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Of 36 studies located, only 15 met their criteria 
and provided thick descriptions of female 
experiences using field notes or narrative 
data from transcribed interviews. A sample 
of the selected studies included in the meta-
synthesis is described in Exhibit 11.5.

After reading the qualitative material 
from the 15 studies examined, Maher and 
Hudson (2007) identified six themes that cap-
tured the nature and experience of women’s 
participation in the illicit drug economy. One 
of the key findings was the gender-stratified 
nature of women’s involvement; all studies, 
regardless of time or place, found that women 
tended to occupy subordinate roles to men, 
even those women identified as successful 
dealers. They also concluded that most women 
were introduced to dealing through relation-
ships with sex partners. They concluded,

Our results suggest that while women rely on a diverse range of income sources and juggle different roles 
both within the drug economy and in relation to dealing and domestic responsibilities, most women in 
most drug markets remain confined to low level and marginal roles. (Maher & Hudson, 2007, p. 821)

22 Ethics and Mixed Methods
Researchers who combine methods must be aware of the ethical concerns involved in using each of the separate 
methods, but there are also some ethical challenges that are heightened in mixed-methods projects. One special 
challenge is defining the researcher’s role in relation to the research participants. Every researcher creates an 
understanding about his or her role with research participants (Mertens, 2012). Researchers using quantitative 
methods often define themselves as outside experts who design a research project and collect research data using 
objective procedures that are best carried out without participant involvement. By contrast, qualitative research-
ers often define themselves as engaging in research in some type of collaboration with the community or group 
they are studying, with much input from their research participants into the research design and the collection and 
analysis of research data.

A researcher using mixed methods cannot simply adopt one of these roles: A researcher needs some degree of auton-
omy when designing quantitative research plans, but a researcher will not be able to collect intensive qualitative data if 
participants do not accord her or him some degree of trust as an insider. The challenge is compounded by the potential 
for different reactions of potential participants to the different roles. Authorities who control access to program clients or 
employees or to community members may be willing to agree to a structured survey but not to a long-term engagement 
with researchers as participant observers, so a mixed-methods project that spans programs, communities, or other set-
tings may involve a biased sampling for the qualitative component. Natalia Luxardo, Graciela Colombo, and Gabriela 
Iglesias (2011) confronted this challenge in their study of Brazilian family violence services and, as a result, focused their 
qualitative research on one service that supported the value of giving voice to their service recipients.

Weighing both roles and the best combination of them is critical at the outset of a mixed-methods project, 
although the dilemma will be lessened if a project uses different researchers to lead the quantitative and qualitative 
components.

Exhibit 11.5 Selected Studies Included in a Meta-Synthesis

Author(s) Study Location Sample

Rosenbaum (1981) San Francisco and New 
York 

100 women

Adler (1985) Southwest county close 
to Mexico border 

65 dealers/smugglers, 6 
women

E. M. Miller (1986) Milwaukee 64 women “hustlers”

Waldorf et al. (1991) San Francisco 80 sellers, 26 female 

Taylor (1993) Glasgow, Scotland 26 women

Maher (1997) New York 211 women

Dunlap et al. (1997) New York 111 dealers, 39 women

Sterk (1999) Atlanta, Georgia 149 women

Denton (2001) Melbourne, Australia 16 women recently 
released from prison

Source: Adapted from Maher, L., & Hudson, S. L. (2007). Women in the drug economy: A meta-synthesis 
of the qualitative literature. Journal of Drug Issues, 37, 805–826.


