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Abstract

The sequential explanatory design is one of the possible procedures for implementing mixed methods
research. Within one study, both quantitative and qualitative approaches are used, but the collection
and analysis of data in the quantitative phase precede the collection and analysis of data in the qualita-
tive phase. The scheme is presented from the perspective of media studies and political science, using
the example of researching digitized voters-users. The main goal of the article is to provide a meth-
odological reflection on the sequential explanatory design and indicate the procedure, possibilities,
and benefits of its use. Crucial methodological challenges that accompany the research process have
been identified, focusing on topics such as the role of the researcher, the preparation of the study, and
its course. The ethical aspect of the conducted research is highlighted. The article also presents several
recommendations for researchers implementing the sequential explanatory design.

Keywords: sequential explanatory design, mixed methods, user research, voter research, research
ethics

Introduction

‘As such, mono-method research is the biggest threat to the advancement of the
social sciences’ — such a bold thesis has been put forward in the article “On Becom-
ing a Pragmatic Researcher: The Importance of Combining Quantitative and
Qualitative Research Methodologies” (Onwuegbuzie, Leech, 2005, p. 384), which
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appeared in the International Journal of Social Research Methodology. Does lim-
iting oneself to using a single method within a given study hinder the progress
of an entire scientific field? Certainly, the use of mixed methods as a bifocal lens
to be used for describing the world (Willems, Raush, 1969) can be a step towards
development in flexibility, research collaboration, and gaining detailed perspectives
while keeping an eye on the bigger picture (Onwuegbuzie, Leech, 2005).

The implementation of mixed methods is simply a combination of quantitative
and qualitative approaches within a single study (Tashakkori, Creswell, 2007). In
this way, we obtain two types of data — one type can supplement, enrich or develop
the other (Tashakkori, Johnson, Teddlie, 2020). Strengthen reasoning, explain com-
plex issues and support research insight, which seems to be a particularly desirable
form of conducting research in the fields of social communication and media sci-
ences. In media user research, the mixed approach makes it possible, for example,
to analyse usage practices (e.g. time spent, users’ devices, frequency of undertak-
ing a given activity) on one hand, and to search for qualitative justification for them
(e.g. the motivations for undertaking a given activity) on the other. Meanwhile, in
the analysis of voters’ attitudes, the adoption of a mixed methods approach may
begin with interviewing members of a given group about the potential reasons for
voting, and in the second quantitative phase, the ideas indicated by the respondents
may be tested in surveys of a representative sample.

In the face of the “mediation of everything” (Livingstone, 2009), datafication
and dynamic technological development, the combination of quantitative and
qualitative approaches allows for a more in-depth reflection on the media, politi-
cal or, going further, social reality. It is at the same time emphasized that ‘in today’s
world, social issues are more complex, interrelated and often involve many interact-
ing systems’ (Sutkowski, Lenart-Gansiniec, 2023, p. 9). This multidimensionality,
multicontextuality and multithreading is particularly noticeable from the perspec-
tive of the analysis of social communication processes and technology.

In media studies, both quantitative and qualitative methods are often used, but
utilizing both simultaneously within a single study is less common. Such methodo-
logical strategies are more frequently encountered in larger research projects involv-
ing teams with expanded structures. Based on literature studies, it should be noted
that researchers who utilize mixed methods research usually do not determine pre-
cisely the type of methodological system adopted for the study. The increase in Pol-
ish usage of the nomenclature adopted from English-language literature may have
desirable effects - it could systematize the terminology and contribute to the devel-
opment of the field of social communication and media studies, which in Poland is
still a nascent, constantly developing research discipline (Hofman, 2019).

The main objective of this article is to reflect on the methodology of sequential
explanatory design and to indicate the process, capacities, and benefits of its usage as
seen in research on digitized voters-users. A portion of the paper is also devoted to
the universal ethical aspects of conducting research using the procedure described.
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In addition, key challenges in the field of mixed methods research and studies on
digitized voters-users are presented, with recommendations on how to eliminate or
neutralize setbacks. A significant research gap has been noticed in studies on mixed
methods in the social sciences — the article aims to inspire a search for new meth-
odological solutions and support young researchers of the media and the electoral
process, offering practical guidelines on the suggested course of their research.

