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OUTLINE OF THE WORKSHOP

• WHAT IS SYSTEMATIC REVIEW AND EVIDENCE SYNTHESIS?

• WHAT ARE THE METHODS FOR QUALITATIVE EVIDENCE SYNTHESIS?

• FACILITATE GROUP WORK IN WHICH PARTICIPANTS WILL WORK IN SMALL GROUPS TO: 

• IDENTIFY AND CATEGORISE DIFFERENT TYPES OF FINDINGS IN RESEARCH REPORTS; 

• THINK ABOUT HOW TO UNDERTAKE A THEMATIC SYNTHESIS OR A META-ETHNOGRAPHY.

• UNDERSTAND DIFFERENCE BETWEEN KEY METHODS

• WHAT IS META-THEORY?

• HOW TO THINK ABOUT CONFIDENCE IN SYNTHESIS FINDINGS



WORKSHOP FORMAT 11:15-12:45

Time Topic Format

11:15-

11:25

What is systematic review? Presentation

11:25-

11.45

What do qualitative findings look like & where 

do you find them?

Presentation

11:45-12 Look at example papers & identify  types of 

finding

Small group work

12-12:10 Feedback Whole group

12.10-

12:20

What do I do with the findings once I have found 

them?

Presentation

12:20-

12:30

Using findings from example papers, how could 

you synthesise them?

Whole group discussion

12:30-

12:45

Other synthesis methods

Confidence in finidings

Whole group



WHAT ARE SYSTEMATIC REVIEWS?



SYSTEMATIC REVIEWS:

• USE STRUCTURED APPROACHES TO IDENTIFYING, INCLUDING, QUALITY APPRAISING AND 

SYNTHESISING RESEARCH EVIDENCE ABOUT A GIVEN PHENOMENON

• TRY TO GIVE CLEAR DESCRIPTIONS OF WHAT WAS DONE AND WHY

• EMERGED FORM EVIDENCE BASED PRACTICE AND POLICY MAKING



SYSTEMATIC REVIEWS OF QUALITATIVE 
RESEARCH



WHY SYNTHESISE QUALITATIVE RESEARCH?

• STRATEGIC

• LESS WASTEFUL

• CREATE MORE POWERFUL EXPLANATIONS, HIGHER ORDER CONCEPTUALISATION

• BROADER, MORE ENCOMPASSING THEORIES (MORE TRANSFERABLE)

• BELIEF THAT IT “WILL YIELD TRUTHS THAT ARE BETTER, MORE SOCIALLY RELEVANT, OR MORE COMPLETE” (PATERSON ET AL, 

2001)

• ENHANCE TRANSFERABILITY OF FINDINGS

• “INVOKES SOME DEGREE OF CONCEPTUAL INNOVATION OF THE PARTS AS A MEANS OF CREATING THE WHOLE” (STRIKE & 

POSNER, CITED BY NOBLIT AND HARE)



Try: http://www.wordle.net/



METHODOLOGICAL STUDY

• WE SEARCHED FOR METHODOLOGICAL PAPERS CONCERNING THE SYNTHESIS OF CONCEPTS 
OR THEORIES

• PURPOSIVE, RATHER THAN SYSTEMATIC SEARCH

• REFERENCE ‘CHASING’

• GOOGLE SCHOLAR SEARCH

• HANDSEARCHING KEY JOURNALS

• 203 PAPERS RETRIEVED

• 9 DISTINCT METHODS FOR SYNTHESIS



METHODS FOR SYNTHESIS IDENTIFIED

• META-NARRATIVE SYNTHESIS

• CRITICAL INTERPRETIVE SYNTHESIS

• META-STUDY

• META-ETHNOGRAPHY

• GROUNDED THEORY

• THEMATIC SYNTHESIS

• FRAMEWORK SYNTHESIS

• ECOLOGICAL TRIANGULATION 



MANY METHODS: SIMILAR OR DIFFERENT?

