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MIXING RESEARCH METHODS IN AN  

IMPACT EVALUATION IN PAKISTAN 

WHAT IS THIS CASE STUDY ABOUT? 

Mixed-methods research for evaluation, combining qualitative and quantitative approaches, is widely 

recognized for its potential. It also poses challenges, especially for NGOs with limited resources and 

capacity for undertaking complex programmes of research and evaluation. This study describes one 

of Oxfam’s first attempts to integrate qualitative research into an effectiveness review that was based 

primarily on the use of a quantitative methodology. It examines the way in which different qualitative 

research methods, including literature review, semi-structured interviews, and focus group 

discussions, were used to inform survey research and analysis, as well as the various problems 

encountered in this process. These difficulties hampered the full integration of methods and left a 

number of research questions unanswered. Several methodological lessons emerge from this and 

are summarized at the end of this study, which aims to provide a constructive insight into practice for 

anyone interested in conducting mixed methods research. 

WHY WAS THE RESEARCH NEEDED? 

In 2014, one of Oxfam GB’s projects in Pakistan, Empowering Small Producers, especially Women, 

in the Dairy Sector, was randomly selected for inclusion in its 2014/15 sample of effectiveness 

reviews. This project in South Punjab aimed to increase women’s incomes and promote their 

empowerment by reviving the local dairy sector and enhancing the role of women within it. In 

conjunction with a local partner, the Doaba Foundation, Oxfam established a dairy enterprise and 

collection centres and instituted community learning groups designed to promote women’s economic 

leadership. As an empowerment project with a large number of participants, the effectiveness review 

was originally planned as a quantitative study using a quasi-experimental design, to tease out cause-

and-effect relationships and estimate project impacts. Many, but not all, effectiveness reviews are 

based on quantitative impact evaluations of this kind (see Oxfam’s How are effectiveness reviews 

carried out?).  

While changes in women’s employment, incomes and consumption can be measured relatively 

easily, women’s empowerment is much more elusive. NGOs have long struggled to identify 

adequate indicators and systematically capture changes in empowerment. Conceptual questions (for 

example about the extent to which empowerment can be defined using local or universal criteria) are 

compounded by the challenges of data collection in a context in which there can be considerable 

sensitivity to the issues being studied. An opportunity to address these questions in greater depth 

arose when additional funds became available as the impact evaluation was being planned. Given a 

longstanding desire to ‘mix methods’, the idea of adding a narrative or qualitative component to the 
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evaluation crystallized. This had previously only been done by undertaking follow-up research after a 

quantitative impact evaluation had been completed and published. By integrating qualitative and 

quantitative research methods, the different approaches can provide complementary perspectives. 

Furthermore, qualitative methods would allow for in-depth engagement with particular questions 

about project impacts and the reasons for observed impacts. 

WHAT METHODS WERE USED? 

Quantitative data were collected through household surveys in the project district in South Punjab. 

300 women (or their spouses) who had participated in the project were interviewed, as well as a 

comparison group of 500 women from different villages. Because baseline data were not gathered 

from the project site before it started, respondents were asked to recall basic information about their 

household’s situation in 2009. The aim of this quantitative research was to measure differences in 

income and women’s empowerment that were causally attributable to the project, using the 

comparison with non-participants. Details of the results and the propensity score matching technique 

and other statistical methods used can be read in the full effectiveness review report, Women’s 

Empowerment in Pakistan: Impact Evaluation of the Empowering Small Scale Producers in the Dairy 

Sector Project.  

The qualitative component of the evaluation aimed at gathering information on relevant cultural and 

socio-economic characteristics of the survey population, in particular of women involved in dairy 

production. This was expected to serve two purposes:  

1. To help inform Oxfam’s understanding of the concept of ‘empowerment’, so that an index 

measuring it would be contextually appropriate. 

2. To inform decisions taken during quantitative analysis, for example the determination of ‘cut-off’ 

points marking different degrees of empowerment. In the past, evaluators had taken these 

decisions without reference to the local context.  

As the evaluation progressed and various problems arose, a third use for the qualitative component 

became apparent: to provide evidence that would help to inform, as well as corroborate or falsify, 

hypotheses that were associated with the results of quantitative analysis. 

In addition to a workshop with programme and Doaba Foundation staff that was already planned to 

directly inform the survey research (see below), qualitative data were taken from different sources: 

 A literature review of women’s empowerment issues in Pakistan. 

 Six key informant interviews with active women leaders. 

 Six key informant interviews with dairy processors (all men). 

 Ten focus group discussions with female-farmer group members involved in the project and 

four with male group-members, or husbands of female group-members. 

