed methods. Instead 
of methodological unification, patterns of 
organization of different forms of knowledge 
come to the fore, which give the research 
design its epistemological structure. Such a 
starting point provides a broader framework 
for understanding the complexity of 
contemporary research designs and their 
epistemological assumptions.
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