• EXAMINED THE METHODS ACROSS DIFFERENT DIMENSIONS:

• EPISTEMOLOGY

• APPROACH TO QUALITY ASSESSMENT

• ATTITUDES TOWARDS PROBLEMATIZING THE LITERATURE

• USE OF REVIEW QUESTION

• HOW SIMILAR / DIFFERENT THE INCLUDED STUDIES WERE

• CHARACTERISTICS OF THE SYNTHETIC PRODUCT

• FOUND THEY FELL INTO TWO BROAD CAMPS: ‘IDEALIST’ AND ‘REALIST’



‘REALIST’ APPROACHES

PURPOSE

• TO ANSWER A POLICY RELEVANT QUESTION

METHODS

• QUALITATIVE/ QUANTITATIVE DATA ANALYSED WITH 
QUALITATIVE/ QUANTITATIVE METHODS

• SEARCHING LINEAR OR ITERATIVE

• QUALITY ASSESSMENT OF STUDY METHODS

PRODUCT 

• DIRECTLY APPLICABLE TO POLICY AND PRACTICE DECISIONS



‘IDEALIST’ APPROACHES

PURPOSE

• TO EXPLORE AND CONSTRUCT CONCEPTS FROM THE DATA

• FOR GENERATING THEORY

METHODS

• QUALITATIVE DATA ANALYSED WITH QUALITATIVE METHODS

• SEARCHING ITERATIVE

• QUALITATIVE ASSESSMENT OF STUDY CONTENT > METHOD

PRODUCT 

• COMPLEX, REQUIRING FURTHER INTERPRETATION BEFORE BEING USED FOR POLICY OR PRACTICE



CONCLUSIONS

• OPERATIONALLY, MANY METHODS ARE VERY SIMILAR

• UNDERLYING PRINCIPLES DIFFER

• PRODUCT DIFFERS IN TERMS OF THE AMOUNT OF ADDITIONAL INTERPRETATION REQUIRED. 

THIS MAY REFLECT…

• BARNETT-PAGE E, THOMAS J (2009) METHODS FOR THE SYNTHESIS OF QUALITATIVE RESEARCH: 

A CRITICAL REVIEW. BMC MEDICAL RESEARCH METHODOLOGY, 9:59. DOI:10.1186/1471-

2288-9-59. (HTTP://WWW.BIOMEDCENTRAL.COM/1471-2288/9/59)

http://www.biomedcentral.com/1471-2288/9/59


CONFIGURATION & AGGREGATION

• NEW (ISH) WORK IN SRS HAS ARGUED THAT THE QUALITATIVE / QUANTITATIVE BINARY DIVIDE 

CONCEALS MORE THAN IT REVEALS

• SUGGESTS A BETTER HEURISTIC IS AGGREGATE / CONFIGURE

• VOILS CI, SANDELOWSKI M, BARROSO J, HASSELBLAD V: MAKING SENSE OF QUALITATIVE AND 

QUANTITATIVE FINDINGS IN MIXED RESEARCH SYNTHESIS STUDIES. FIELD METHODS 2008, 20:3–25.

• SANDELOWSKI M. VOILS CJ, LEEMAN J, CRANDLEE JL (2011) MAPPING THE MIXED METHODS-MIXED 

RESEARCH SYNTHESIS TERRAIN JOURNAL OF MIXED METHODS RESEARCH

• GOUGH D, OLIVER S, THOMAS J (2012) AN INTRODUCTION TO SYSTEMATIC REVIEWS. LONDON: SAGE

• GOUGH D; THOMAS J; OLIVER S (2012) CLARIFYING DIFFERENCES BETWEEN REVIEW DESIGNS AND 

METHODS. SYSTEMATIC REVIEWS. 1(28)



AGGREGATION IN 
REVIEWS

AGGREGATION REFERS TO ‘ADDING UP’ 

(AGGREGATING) FINDINGS FROM PRIMARY 

STUDIES TO ANSWER A REVIEW QUESTION…

… TO INDICATE THE DIRECTION OR SIZE OF EFFECT

… AND OUR DEGREE OF CONFIDENCE IN THAT 

FINDING

GOUGH D; THOMAS J; OLIVER S (2012) CLARIFYING DIFFERENCES 

BETWEEN REVIEW DESIGNS AND METHODS. SYSTEMATIC REVIEWS. 

1(28)



CONFIGURATION IN 
REVIEWS

CONFIGURATION INVOLVES THE 

ARRANGEMENT (CONFIGURATION) OF 

THE FINDINGS OF PRIMARY STUDIES TO 

ANSWER THE REVIEW QUESTION….