Village sites for qualitative research were selected at the suggestion of Oxfam’s local partner 

organization, the Doaba Foundation. The literature review was conducted by a professional research 

and evaluation consultant in Pakistan, with a background in gender. Semi-structured interviews and 

focus group discussions were conducted in the field by a team of local female researchers under the 

consultant’s management. The qualitative and quantitative components were set to be sequenced 

after each other, to allow time for primary qualitative data to thoroughly inform survey questions. 
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HOW DID QUALITATIVE RESEARCH METHODS ACTUALLY 

INFORM THE REVIEW? 

The qualitative evaluation informed the overall evaluation and the quantitative analysis components 

in multiple ways; some planned and some unforeseen. 

Developing a context-sensitive framework and indicators of 

empowerment 

Oxfam needed a reliable measurement tool to assess the impact of its interventions on women’s 

empowerment. A composite index was adapted from the emerging academic literature on women’s 

empowerment and Oxfam’s own experiences. This index allowed different dimensions and indicators 

to inform an overall measure of empowerment with measurable levels of change. In order to make 

sure this measure was context-specific; a four-day workshop was held In Islamabad with programme 

and Doaba Foundation staff. In the index, empowerment was defined as comprising different types 

of power (power over, power with, power to, and power from within), and this helped the formulation 

of specific survey questions. 

Informing survey analysis and synthesis 

For some outcomes, qualitative research findings corroborated survey results. For instance, focus-

group discussants and survey data established that selling milk alone provided insufficient income, 

but was one of a range of income-generating activities that women had to engage in. Other findings 

from qualitative data challenged or nuanced interpretations suggested by the quantitative survey 

data. Survey results, for example, showed a positive difference in project participants’ ability to 

vaccinate and promote de-worming of livestock. Interviews suggested, however, that in some 

instances husbands had attended the relevant training instead of their wives, who had therefore not 

been directly empowered. Focus groups also shed light on marketing and sales data. Surprisingly, 

project participants made less profit from milk sales than women in the comparison group. Interviews 

suggested that this may have been due to operational problems with the new milk enterprises, which 

were not keeping up with competitors in the area like Nestlé, who were said to have provided 

advance loans to milk sellers so that they could capture a greater share of the market themselves. 

Without the additional information from the discussions, the sales data might have led the project 

team to disregard this state of affairs. 

CHALLENGES POSED BY MIXING METHODS 

The addition of a qualitative component to an evaluation originally designed purely as a quantitative 

study posed a number of challenges, of which the three main ones are discussed below. 

Managing different components of the evaluation 

The design of a complex evaluation employing different research methods is challenging. Staff 

involved as evaluators are often specialists in quite different research methods, with their specific 

framing and logic. In this evaluation there was also a need to outsource different data-collection 

components to local staff. As a consequence, the connection of disparate pieces of evidence was 

http://www.ophi.org.uk/policy/national-policy/the-womens-empowerment-in-agriculture-index/
http://www.ophi.org.uk/policy/national-policy/the-womens-empowerment-in-agriculture-index/
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like assembling a puzzle. The following circumstances added to this difficulty: 

 Managing the qualitative evaluation at a distance through a consultant, while a number of 

elements were also being trialled for the first time. 

 A need to agree on protocols for qualitative data collection, including the recording, 

transcription and translation of interviews. Quantitative data collection, and in particular survey 

research, has more widely accepted standards. 

Sequencing of qualitative and quantitative research 

Most of the qualitative data collection was originally planned for an early stage of the evaluation, so 

that interviews could inform the subsequent survey design. This turned out to be difficult for a range 

of reasons, including delays in qualitative data collection by local consultants. Likewise, qualitative 

information should have played a more integral role in the analysis of the actual survey results, 

though this only happened to a limited extent. In practice, aside from the literature review (conducted 

before the workshop), qualitative data were gathered and analysed in parallel with quantitative data 

collection, and findings were interpreted separately, before being brought together. This meant that 

the sequencing of qualitative and quantitative research was not fully successful, and while both types 

of evidence provided important insights, often this took the form of pointing to gaps in understanding.  

Questions that were not asked and/or remain unanswered 

Some important issues were uncovered by the qualitative research but emerged too late to be 

incorporated into the survey design and so were omitted from the large-scale data collection. These 

included: 

 Historic prices and context for sales in the project district. In some focus groups, participants 

mentioned that the price paid by middlemen for dairy products from the project area had gone 

up significantly. Because questions on the local sector were not included in the survey, a 

potential causal link was flagged, but could not be disentangled and tested appropriately. 