Sequential explanatory design

Mixed methods procedures can be broadly divided into two types — parallel, in
which both phases of the study occur at the same time, and sequential, where the
phases follow one another (Creswell, Plano Clark, 2007). The choice of a given pro-
cedure is influenced by many factors, including data hierarchy, theoretical basis
of the study, and data mixing strategy (Creswell, 2013). John W. Creswell et al.
(2003) list six main designs, three of which relate to sequential research (see Table
1): the sequential transformative design, the sequential exploratory design, and the
sequential explanatory design.

RESEARCH PHASE SEQUENTIAL DESIGN
TRANSFORMATIVE EXPLORATORY EXPLANATORY

PHASE1 QUANTITATIVE / QUALITATIVE* QUANTITATIVE*
QUALITATIVE

PHASE I1 QUALITATIVE / QUANTITATIVE QUALITATIVE
QUANTITATIVE

* This type of data has a higher priority.
Source: own study based on Andrew, Halcomb (2007).

The first of these - the sequential transformation design - is dependent on the
adopted theoretical perspective, which guides the project to a stronger degree than
the methods themselves. With this design the study is conducted in two phases, and
the researcher can start with either of them (QUANT/QUAL > QUAL/QUANT).
This type of approach is used, for example, in research on inequality, ethnicity or
within the feminist paradigm (Kroll, Neri, 2009). The sequential exploratory design,
on the other hand, first assumes conducting a qualitative study, where this data is
prioritized over the quantitative (QUAL - QUANT). The final design mentioned,
and the focus of this article - the sequential explanatory design - refers to a situa-
tion in which the quantitative phase is completed first, followed by the qualitative
phase (QUANT - QUAL) (Creswell, 2013). It must be noted, however, that the lit-
erature describes other types of procedures, along with various combinations of the
above-mentioned models.
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According to the commonly-used nomenclature, in the sequential explanatory
design, the qualitative phase serves to explain the quantitative phase. The research
procedure consists of five main steps: quantitative data collection, quantitative data
analysis, qualitative data collection, qualitative data analysis, interpretation and

conclusions (see Figure 1).
QUALITATIVE QUALITATIVE INTERPRETATION
PHASE PHASE CONCLUSIONS

DATA DATA DATA DATA
COLLECTION ANALYSIS COLLECTION ANALYSIS

Figure 1. Sequential explanatory design

Source: own study.

Often, the foundation for initiating a study using this design is a theory that
provides a certain ‘inspiration to launch the research procedure’ (Kolasinska-
Morawska, 2023, p. 27). In the first step of the procedure, quantitative data is col-
lected, and this process is preceded by the creation of tools (e.g. a survey question-
naire) or the selection of an appropriate source of quantitative data. The researcher
then proceeds to analyse these results, which can be treated as the second step of
the research procedure. On the basis of phase I, tools used in the qualitative phase
(e.g. interview script) are developed. In the third step, qualitative data is collected,
which initiates the second phase of the study. This type of data is analysed in the
next step. It should be noted here that the sequential explanatory design does not
limit the researcher to collecting and analysing just two types of data — ‘mixing’
also occurs in the final stage of the study, while interpreting and drawing conclu-
sions from both phases (see Figure 1). There are numerous strategies for presenting
the conclusions of a study utilizing mixed methods - depending on the needs (e.g.
adopted timeline, target group of the study, subject matter) they can be presented
in a sequential or combined manner (Bryman, 2007).

In the discussed design, the quantitative component has a higher priority than
the qualitative one. This means that the qualitative phase supports the conclusions
of the study obtained during the analysis of a given population, adds in-depth per-
spectives, enriches with context and clarifies the results (Kroll, Neri, 2009). It is an
‘interpretative support for the quantitative material’ (Kolasiniska-Morawska, 2023,
p. 27). This design is at times used to isolate interesting, outlier or dominant sub-
populations within a broader group, and to continue the qualitative phase within
these only. Researchers also utilize it when surprising results are obtained during
the quantitative phase (Kolasinska-Morawska, 2023, p. 27).
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Sequential explanatory design and the research on digital
voters-users

Throughout the research process, many decisions have to be made. One of them
is the selection of an appropriate methodological approach, based on the formu-
lated research questions or set research goals. Another factor influencing the meth-
odological decision may be - depending on the research subject — the respondents
themselves. In the case of this article, the focus is on the group of digitized voters-
users, adopting both a political science and a media studies perspective. A focus
on the given group allows the creation of richer design profile, helps identify chal-
lenges related to conducting research using the design, and provides more accurate
recommendations.