… TO OFFER A MEANINGFUL PICTURE OF 

WHAT RESEARCH IS TELLING US

... ACROSS A POTENTIALLY WIDE AREA OF 

RESEARCH



Evidence Synthesis MethodsMethods of evidence synthesis



Closest 

to the 

data

Furthest 

from the 

data

No 

finding

Topical 

survey

Thematic 

survey

Conceptual 

thematic 

description

Interpretive 

explanation

Exploratory Descriptive Explanatory

Research type:

Not research Equivocally 

Qualitative Research

Qualitative research

Synthesis:

Exclude Meta-summary Qualitative evidence synthesis

Adapted from: Sandelowski & Barroso, 2007



CHOOSING A METHOD

• EXPERIENCE

• TIME & RESOURCES

• PURPOSE OF REVIEW

• AUDIENCE AND PURPOSE

• TYPE OF EVIDENCE AVAILABLE



WHAT DOES QUALITATIVE DATA LOOK LIKE?



Member of  staff  – “Some of 

them … when they get agitated 

and stuff … you know, you can 

ask them, ‘Would you like to go 

outside for a little while?’ And 

for some of them it really cools 

them down. It calms them to be 

outside and away from 

whatever was agitating them.”

Member of  staff  – “When I take 

residents out into the garden, 

especially those from the dementia 

care unit who don't speak, they 

make a deep sigh, as if they are at 

peace.”



WHAT DO FINDINGS FROM QUALITATIVE 
RESEARCH EVIDENCE LOOK LIKE?



HOW DO WE MAKE SENSE OF THE WORLD? 
(LEVELS OF INTERPRETATION)

• 1ST ORDER CONSTRUCTS :

• EVERYDAY WAYS OF MAKING SENSE OF OUR WORLD (SEEN AS PARTICIPANT QUOTES AND DESCRIPTIVE THEMES)

• 2ND ORDER CONSTRUCTS:

• SOCIAL SCIENCE RESEARCHERS’ INTERPRETATIONS OF THIS “COMMON SENSE WORLD” TO ACADEMIC CONCEPTS AND THEORIES

• 3RD ORDER CONSTRUCTS? 

• REVIEWERS’ INTERPRETATIONS OF THE RESEARCHERS’ INTERPRETATIONS.

(AFTER SCHULTZ)



Quote

(1st order )

Researchers’ interpretations

(2nd order)

Reviewers’ interpretation

(3rd order)

“Pamphlets involve a lot of 

reading…food sampling 

gives them the opportunity to 

feel relaxed and ask 

questions.”

Practical demonstrations 

have more impact than 

provision of written 

information.
Personalised support,  

allowing relationships to 

develop & facilitating 

questioning, may have more 

impact.  

“Sue was great, she had lots 

of information and advice.”

Programme “champions” 

allow personalised 

information about the 

interventions to be 

disseminated.

CVD PREVENTION PROGRAMMES



TYPES OF FINDINGS FROM QUALITATIVE 
RESEARCH (AND REVIEWS)

• DESCRIPTION OF A PHENOMENON

• DEFINITION OF A NEW CONCEPT

• CREATION OF A NEW TYPOLOGY

• DESCRIPTION OF PROCESSES

• EXPLANATIONS OR THEORIES

• DEVELOPMENT OF STRATEGIES



WHAT DOES THIS LOOK LIKE?

• TEXT (QUOTES, AUTHOR’S ANALYSIS)

• TABLES (CLASSIFICATIONS, SUMMARY OF THEMES)

• CONCEPTUAL FIGURES

• IMAGES (PHOTOGRAPHS, ARTWORK)



LOOKING FOR FINDINGS IN A PAPER











First order 

interpretations/constructs : 

how people make sense of their 

experiences

Second order 

interpretations/constructs: 

how researchers interpret 

people’s  experiences



Use of existing theory in qualitative research analysis:

Stigma (Goffman, 1963) 

A well developed theory about how identity and acceptability are 

socially managed and constrained



SOMETIMES IMPORTANT INFORMATION RELATED TO 
THE FINDINGS ISN’T IN THE FINDINGS SECTION!

Found between the Introduction 

and the Methodology sections



Found in the Discussion section:



EXERCISE

• WHAT FINDINGS ARE THERE IN THE PAPER THAT YOU HAVE?

• FIND EXAMPLES OF

• 1ST ORDER CONSTRUCTS

• 2ND ORDER CONSTRUCTS

• HOW ARE THEY PRESENTED?

• WHERE ARE THEY FOUND?



