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Abstract
I embarked on a doctoral study in 2006 to assess two things: first, which categories of the poor are being served by microfinance institutions: are they the very poor, middle poor, or less poor ones? Second, whether household access to microfinance reduces poverty, and if so, to what extent and across which dimensions of well-being. The study was based on direct observations and primary data gathered from semi-structured interviews of 1,132 households across 11 districts in the rural areas of the province of Punjab in Pakistan. Methodologically, the research employed a quasi-experimental research design which employed data collected by interviewing both borrower (treatment) and non-borrower (control) households. Sample selection biases were controlled by matching propensity scores.
This case discusses the limitations of using either qualitative or quantitative data alone to interpret survey responses and observations from the field. It explains how and why the mixed-methods approach offers a solution to this predicament. The case study develops further to provide a detailed account of how the mixed-methods approach was used to collect, analyze, and interpret qualitative and quantitative data. Within mixed methods, the case goes on to explain the triangulation approach to analyzing data. It also discusses, among other aspects, the significance of pilot testing a survey instrument prior to launching a full-scale survey.
Learning Outcomes
By the end of the case, students should be able to
• Have a better understanding of the rationale behind using mixed methods
• Comprehend the limitations faced by using either quantitative or qualitative methods in research
• Appreciate the use of both quantitative and qualitative methods to form a well-rounded opinion of the study in question
• Have an understanding of the basic mixed-methods designs and a detailed knowledge of how and why triangulation is applied
• Understand and appreciate the importance of pilot testing a questionnaire before launching a full-scale survey in the field
Case Study
Research Objectives and Practicalities
In this study, I set out to explore two things: first, to assess which types of the poor are being served by microfinance institutions (MFIs): are they the very poor, middle poor, or less poor households. The second research objective was to assess whether household access to microfinance reduces poverty, and if so, to what extent and across which dimensions of well-being. The study was based on empirical data and first-hand observations that I gathered from carrying out semi-structured interviews conducted across over a thousand households spread across 11 districts in rural areas of Punjab in Pakistan. The fieldwork for this research project was carried out between October 2007 and November 2009.
Microfinance, Poverty, and Pakistan
Poor households in many developing countries cannot easily access formal financial services. As a result, they resort to other alternative modes as a means to meet their finance requirements, one of which is microfinance. This model is based on the belief that despite having no collateral or credit history, the poor are still “credit-worthy” and their livelihoods can be improved if they are provided access to small and affordable loans along with other related financial services such as insurance and savings.
A number of empirical studies have been carried out in order to assess the impact of borrowing from MFIs on borrowers’ livelihoods. Researchers have come up with mixed findings: some studies show that households have moved out of poverty by borrowing loans and establishing small businesses, others have concluded that some borrowers have actually been driven deeper into poverty by obtaining such loans, and some studies have claimed that microfinance has not brought about much difference to their lives.
In Pakistan, a predominant portion of the population resides in rural areas with a heavy dependence on agriculture as a means of making a living. A number of studies have shown that a large portion of the poor are underserved by the formal financial sector. There are very few branches of mainstream banks in remote areas, and even if there are any, the poor are excluded and underserved due to a number of reasons: lack of collateral, no documented credit history, the banks being averse to lending to them due to a high default risk, high costs of running operations in remote rural areas, and so on. Given the country’s large rural population, there is significant potential for scaling up formal financial services in Pakistan.
Assessing Depth of Program Outreach and Impact: Design Overview
I selected the quasi-experimental research design to carry out this empirical study. This type of design is usually employed to estimate the causal impact of an intervention on its target population. In its most common form, this design makes use of treatment and control groups. Briefly, the design is modeled as follows: to begin with, it employs two sets of people, both from roughly the same type of dwellings and living in broadly identical economic and social conditions. The only difference is that one set of individuals (the program group) is subjected to microfinance intervention, while participants of the other (control) group are not subjected to any lending (the treatment). After a given period of time, the program borrowers start to show signs of improvement in terms of household income, expenditure, literacy, health, consumption patterns, household and business assets, and so on. Subjects of the control group, on the contrary, continue (theoretically, at least) to lead lives as before. The differences between the two groups measured across an agreed and identified set of variables and indicators portray the impact that has taken place as a result of the microfinance intervention. Needless to say, there will be a wide range of factors that come into play, and socioeconomic impact being a highly complex phenomenon is not an entity that can be quantified so easily. A host of other external factors have to be recognized and appreciated that come into play which may impact favorably or negatively toward the quasi-experiment.