The group of the digitized voters-users is a cohort of people who were born into
an internet-based, digitized world, and which is currently entering adulthood. They
are intensive media users, almost constantly ‘plugged-in’ to the internet. They’re
members of Generation Z: global, technological and active online (Twenge, 2019;
Zdunek, 2024). As they come of age, they acquire a new role as voters. From the
perspective of a media expert, this is a particularly interesting group, giving for the
first time a chance to analyse a population that is unfamiliar with analogue-only
life. In addition, digitized adolescents experienced a global mental health crisis -
the COVID-19 pandemic (Zdunek, 2023). They are interested in current political
and social issues, as well as climate change. In the 2023 Polish parliamentary elec-
tions they proved that contrary to assumptions about their apathy towards the fate
of the state, they are active citizens, generating unprecedented voter turnout in the
youngest age group.

New groups of respondents require a search for novel methodological solu-
tions. For example, in Denmark in 2015, a group of digitized voters was studied
using so-called digital diaries, a type of survey that can be filled out using a smart-
phone application (Ohme, 2019). Another idea for media analysis of the youth
cohort is conducting research on the basis of screenshots of their smartphones’
home screens to determine the day-to-day usage of these devices (Kopecka-Piech,
2019). Innovative methodological approaches can also involve combining quanti-
tative and qualitative methods: for example, integrating survey-based research or
quantitative content analysis with focused group interviews, observation, qualita-
tive content analysis, or personal interviews. The use of the sequential explanatory
design for the study of this digitized cohort allows one to rely on quantitative data
while considering the perspective of the group of respondents. By starting with the
quantitative phase, the researcher gains some insight into the subject, and notices
the results that characterize the group as well as the prevailing trends. The quali-
tative phase allows them to delve into the respondents’ point of view and create
a more vivid picture of the phenomena or processes being examined.
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Ethical aspects of sequential research

According to Ned Kock (1999, p. 97), “The temptation of having to spend just a few
hours rather than years of work to fulfil a publication quota can be very strong for
some.” Throughout their studies, researchers should adhere to ethical principles
that aid in decision-making and define both appropriate and objectionable prac-
tices. Basic ethical principles include, among others, honesty, objectivity, respect,
responsibility, reliability, transparency and confidentiality (Shamoo, Resnik, 2015).
Working in accordance with recognized ethical standards serves the goals of
research activities, such as advancing knowledge, remaining faithful to facts, and
avoiding errors (Resnik, 2020). Respect, knowledge, and application of these prin-
ciples, which find their source in essential moral and social values, are indispensa-
ble to researchers, including those working in the field of social sciences.

By conducting research according to sequential explanatory design, a researcher
generates two types of data necessary to evaluate a study’s results. These should be
made available for inspection - either as part of open repositories (e.g. the Jag-
iellonian University Repository) or as an annex to the text (e.g. as an interview
transcript). The form of the shared data will be varied according to the research
techniques chosen within the sequential explanatory design. It is also worth pub-
lishing the research tools used, allowing for a possible repetition of the study in the
future verbatim or with a different population. When designing and conducting
research, it is also worthwhile to utilize available tools in order to address ethical
dilemmas. One such tool is the Graduate Institute Research Ethics Checklist (The
Geneva Graduate Institute, 2022), which consists of 15 universal questions provid-
ing guidelines for conducting research in an ethical manner.