EXAMPLES OF SYNTHESIS I: THEMATIC 
SYNTHESIS



ORIGINS

• ECHOES THEMATIC ANALYSIS IN PRIMARY QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

• MAY USE LINE BY LINE CODING OR EXTRACT THEMES BEFORE CODING

• CODES OFTEN DESCRIPTIVE, BUT MAY BUILD UP TO BE MORE CONCEPTUAL



http://eppi.ioe.ac.uk/EPPIWebCon

tent/hp/reports/healthy_eating02

/Final_report_web.pdf

http://eppi.ioe.ac.uk/EPPIWebContent/hp/reports/healthy_eating02/Final_report_web.pdf


Review question
e.g. What is known about the barriers to, and facilitators of, fruit and 

veg intake amongst children aged 4 to 10 years?

Trials (N=33) 
1. Application of inclusion criteria

2. Quality assessment

3. Data extraction

4. Statistical meta-analysis

‘Views’ studies (N=8) 
1. Application of inclusion criteria

2. Quality assessment

3. Data extraction

4. Thematic synthesis

Trials and ‘views’
Mixed methods synthesis

MAPPING 
(193 studies in 272 reports)

THEMATIC SYNTHESIS PART OF A MIXED METHODS REVIEW



THREE ANALYTIC STEPS DESCRIBED IN THEMATIC 
SYNTHESIS

1. THE CODING OF TEXT 'LINE-BY-LINE‘ (DATA DRIVEN CODES); 

2. THE DEVELOPMENT OF 'DESCRIPTIVE THEMES'; AND 

3. THE GENERATION OF 'ANALYTICAL THEMES‘ (THEORY DRIVEN CODES).



SYNTHESIS APPROACH

• FINDINGS OF EACH STUDY EXAMINED IN TURN, EACH SENTENCE OR PARAGRAPH ASSIGNED A 

DESCRIPTIVE CODE – “LINE BY LINE CODING” (E.G. CHILDREN PREFER FRUIT TO VEGETABLES) (IN 

NVIVO) 36 INITIAL CODES. 

• SIMILARITIES AND DIFFERENCES BETWEEN CODES SOUGHT TO GROUP THEM INTO A 

HIERARCHICAL TREE STRUCTURE. 

• NEW CODES WERE CREATED TO CAPTURE THE MEANING OF GROUPS OF INITIAL CODES. 13 

DESCRIPTIVE THEMES.

• A NARRATIVE SUMMARY OF THE FINDINGS ACROSS THE STUDIES ORGANIZED BY THESE 13 

DESCRIPTIVE THEMES WAS THEN WRITTEN.



FINDINGS FROM QUALITATIVE SYNTHESIS ‘DROVE’ MM 
SYNTHESIS

Children’s views Outcome evaluations

Recommendation for 

interventions

Good quality Other

Do not promote fruit and 

vegetables in the same way

No soundly 

evaluated 

interventions

No other 

interventions 

identified

Brand fruit and vegetables 

as an ‘exciting’ or child-

relevant product, as well as 

a ‘tasty’ one

5 soundly 

evaluated 

interventions 

identified

5 other interventions

Reduce health emphasis in 

messages to promote fruit 

and vegetables particularly 

those which concern future 

health 

5 soundly 

evaluated 

interventions 

identified

6 other interventions 

identified



QUALITATIVE SYNTHESIS FORMED THE BASIS OF 
QUANTITATIVE SUB-GROUP ANALYSIS

Increase (standardised portions per day) in vegetable intake 

across trials
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EXAMPLES OF SYNTHESIS II: META-
ETHNOGRAPHY



KEY TEXT FROM1988



PICKED UP AS A METHODS OF SYNTHESIS IN 2002



DEFINITION OF SYNTHESIS IS EXPLICITLY INTERPRETATIVE

ACTIVITY OR THE PRODUCT OF ACTIVITY WHERE SOME SET OF PARTS IS COMBINED OR INTEGRATED INTO A 

WHOLE… 

(SYNTHESIS) INVOLVES SOME DEGREE OF CONCEPTUAL INNOVATION, OR EMPLOYMENT OF CONCEPTS NOT 

FOUND IN THE CHARACTERIZATION OF THE PARTS AS A MEANS OF CREATING THE WHOLE

STRIKE & POSNER (1983) QUOTED IN NOBLIT & HARE (1988)



TRANSLATION IS 
AT THE  

CONCEPTUAL 
LEVEL



TRANSLATION TYPES I:

• RECIPROCAL TRANSLATION 

• “IN AN ITERATIVE FASHION, EACH STUDY IS TRANSLATED INTO THE TERMS OF THE OTHERS AND VICE 

VERSA”

• “ATTENTION TO WHICH METAPHORS, THEMES, ORGANIZERS, ENABLE US TO FULLY RENDER THE 

ACCOUNT IN A REDUCED FORM.”