 The context-specific nature of empowerment. Qualitative research revealed additional 

dimensions of empowerment that were not built into the original conceptual framework. For 

example, voting freedom for women in the project district is highly constrained. More men than 

women are registered to vote. In addition, in interviews women disclosed that when they voted, 

this was often done at the ‘will and wish’ of their husbands and families. Some focus-group 

data also pointed to some men taking on a second wife, an indicator (to them) of the first wife’s 

disempowerment. As the published effectiveness review points out, in the future an 

empowerment index might include such contextually important indicators, but this would require 

more qualitative, in-depth research preceding the setting of indicators. 

The effectiveness review report was refreshingly honest about these issues and the problems 

encountered, setting an important benchmark for similar reviews. 

LESSONS LEARNED 

Oxfam’s goal is to produce project evaluations that are as rigorous, informative, and cost-effective as 

possible within the context of considerable resource and capacity constraints. The dynamic between 

this ambition, constraining factors and the production of reliable evidence remains an ongoing 

challenge. Here is a summary of the key methodological lessons OGB learned from the endeavour 

to mix methods in this particular impact evaluation: 

http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/womens-empowerment-in-pakistan-impact-evaluation-of-the-empowering-small-scale-580463
http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/womens-empowerment-in-pakistan-impact-evaluation-of-the-empowering-small-scale-580463
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 The value of combining different kinds of qualitative inquiry, as each method has the potential 

to offer particular insights that enhance collective explanatory power. 

 The importance of being absolutely clear on the purpose of the two components and each 

specific method in the evaluation. 

 The crucial role of careful sequencing of qualitative and quantitative workstreams, and the 

value of using qualitative methods both before and after conducting surveys. 

 The need for flexibility, including willingness to repurpose data if the design or sequence 

doesn’t unfold as planned. 

 The value of using focused qualitative (participatory or other) research methods to help clarify 

the key concepts that drive an evaluation – in this case, ‘empowerment’. 

 The need to ground statistical measures and indices (including indices of empowerment) in 

more thought-out theories of change based on this kind of in-depth understanding. 

The link between the different elements of each data-collection approach and the analysis or ‘sense-

making’ process that ensues proves to be the critical challenge. Transparency about how this sense-

making is done and by whom is essential. As the Oxfam GB team has seen, mixing methods also 

poses managerial challenges: additional time and resources are likely to be required to meet these 

and ensure that all of the recommendations listed here can be implemented. Making the effort and 

doing this well, however, promises huge rewards, beginning with the generation of better quality 

evidence about what works and what doesn’t work in development. 
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FURTHER READING 

For full details of the effectiveness review discussed in this research insight, see Simone Lombardini 

and Kimberly Bowman’s Women’s Empowerment in Pakistan: Impact Evaluation of the Empowering 

Small Scale Producers in the Dairy Sector Project and other documents published with it, including 

the project management response. 

For background information on the effectiveness reviews and their methodology see our How are 

effectiveness reviews carried out?, and also Claire Hutchings and Kimberly Bowman’s reflection on 

Lessons learned from a year of advocacy impact evaluation, on Oxfam’s Policy & Practice blog. 

The empowerment index used in the effectiveness review was modelled in part on the Women’s 

Empowerment in Agriculture Index (WEAI), developed by the Oxford Poverty and Human 

Development Initiative (OPHI) in conjunction with USAID. See also David Bishop and Kimberly 

Bowman’s paper Still learning: a critical reflection on three years of measuring women’s 

empowerment in Oxfam, in Oxfam’s Gender & Development journal. 

For earlier Oxfam studies in which in-depth qualitative research was undertaken following the 

publication of effectiveness reviews, see Martin Walsh and Ricardo Fuentes-Nieva’s Information 

Flows Faster than Water: How livelihoods were saved in Pakistan’s 2010 floods, and Martin Walsh’s 

book chapter Using interpretive research to make quantitative evaluation more effective: Oxfam's 

experience in Pakistan and Zimbabwe. 

The following Oxfam research guidelines introduce the different qualitative and quantitative methods 

referred to in this study: Reviewing the Existing Literature, Conducting Semi-structured Interviews, 

Conducting Focus Groups, and Planning Survey Research. Oxfam updates its research guidelines 

regularly to keep up with the latest good practice standards in social research and to make them 

available to a range of practitioners and advocates.  

