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Range of approaches and terminology

• Umbrella terms:

– Meta-synthesis (1996)

– Qualitative meta-analysis (1997)

– Qualitative systematic review (1998)

– Qualitative Evidence Synthesis (2007)



Range of approaches and terminology

• Specific approaches:

– Meta-Ethnography (1988)

– Qualitative aggregation (1994)

– Meta-Study (2001)

– Thematic Synthesis (2002)

– Realist Synthesis (2002)

– Meta-Narrative review (2005)

– Critical Interpretative Synthesis (2006)

– Qualitative Interpretive Meta-Synthesis (2013)



: meta-ethnography, meta-synthesis, qualitative evidence synthesis 

Source: Scopus



Cochrane Qualitative and Implementation 

Methods group

• Convened in the late 1990s 

• Formally registered in 2006

• Chapter on QES in the handbook 2008

• QES in the Cochrane Library?



• 2008 0 QES

• 2013 1 QES 

• 2016 6 reviews and 

12 protocols contain 

QES
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Policy use

• WHO

• NICE public health

• NICE guidance

• ………



New guidance and frameworks









Table 1. Components of the CERQual approach.

Lewin S, Glenton C, Munthe-Kaas H, Carlsen B, Colvin CJ, et al. (2015) Using Qualitative Evidence in Decision Making for Health and Social 
Interventions: An Approach to Assess Confidence in Findings from Qualitative Evidence Syntheses (GRADE-CERQual). PLOS Medicine 12(10): 
e1001895. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pmed.1001895
http://journals.plos.org/plosmedicine/article?id=10.1371/journal.pmed.1001895

http://journals.plos.org/plosmedicine/article?id=10.1371/journal.pmed.1001895






Helps policy makers use findings from 

synthesis but…..

• Does it drive how findings are expressed?

• Can it be used with theoretical findings?

• Does it matter?



(From 2008)

• Purpose

• Defining the research question

• Type of research to include

• Searching for, sampling and excluding papers

• Quality appraisal

• Data extraction

• Methods of synthesis

• Outcome of synthesis – summary of thematic 
similarities, coherent and illuminating theory.

• Author voice / replicability

Contested areas in QES



Sampling
• Identification of all relevant literature is vital 

for validity  (Barroso et al, 2003)

• A threat to validity….is to have a sample size 

so large that it exceeds the ability of 

researchers to conduct intensive analysis of 

particulars that is the hallmark of excellent 

qualitative research (Sandelowski et al 2007)

• Unless there is some substantive reason for 

an exhaustive search, generalising from all 

studies of a particular setting yields trite 

conclusions (Noblit & Hare, 1988)



What are the risks of sampling?

• Appearing less “systematic”?

• How to undertake purposive sampling – based on what 
criteria? What if studies don’t allow it?

• Missing:

– studies

– Concepts

– themes

– Subthemes

– contexts

– settings

– respondent groups



Table 1. Components of the CERQual approach.

Lewin S, Glenton C, Munthe-Kaas H, Carlsen B, Colvin CJ, et al. (2015) Using Qualitative Evidence in Decision Making for Health and Social 
Interventions: An Approach to Assess Confidence in Findings from Qualitative Evidence Syntheses (GRADE-CERQual). PLOS Medicine 12(10): 
e1001895. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pmed.1001895
http://journals.plos.org/plosmedicine/article?id=10.1371/journal.pmed.1001895

http://journals.plos.org/plosmedicine/article?id=10.1371/journal.pmed.1001895


Quality appraisal: Should we?

• Do we need to distinguish between high quality research 

and poor?

• Standards for systematic reviews generally.



Challenges

1). Qualitative research community agreement

Standards for qualitative research have variously 

emphasized literary and scientific criteria, methodological 

rigor and conformity, the real-world significance of the 

questions asked, the practical value of the findings, and 

the extent of involvement with, and personal benefit to, 

research participants. (Sandelowski & Barroso, 2007)

2) Systematic review community agreement

Over 100 proposed tools (Dixon-Woods 2004)



Challenges

3). Lack of fit between systematic review and qualitative 

researcher priorities



Challenges

4). What are we actually appraising?

– Lack of distinction between reporting standards and conduct.

– Applying one standard to a discipline with different standards.

– Different purposes – theory generation vs pragmatic questions

– Many checklists give multiple sample “guidance” for each 

question but dichotomous scores 



Challenges

4). Interpretation required

Comparing 3 checklists:

Agreement in categorizing papers was slight….Structured 

approaches did not appear to yield higher agreement than 

unprompted judgement.