The methodology applied was not designed or intended to provide information on the households’ absolute levels of poverty but to develop a poverty index of all the sample households. As argued by Henry, Sharma, Lapenu, and Zeller (2003), the ensuing poverty index provides a tool to calibrate relative poverty—the extent to which a household is worse off or better off compared to the other households within the surveyed sample. Once relative poverty levels are ascertained, the poverty index can be constructed, with which the depth of outreach can be subsequently determined. The impact on borrowers’ livelihoods, on the other hand, is measured by means of a series of statistical analyses that assess whether or not borrowers fare relatively better than non-borrowers across the same rural dwellings.
The Mixed-Methods Approach to Inquiry
In order to fully comprehend the richness and complexity of the various dimensions of respondents’ livelihoods, I felt it was necessary to study it from more than one standpoint. Mixed-methods research is an approach to inquiry that combines both qualitative and quantitative forms of data. As argued by Creswell and Plano Clark (2011), this method resides in the “middle of the continuum” because it incorporates elements of both qualitative and quantitative approaches. They state that mixed-methods research is based on the premise that it provides a better understanding of research problems than applying either approaches alone, thus offsetting the weaknesses of each research technique used separately. Consequently, this method seems to have strengths which are greater than the individual methods (qualitative and quantitative) being applied alone and thus provides a more comprehensive and rigorous approach toward studying a research problem. This helps build a more robust and accurate picture to comprehend the totality of the investigation being carried out.
Given that both quantitative and qualitative data were required for the study, a number of tools and methods were applied to collect it. I administered a field instrument in the form of a detailed semi-structured interview. The types of data captured by these questionnaires are stated in the sections that follow. A number of focus groups were also held which, along with participant observation, generated a substantial amount of qualitative information about participants’ livelihoods.
Selecting a Mixed-Methods Design: The Convergent Parallel Design
Of the three basic mixed-methods designs proposed by Creswell (2015) convergent parallel, explanatory sequential and exploratory sequential), I used the convergent parallel design. This design helps us to triangulate qualitative and quantitative data. Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill (2016) refer to triangulation as the use of different data collection methods within one study in order to ensure that the data are telling you what you think they are telling you. Jick (1979), on the other hand, argues that this design is largely a vehicle for cross-validation as two or more distinct methods are found to be congruent and yield comparable data, and it also tends to provide researchers with several important opportunities as it allows them to be more confident about their results. The effectiveness of triangulation rests on the premise that the weaknesses in each single method (if used on its own) will be compensated by the counterbalancing strengths of the other.
Following this model, quantitative and qualitative data were collected and analyzed separately on the same phenomenon and then the different results were merged (by comparing and contrasting) during the interpretation. This enabled direct comparison and contrast of quantitative statistical results with qualitative findings and to validate or expand quantitative results with qualitative data (Figure 1).
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[bookmark: _GoBack]Figure 1. The Convergent Parallel Design
Description: A figure showing how the convergent parallel design works. Both quantitative and qualitative data are collected and analyzed simultaneously. At the final stage, both types of data are compared and contrasted to interpret findings and draw conclusions about the survey.
Source: Adapted from Creswell and Plano Clark (2011).
During interviews conducted for this study, for instance, I made concurrent direct observation, which I employed to validate data collected during interviews. As most of the interviewing took place inside respondents’ homes, it was easier to physically verify certain household assets as interviewees gave the quantity and price. This was especially important for livestock, as the price of some of the buffalo and cows, for instance, could run into several thousands of rupees, depending on the breed.
Focus groups tend to generate a lot of qualitative data at a very rapid pace (which is why I used an electronic recording device apart from taking notes). I paid special attention to how the group participants reacted to certain arguments raised (among themselves) regarding issues such as interest rates, installments, and loan usage. It was observed that some respondents, who were otherwise shy and hesitant in talking during interviews, became suddenly charged with the atmosphere of the group discussion, and the resulting conversation enabled cross-checking of what they had earlier expressed. The interpretation of results, therefore, was based on data collected from interviews, notes, and transcriptions from focus group discussions, direct observation, and cross-validation.