LINKS 

Effectiveness Reviews: http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/our-approach/monitoring-

evaluation/effectiveness-reviews 

Reviewing the Existing Literature: http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/reviewing-the-

existing-literature-252995 

Conducting Semi-structured Interviews: http://policy-

practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/conducting-semi-structured-interviews-252993  

Conducting Focus Groups: http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/conducting-focus-

groups-578994 

Planning Survey Research: http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/planning-survey-

research-578973  

Women’s Empowerment in Pakistan: Impact evaluation of the empowering small scale 

producers in the dairy sector project: http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/womens-

empowerment-in-pakistan-impact-evaluation-of-the-empowering-small-scale-580463 

file:///C:/Users/fmager1/AppData/Local/Temp/notes5B9C78/effectiveness%20review
http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/womens-empowerment-in-pakistan-impact-evaluation-of-the-empowering-small-scale-580463
http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/womens-empowerment-in-pakistan-impact-evaluation-of-the-empowering-small-scale-580463
http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/how-are-effectiveness-reviews-carried-out-594353
http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/how-are-effectiveness-reviews-carried-out-594353
http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/blog/2013/02/lessons-learned-from-a-year-of-advocacy-impact-evaluation
http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/blog
file:///C:/Users/fmager1/AppData/Local/Temp/notes5B9C78/effectiveness%20review
http://www.ophi.org.uk/policy/national-policy/the-womens-empowerment-in-agriculture-index/
http://www.ophi.org.uk/policy/national-policy/the-womens-empowerment-in-agriculture-index/
http://www.ophi.org.uk/
http://www.ophi.org.uk/
http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/still-learning-a-critical-reflection-on-three-years-of-measuring-womens-empower-322261
http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/still-learning-a-critical-reflection-on-three-years-of-measuring-womens-empower-322261
http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/our-work/gender-justice/gender-and-development
file:///C:/Users/fmager1/AppData/Local/Temp/notes5B9C78/effectiveness%20review
http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/information-flows-faster-than-water-how-livelihoods-were-saved-in-pakistans-201-317457
http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/information-flows-faster-than-water-how-livelihoods-were-saved-in-pakistans-201-317457
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/293759897_Using_interpretive_research_to_make_quantitative_evaluation_more_effective_Oxfam's_experience_in_Pakistan_and_Zimbabwe
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/293759897_Using_interpretive_research_to_make_quantitative_evaluation_more_effective_Oxfam's_experience_in_Pakistan_and_Zimbabwe
http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/our-approach/research/research-guidelines
http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/reviewing-the-existing-literature-252995
http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/conducting-semi-structured-interviews-252993
http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/conducting-focus-groups-578994
http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/planning-survey-research-578973
http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/our-approach/research/research-guidelines
http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/our-approach/monitoring-evaluation/effectiveness-reviews
http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/our-approach/monitoring-evaluation/effectiveness-reviews
http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/reviewing-the-existing-literature-252995
http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/reviewing-the-existing-literature-252995
http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/conducting-semi-structured-interviews-252993
http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/conducting-semi-structured-interviews-252993
http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/conducting-focus-groups-578994
http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/conducting-focus-groups-578994
http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/planning-survey-research-578973
http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/planning-survey-research-578973
http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/womens-empowerment-in-pakistan-impact-evaluation-of-the-empowering-small-scale-580463
http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/womens-empowerment-in-pakistan-impact-evaluation-of-the-empowering-small-scale-580463


 

 
7 

How Are Effectiveness Reviews Carried Out?: http://policy-

practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/how-are-effectiveness-reviews-carried-out-594353  

The Women’s Empowerment in Agriculture Index: http://www.ophi.org.uk/policy/national-

policy/the-womens-empowerment-in-agriculture-index/ 

Lessons Learned from a Year of Advocacy Impact Evaluation: http://policy-

practice.oxfam.org.uk/blog/2013/02/lessons-learned-from-a-year-of-advocacy-impact-evaluation  

Policy & Practice blog: http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/blog  

Oxford Poverty and Human Development Initiative (OPHI): http://www.ophi.org.uk/  

Still Learning: A Critical Reflection on Three Years of Measuring Women’s Empowerment in 

Oxfam: http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/still-learning-a-critical-reflection-on-three-

years-of-measuring-womens-empower-322261 

Gender & Development journal: http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/our-work/gender-

justice/gender-and-development  

Information Flows Faster than Water: How livelihoods were saved in Pakistan’s 2010 floods: 

http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/information-flows-faster-than-water-how-livelihoods-

were-saved-in-pakistans-201-317457  

Using Interpretive Research to Make Quantitative Evaluation More Effective: Oxfam's 

experience in Pakistan and Zimbabwe: 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/293759897_Using_interpretive_research_to_make_quantit

ative_evaluation_more_effective_Oxfam's_experience_in_Pakistan_and_Zimbabwe  

Oxfam Research Guidelines: http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/our-approach/research/research-

guidelines  
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