When conducting studies on young voters-users who pertain to behaviours
and political experiences, i.e. issues that may be perceived as sensitive, participants
must be ensured full anonymity in both phases. It should be emphasized, for exam-
ple, in the invitation to complete a survey or in the written consent for participa-
tion in an interview. In addition to proper anonymization during data processing,
attention must also be paid to this issue at other stages of the study. For instance,
when organizing focused group interviews, an appropriate break should be main-
tained between sessions to prevent group participants from contacting each other.
Furthermore, respondents taking part in the same session should only know each
other’s first names or pseudonyms. If participants are entitled to compensation for
participating in the study, during the collection of personal data for accounting
purposes they should be assured of the maintenance of their anonymity.

Additionally - especially in the case of young adults — consent forms for partici-
pation in the study can be checked with the Jasnopis tool. The tool identifies, among
other things, difficult, scientific words, which can be explained in a more detailed
and accessible manner, such as ‘anonymized, i.e. not containing data that would
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allow myself to be identified” According to international standards, participants in
a study must be able to withdraw their participation consent at any time.

Researchers should consider whether it is worthwhile to directly ask about
political preferences during the qualitative research phase (if individual or group
interviews are to be conducted). When working with a group of young respond-
ents, inviting a psychologist to monitor the focus group or personal interviews is
a commendable idea.

Among the contemporary ethical challenges faced by media researchers is the
issue of conducting studies using data originating from the internet and social
media. Particularly in the case of digitized citizens, the data generated on social
media serves as a valuable source of information, the collection of which can form
the first step of the sequential explanatory design. Challenges include: defining the
boundary between the public and the private, receiving informed consent, ensur-
ing anonymity, and avoiding harm (Townsend, Wallace, 2016). In recent years,
leading research centres around the world have begun to create guides and manu-
als, attempting to establish ethical standards in this area and address the current
needs of the researchers. The Association of Internet Researchers can be indicated
as a determinant of good ethical practices in conducting internet-based research
(including social media). In 2019, the organization released Internet Research: Ethi-
cal Guidelines 3.0, which is of help to any researcher dealing with topics that require
the use of internet data.

|dentification of challenges and recommendations for the researchers

It should be remembered that the challenges posed by the use of sequential explan-
atory design in media and political science research are analogous to those appear-
ing in the traditions of both quantitative and qualitative research. This suggests
new problems for the researcher to address. However, it is important to look at this
issue from a different, more positive perspective — the use of sequential explanatory
design also provides double the advantages. The positives and negatives that orig-
inate from the quantitative and qualitative methods can, when used sequentially,
mutually eliminate certain difficulties and supplement any gaps.

On the basis of the author’s research experience (Zdunek, 2023; Gloc, 2024)
and a review of the literature on the subject, five main challenges in conducting
research in accordance with the assumptions of the sequential explanatory design
have been identified (see Figure 2). Each of the challenges is accompanied by prac-
tical advice that can help combat or mitigate the problems mentioned.
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RESEARCHER SKILLS
CHALLENGES
Sequential RESEARCH TOOLS
explanatory
design
RESPONDENTS

SOCIO-POLITICAL CONTEXT

Figure 2. Sequential explanatory design: select challenges

Source: own study.

The first challenge when using this design is certainly the need to devote more
time to the research process, as two consecutive phases require an extended study
schedule. However, thanks to the lack of simultaneity, a single researcher can imple-
ment the plan in its entirety. When spreading research over a longer period of time,
it becomes crucial to store data appropriately and securely. The recommended solu-
tion is to follow the 3-2-1 rule, i.e. keep them in three copies (external hard drive,
university cloud server, own computer’s disk), use two storage technologies, and
store one of the copies in a different location (keep the external hard drive outside
of the workplace).

The second challenge in conducting research using mixed methods is the
researcher’s skill, and whether they will be able to carry out both, very distinct from
one another, phases. They must demonstrate not only the ability to design tools of
a completely dissimilar type, but also to analyse two types of data, and, at the end
of the process, to draw conclusions and interpret data on the basis of both phases’
results. Additional difficulties arise if, in the qualitative phase, the researcher
decides to conduct individual or focused group interviews and moderate them on
their own. Jolanta Lisek-Michalska (2002), highlighting the role of a moderator
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in this type of research, even considers whether focused group interviews are still
a qualitative research method or already an art form.