Designing the Questionnaire: Selection and Choice of Indicators Applied
In the sections above, I identified semi-structured questionnaires as the primary instrument employed to gather field data. According to Bryman (2004), in social research, interviews tend to capture information on the respondents’ own behaviors or that of others as well as attitudes, norms, beliefs, and values. As discussed earlier, a substantial part of the data-gathering process was accomplished through face-to-face interviewing by means of a semi-structured questionnaire, which comprised both closed and open-ended questions. Certain indicators were classified into broad categories of rural livelihoods. These variables can be considered as the vehicles or the channels through which the actual process of impact takes place in development-related initiatives. Indicators that are selected to determine impact refer to measurable changes to borrowers’ livelihoods resulting from development initiatives instigated by third-sector organizations, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), or MFIs. Broadly speaking, these variables pertain predominantly to indicators proposed by various institutions in an attempt to set forth a standardized and measurable set of indexes that determine human well-being in a society. This research principally explores the “harder” and more tangible facets of impact as opposed to aspects such as gender and social well-being. However, owing to the intricacy of human behavior and the complexity of outside elements or “externalities” such as sociopolitical and socioeconomic factors that come into play, it is difficult to identify a set of variables and indicators that are universally acceptable, applicable, and appropriate.
Poverty is multidimensional, which makes it necessary to have representative indicators that can accurately recognize, represent, and characterize the poverty level of a typical household. Relying on only one (e.g., income or assets alone) or even just a few indicators can seriously skew and distort the picture of the multidimensional nature of poverty.
This study classifies livelihoods across four dimensions, the characteristics of which are captured by a number of indicators. Briefly explained in the following lines are the four major dimensions into which respective indicators were divided:
1. Human resources. Perhaps, one of the most detailed sections of the questionnaire, this part attempts to capture the demographic characteristics of households and their relationship to the earning capacity and overall well-being of individuals concerned. Aspects such as adult and children’s literacy, adults’ occupation, and number of children are covered in this section.
2. Dwelling-related indicators. Indicators in this dimension tend to capture the dynamics that relate to fulfillment of basic needs by assessing the quality of housing and living conditions. Questions relate to house ownership, number of rooms in the house, source of water supply, type of toilet, bathroom waste disposal, energy for lighting in the house, type of fuel used for cooking, and type/material used for floor, exterior walls, and roof.
3. Food security and vulnerability. This dimension captures how well the household copes with food-related aspects such as number of days when staple and luxury food items are consumed.
4. Ownership of household assets. Information is gathered regarding household assets in three categories: appliances and electronics, livestock, and transportation-related assets.
Dimensions were first identified and later screened to select those which are the strongest and have the capability to distinguish between relative levels of poverty. The choice of these variables for the calculation of the poverty scores was based on their global acceptability as indicators of poverty according to the CGAP (the Consultative Group to Assist the Poor) poverty assessment tool put forth by Henry et al. Due to the multidimensional nature of poverty, this approach is very sensitive in discriminating among different levels of poverty among both borrower and non-borrower households.
Pilot Testing the Questionnaire
I had read a lot about the significance of pilot testing the questionnaire, but had always felt that it would be unnecessary as I have very carefully worded and formulated my questions. Regardless, I decided to carry out a small number of pilot tests before embarking in the field for full-scale interviews.
After the first few pilot interviews, I realized that the process could assist me in testing the effectiveness of the questions in capturing required indicators of relative well-being. Testing also assists in cross-checking the validity of questions for implementation in the field and acts as a trial of the survey instrument prior to full execution by identifying weak areas.
Consequently, a number of indicators were altered in order to meet research objectives, to control for local specificities, and to ensure that they fully captured and reflected relative well-being and poverty levels of both groups of households. Indicators such as those relating to highly contextual and subjective responses were also subsequently dropped from the final field instrument.
The questionnaire initially contained questions that were designed to capture any savings held by both groups of respondents. During the pilot testing phase, I discovered that very few people had savings accounts with mainstream financial institutions. In fact, even savings held with MFIs were almost non-existent, as requirements of most lenders for saving a specific amount each month were non-mandatory. In response to the savings-related questions, however, respondents mentioned saving via Rotating Savings and Credit Associations (ROSCAs), a popular and effective saving method in rural areas around the world. As a result, I tailored the questions to capture information specific to this dimension, concerning monthly payment toward the scheme, how much they would get at their turn in the ballot, total amount of payments being made toward the program, total amounts if participating in multiple schemes, and so on.
Similarly, the initial version contained certain asset-related questions that I removed after the pilot interviews, as it became evident that they did not seem to effectively reflect relative poverty or well-being levels of respondents. I also removed questions about beds, mattresses, and fans as most households possessed them, and they seemed to fail in distinguishing relative poverty levels. While in the field, I observed that mobile phones are a good and effective indicator of relative well-being, which induced me to include questions of both ownership and the price of mobile phone handsets in the household.