Dixon-woods et al. 2007. J Health Serv Res. 12(1): 42-47 



Review of published reviews of qualitative 

research

• Of 42 studies:

– 21 did not describe appraisal of studies
– 6 explicitely mentioned not conducting formal appraisal 

of studies
– 5 papers did a critical appraisal, but did not use a formal 

checklist
– 7 described modifying existing instruments
– 1 used an existing instrument without modification

Dixon-Woods M, et al. Synthesizing qualitative research: a review of published reports. Qual Res 2007; 7:375



Challenges

5). What do we do with “poor quality” studies?

Variously:

• Exclude

• “Weight” (include with caveats)

• Test through contribution to the synthesis

• Test impact through “sensitivity analysis”



Does it matter if they are 

“poor” if they have similar 

findings to “good” studies?



A proposal:

• Technical aspects

• Trustworthiness

• Theoretical considerations

• Practical considerations

Garside. Should we appraise the quality of qualitative research reports for systematic reviews and if so, 
how?. Innovation: the European Journal of Social Science Research. 2014; 27(1): 67-79



Y/P/N Comments

1. Is the research question(s) clear?

2. Is the research question(s) suited to qual. enquiry?

Are the following clearly described?

3. Context

4. Sampling

5. Data collection

6. Analysis

1. Technical aspects:

Adapted from: 
Dixon-Woods et al. The problem of appraising qualitative research. Qual Saf Health Care 2004; 13:233-225

& Popay J, Using Qualitative Research to Inform Policy and Practice. ONS, Cardiff: April 2008.



2. Trustworthiness

For example:

• Are the design and execution appropriate to the research 

question?

• What evidence of reflexivity is there?

• Do the voices of the participants come through?

• Are alternative interpretations, theories etc explored?

• How well supported by the data are any conclusions?

• Are ethical considerations given appropriate thought?

• etc. 



3. Theoretical considerations

For example:

• Does the report connect to a wider body of knowledge or 

existing theoretical framework; and, if so

– Is this appropriate (e.g. not uncritical verification); 

• Does the paper develop explanatory concepts for the 

findings

• etc.



4. Practical considerations

Not “is this research valid?” but rather “what is this 

research valid for?”

For example

• Does this study usefully contribute to the policy 

question?

• Does this study provide evidence relevant to the policy 

setting?

• Does this study usefully contribute to the review?  

Adapted from: Aguinaldo JP. Rethinking Validity in Qualitative Research from a Social Constructionist Perspective: 
From "Is this valid research?" to "What is this research valid for?". The Qualitative Report 2004; 9(1):127-136.



What IS a synthesised finding?



What is “synthesis”

• Combination of two or more items into a new whole 

• The combination of ideas to form a theory or system

• NEW knowledge is generated which goes beyond the 

sum of its parts



Why synthesise qualitative research?

• Strategic







Why synthesise qualitative research?

• Strategic

• Less wasteful

• Create more powerful explanations, higher order 
conceptualisation

• Broader, more encompassing theories

• Belief that it “will yield truths that are better, more 
socially relevant, or more complete” (Paterson et al, 
2001)

• Enhance transferability of findings





Qualitative research

Systematic reviews

















Outcomes of qualitative synthesis

• Description of a phenomenon

• Definition of a new concept

• Creation of a new typology

• Description of processes

• Explanations or theories

• Development of strategies



Presenting findings of qualitative synthesis

• Textual description

• Tables of findings 

• Tables showing which sources contribute to a 

synthesized finding

• Summary statements

• Conceptual frameworks/ diagrams



• Garside R, Britten N, Stein K. The experience of heavy menstrual bleeding: A systematic review 

and meta-ethnography of qualitative studies. Journal of Advanced Nursing. 2008;63(6):550-62.



Pound et al. Resisting medicines: a synthesis of 
qualitative studies of  medicine taking. Soc Sci
Med. 2005; 61(1):  133-155



Table 1. Components of the CERQual approach.

Lewin S, Glenton C, Munthe-Kaas H, Carlsen B, Colvin CJ, et al. (2015) Using Qualitative Evidence in Decision Making for Health and Social 
Interventions: An Approach to Assess Confidence in Findings from Qualitative Evidence Syntheses (GRADE-CERQual). PLOS Medicine 12(10): 
e1001895. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pmed.1001895
http://journals.plos.org/plosmedicine/article?id=10.1371/journal.pmed.1001895

http://journals.plos.org/plosmedicine/article?id=10.1371/journal.pmed.1001895


(From 2008)

• Purpose

• Defining the research question

• Type of research to include

• Searching for, sampling and excluding papers

• Quality appraisal

• Data extraction

• Methods of synthesis

• Outcome of synthesis – summary of thematic 
similarities, coherent and illuminating theory.

• Author voice / replicability

Contested areas in QES



R.Garside@exeter.ac.uk

@Ruth_Garside @CochraneQual

Thank you.
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