The third challenge is related to the research tools used in the first and second
phases of the study. They affect the credibility of the research project, reliability,
repeatability and eventual reproducibility (Lewis, Saunders, Adrian, 2009). In order
to verify and assess the validity of the tool, pilot studies are carried out, which are
recommended before each of the planned phases of the design. Pilot research usu-
ally involves acquiring, analysing and interpreting the empirical data obtained in
order to evaluate the assumed research methods and techniques. This is an impor-
tant stage that allows one to review the questions and modify the tool to be used
in the actual examination. A research tool can be a delicate thread connecting the
quantitative and qualitative phases, and the assumption of ‘mixing’ can also be real-
ized at this basic stage. A qualitative tool created on the basis of the results of the
quantitative phase will allow for the generation of qualitative ‘explanatory’ data.
A good practice is to describe or compile in a table the points of contact between
the tools used in both phases.

The fourth challenge pertains to conducting research on young individuals. The
group of young digitized voters-users is willing to cooperate and engage in con-
versation, but possesses certain characteristics that may create difficulties in the
research process. It is important for the researcher to have a good understanding of
the group that is the focus of the study. The author advocates for embracing research
openness and involving the target group at every stage of the process. A creation
of an advisory group for the researcher is suggested, composed of individuals with
characteristics or demographic features similar to the respondents. This ensures
greater inclusivity in research and provides it with a truly social dimension. In turn,
the advisory group provides invaluable support to the researcher and allows them
insight into the perspective, attitudes, and expectations of that group, aside, one
could say, from the study itself.

Understanding the characteristics of the group is crucial both in the quanti-
tative and qualitative phases. For example, when designing a survey, it is worth
keeping in mind that the main device used by Generation Z is a smartphone (Kra-
jowy Instytut Mediow, 2022). Therefore, a survey should be adapted for being dis-
played on these devices. Additionally, the survey layout should be engaging and
varied (as is the case with surveys designed using tools provided by, e.g. Google
and Microsoft). Generation Z is a generation of gamers (Medienpddagogischer
Forschungsverbund Stidwest, 2022), so elements of gamification may be added to
the application, such as collecting points, time challenges, or difficulty level mark-
ers. Characteristics of this age group include multiscreening and multitasking; they
use several devices simultaneously (Twenge, 2019; Zdunek, 2024). Their attention
is therefore diffused, during survey completion as well. In order to revive interest,
it may be helpful to add a percentage completion counter to the survey, use vari-
able question order, or include surprising or unrelated questions. In the case of the
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qualitative phase, where individual or focused group interviews are planned, young
respondents can be asked not to use their phones during the study - this can be
established as part of the initial opening contract of the meeting. Creative elements
(such as list-making, drawing, and stimulating material) or gamification may also
be added here.

The fifth challenge is to consider the current context, as no research occurs in
a vacuum. The research process is situated within a broad political and social con-
text, which must be considered when conducting studies on contemporary youth.
The data obtained during research should be examined in relation to the environ-
ment, which is a clear advantage of the sequential explanatory design, as its quali-
tative phase helps contextualize quantitative data. The researcher should keep this
in mind when reporting obtained results and provide an accurate description of
the socio-political context, especially in studies involving young voters-users. This
will allow them a better understanding of the respondents’ answers (if individual or
group interviews have been chosen).

Summary

In every field, including science, one can observe leading trends, focus on certain
subjects, and dominant currents around which the scientific debate revolves. In the
case of this article, the focus is on the fundamentals, proposing a methodological
reflection on one of the possible strategies for conducting analysis — the sequen-
tial explanatory design. The author suggests that researchers using mixed methods
should specify the type of research design they employ. This helps to understand
the research process and the data importance hierarchy.

In the changing media environment and amidst extensive social transforma-
tions, relying solely on quantitative research may not provide a complete picture of
complex issues. However, using only a qualitative approach may not be sufficiently
credible in the face of large datasets, datafication, and algorithmization. Combin-
ing quantitative and qualitative approaches is one of the solutions for conducting
research on young, digitized voters-users. The ongoing social change is particularly
noticeable in the attitudes, opinions, and concerns of young people. Therefore, it is
crucial in research on this age group to not only employ innovative techniques but
also to combine research approaches and traditions in order to deepen one’s under-
standing of the subject and enrich analysis with present-day context.
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