One of the four dimensions related to food security and vulnerability and was designed to capture how well each household copes with food-related aspects. Preliminary versions of the questionnaire contained detailed questions such as consumption of eggs, meat, vegetables, lentils, fish, rice, and dairy products. Initial testing of the questionnaire showed that it was very time-consuming and cumbersome for respondents to recall food items in such detail with the accuracy required for effective analysis and interpretation of household food consumption patterns. I revised the questions by grouping food consumption into two broad categories: staple and luxury food items. I found the recall period to be most accurate within the 7 days immediately preceding the date of interview. The final field instrument therefore comprised questions about staple and luxury food items consumed during the last 7 days, excluding any festival periods and patterns of frequency of purchasing storable food items such as rice and wheat.
Selecting the Sample
In order to select households (as units of survey), I used the multistage sampling method in a four-stage random selection process. In the first stage, I selected 11 of the 36 districts from the entire province. These districts were picked systematically as opposed to random selection in order to control for social and economic disparities that occur across the province within various districts and tehsils. This process ensured that the selected districts represented maximum and diverse geographical regions of the entire province. Starting from the North of the province, districts were selected toward the East, West, and South. In the second stage, I randomly selected at least one tehsil from each identified district. The third stage comprised picking at least two villages from the selected tehsils, and in the fourth and final stage, participating and non-participating households were randomly selected for interviews. The size of the sample drawn from each village varied according to the population, but efforts were made to keep a balance of the borrower and non-borrower households so as to obtain a representative portrayal of each village covered in the survey. By combining these different sampling methods, I was able to make a representative selection from the sample universe.
Survey Findings
The survey revealed that borrowers fare better in most of the indicators across various dimensions of relative household well-being. The degree of the difference across both groups was substantial as well as statistically significant in some indicators and weak and insignificant in others. For instance, borrowers’ household income and expenditure were observed to be better than non-borrowers, and they also performed better in terms of livestock, participation in savings schemes, and owning greater overall value of household assets. In the case of dwelling-related indicators, borrowers had better quality floors, roofs, walls, and water supply, although non-borrowers seemed to use better quality cooking fuel and had improved waste-water disposal systems. Borrowers were also found to consume better quality food and held more stocks of storable staple foods.
The most prominent and statistically significant differences between both groups favored borrowers, as they seemed to show better results in accumulating savings, owning televisions, spending on health care, earning more, and spending more on clothing and footwear. Overall, borrowers were seen to be better in around 70% of the indicators across which comparisons were made. It can be inferred that borrowers were able to increase household income by investing more in productive assets, such as livestock or sewing machines; this income was either saved for future investment or was consumed in the form of “luxury” foods or for stocking staple food items, or was spent on health care. Given the persistence of poverty and vulnerability in rural Pakistan, the results show that microfinance can be used as an effective measure in alleviating poverty in the country (Ghalib, Malki, & Imai, 2015).
Conclusion and a Methodological Overview of Mixing Methods
For this study, I used semi-structured interviews administered at the household level, along with focus group discussions and ethnographic observations to triangulate qualitative and quantitative data collected in the field. These different but complementary research methods provided both the breadth and depth of understanding. Creswell and Plano Clark state that the primary purpose of this design is to obtain “different but complementary” data on the same topic, which is why researchers use this model when they want to compare results or to validate, confirm, or corroborate quantitative results with qualitative findings. What people say during interviews can be substantiated by what data analyses show and what was actually observed in the field, and vice versa. Given the application of various quantitative and qualitative research techniques used during the course of this research, triangulation and its application through the convergence parallel model proved particularly instrumental in reaching a well-informed analysis and interpretation of the data collected.
Exercises and Discussion Questions
1. Which research method(s) did I use for this study, and why do you think I selected them for this particular research?
2. The case mentions three basic types of mixed-methods designs. Which one did I use for this study and why do you think I considered it to be the most appropriate?
3. Given the nature of the study and the subjects being investigated, what do you think would have been the consequences of using either qualitative or quantitative methods of data collection?
4. I have mentioned the benefits and advantages of using mixed methods. Can you think of any disadvantages that this method might have? You can use any study as an example to illustrate your point.
5. I have emphasized the significance of pilot testing a questionnaire in the field prior to its full-scale launch. Explain why I think this step is important. How do you think it adds value to the data collected?
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