RECIPROCAL TRANSLATION

• SIMILAR TO CONSTANT COMPARISON 

• LOOK FOR OVERLAP, SIMILARITIES, CONTRADICTIONS

• ARE SOME CONCEPTS “BETTER”? (SCOPE, UTILITY, EXPLANATORY POWER). 

• REVIEWER INTERPRETATION CRUCIAL (THIRD ORDER CONSTRUCTS/ CONCEPTS/THEORY)  

• DIFFERENT WAYS OF JUXTAPOSING CONCEPTS (TABULATION, MIND MAPS, COLOUR CODING, 

SHORT TEXT DESCRIPTIONS)



TRANSLATION TYPES II:

• REFUTATIONAL TRANSLATION

• “A SPECIFIC FORM OF INTERPRETATION”

• OPPOSITIONAL/ COUNTER ARGUMENT FINDINGS

• SPECIFIC SEARCH FOR METAPHORS, THEMES, AND CONCEPTS THAT OPPOSE/ REFUTE EMERGING 

PATTERNS.



TRANSLATION TYPES III:

• LINE OF ARGUMENT

• “WHAT CAN WE SAY ABOUT THE WHOLE?” (P. 62)

• DEVELOPMENT OF A NEW MODEL, THEORY OR UNDERSTANDING THROUGH THE SYNTHESIS



EXERCISE

• HOW WOULD YOU THINK ABOUT SYNTHESIS FOR THE TEXTS YOU HAVE READ?



OTHER APPROACHES
META STUDY 

(PATERSON ET AL 2001)



A RESEARCH APPROACH INVOLVING THE ANALYSIS OF THEORY, 

METHODS AND FINDINGS IN QUALITATIVE RESEARCH AND THE 

SYNTHESIS OF THESE INSIGHTS INTO NEW WAYS OF THINKING 

ABOUT PHENOMENON [WHICH] CREATES A MECHANISM BY 

WHICH THE NATURE OF INTERPRETATION IS EXPOSED AND THE 

MEANINGS, THAT EXTEND WELL BEYOND THOSE PRESENTED IN THE 

AVAILABLE BODY OF KNOWLEDGE, CAN BE GENERATED. AS SUCH IT 

OFFERS A CRITICAL, HISTORICAL AND THEORETICAL ANALYTIC APPROACH

TO MAKING SENSE OF QUALITATIVE DERIVED KNOWLEDGE.

(PP.1-2)





GENERATING NEW UNDERSTANDINGS

• CRITICAL INTERPRETATION OF  EXISTING RESEARCH TO CREATE “NEW AND MORE COMPLETE 

UNDERSTANDINGS OF THE PHENOMENON UNDER STUDY”

• ARTICULATING A THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK TO INFORM DIRECTION OF THE STUDY IS KEY

• FINDINGS ARE UNDERSTOOD AS CONSTRUCTED THROUGH THE INTERACTIONS OF THEORY 

AND METHOD.



THIS ANALYTIC PROCESS ALLOWED US TO SHIFT OUR 

INTERPRETATION FROM ASSUMING THAT THE SIMILARITIES 

BETWEEN STUDIES STRENGTHENED THEIR COLLECTIVE TRUTH 

TOWARD RECOGNISING THE POSSIBILITY OF A SYSTEMATIC 

INFLUENCE OF THE ONE KIND OF THEORIZING ON THE 

GENERATION OF FINDINGS

(RITZER 1991)



Evidence Synthesis MethodsMethods of evidence synthesis



HOW MUCH CONFIDENCE CAN WE HAVE IN QES 
FINDINGS?

• POLICY MAKERS WANT TO KNOW WHETHER IT IS WISE TO MAKE DECISIONS BASED ON THE 

EVIDENCE.

• DECISIONS ABOUT THIS SHOULD BE TRANSPARENT 

• QUANTITATIVE META-ANALYSES USE AN EXISTING SYSTEM – GRADE.





http://qim.cochrane.org/



ASQUS DISCUSSION LIST

http://www.jiscmail.ac.uk/asqus

Twitter

@CochraneQual

@Eppi-centre

@Ruth_Garside

@James_M_Thomas

http://www.jiscmail.ac.uk/asqus

