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Course structure
• 6 x 90 minute sessions over 2 days

• lecture ~30 mins, activity / discussion ~60 mins
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Session Lecture Activity

1 Intro & worked example Trying out thematic synthesis

2 Why do MMSR? Developing MMSR questions

3 Types of MMSR Recognising types of MMSR

4 Finding, describing and appraising studies Developing implications from a thematic 
synthesis

5 Integration by comparison Trying out integration by comparison

6 Integration by connection Trying out integration by connection



Day 1 Outline
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Time Session
9.30-10.15 Introductions

10.15-11.00 Lecture 1 – worked example of mixed methods synthesis

11.00-11.15 Break

11.15-12.30 Activity 1 – Trying out thematic synthesis

12.30-1.00 Lecture 2 – Why do mixed methods synthesis 

1.00-2.00 Lunch

2.00-2.45 Activity 2 – Developing questions for mixed-methods evidence syntheses

2.45-3.10 Break

3.10-3.30 Lecture 3 – Overview of options for integration

3.30-4.30 Activity 3 – Recognising different integration types

4.30-5.00 Plenary















Lecture 1 – 
worked example
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Diversity in 
systematic reviews

“The logic of systematic 
methods for reviewing the 
literature can be applied to all 
areas of research; therefore 
there can be as much variation 
in systematic reviews as is found 
in primary research.” 
Gough, Thomas and Oliver (2012)



Diversity of Questions > diversity of evidence
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Question types Evidence types

What works? Is intervention x effective for outcome y? Intervention evaluations (e.g. trials)

What are the barriers/facilitators of implementation? Process evaluations

What’s the extent/nature of the problem? Epidemiological research (e.g. Survey)

What are people’s needs? Needs assessment

What are people’s experiences? Views research (e.g. qualitative, survey data)

What relationships are seen between phenomena? Correlational studies



Mixed-
method 

‘compound’ 
questions

• E.g. questions about interventions that require 
mixed methods to answer

• Which intervention works best to achieve 
outcome y? AND which works best for whom, 
in what circumstances etc.? (intervention 
effectiveness + contextual moderators)

• To what extent AND in what ways does the 
person who delivers the intervention affect 
the outcomes attained? (effectiveness + 
implementation/mechanisms)

• Who does this intervention work for, AND 
why? (effect of context + mechanisms)



Answering compound questions

Compound questions may require combinations of different 
study types to be included.
• E.g. process evaluations and trials

Different combinations of study types may demand different 
methods of synthesis.
• E.g. meta-analysis and thematic synthesis

Combining different study types requires methods for 
‘integration’





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?

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

2. Quality assessment

3. Data extraction

4. Statistical meta-analysis

Synthesis 2 Qualitative studies (N=8) 
1. Application of inclusion criteria

2. Quality assessment

3. Data extraction

4. Thematic synthesis

Synthesis 3: Trials and qualitative studies

Integration

Mapping
(193 studies in 272 reports)

In-depth review 
(41 studies)



Findings for first 
synthesis: 
(meta-analysis 
of trials)



‘Thematic synthesis’

• Similar to other methods of synthesising 
qualitative research (e.g. ‘meta-
ethnography’)

• Source data = text (documents)

• Source material = conceptual

• Key method = translation

• Final product = interpretation

Thomas J, Harden A (2008) Methods for the 
thematic synthesis of qualitative research in 
systematic reviews. BMC Medical Research 

Methodology, 8:45 doi:10.1186/1471-2288-8-
45 



Sub-questions for 
synthesis 2: driven by 
main review question

• What are children's perceptions of and 
attitudes towards healthy eating? 
What does healthy eating mean to 
children?

• What do children think stops them 
from eating healthily?

• What do children think helps them to 
eat healthily?

• What ideas do children have for what 
could or should be done to promote 
their healthy eating?



Stages of thematic synthesis

Stages one and two: coding text 
and developing descriptive 
themes

Identifying the ‘findings’

‘Line-by-line’ reading and coding of meaningful 
units of text
Compare and contrast across codes to 
developing descriptive themes

Stage three: generating analytical 
themes

In the light of the review question and aims



Developing 
descriptive 
codes & 
themes

Data extraction: results from primary studies

Coded the findings 
described in our data 
extraction (e.g. ‘bad food = 
nice, good food = awful’)

36 initial descriptive 
codes

Looked for similarities and 
differences among 
descriptive codes in order 
to group them

13 descriptive 
themes (e.g. 
‘Perceptions of 
health benefits’)



Initial coding 
of 
meaningful 
units of text



Descriptive 
codes 
diagram



Developing analytical themes

• Further analysis of descriptive themes: in the light of our 
review question and aims
• up until this point, we had no ‘results’: our analysis did not address our 

review question and aims, it was a synthesis of the studies in their own 
terms

• Further analysis resulted in 6 analytical themes (e.g. ‘Children do not see 
it as their role to be interested in health’)

• From these themes, we inferred barriers, facilitators and 
recommendations for interventions (e.g. reduce emphasis on 
health messages)



Brand fruit and vegetables as ‘tasty’ 
rather than ‘healthy’.

Reduce health emphasis of  messages

Do not promote fruit and vegetables in 
the same way within the same 
intervention.

Create situations for children to have 
ownership over their food choices. 

Ensure messages promoting fruit and 
vegetables are supported by 
appropriate access to fruit and 
vegetables 

1) Children don’t see it as their role to be 
interested in health. 

2) Children do not  see future health 
consequences as personally relevant or 
credible. 

3) Fruit, vegetables and confectionary have 
very different meanings for children. 

4) Children actively seek ways to exercise their 
own choices with regard to foods. 

5) Children value eating as a social occasion. 

6) Children recognise contradiction between 
what is promoted and what is provided

Analytical themes Implications for interventions



‘Integration’ via a matrix to compare

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



Sub-group analysis to connect syntheses

Increase (standardised portions per day) in vegetable intake across trials
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These 
synthesis  

methods :

• Allows us to integrate ‘quantitative’ 
estimates of benefit and harm with 
‘qualitative’ understanding from people’s 
lives

• Allows the exploration of heterogeneity in 
ways in which it would be difficult to 
imagine in advance

• BUT protects against ‘data dredging’ – 
i.e. our analysis is informed by and 
justified by the qual evidence

• This review compares and connects as 
ways of integrating (you will hear more 
about these later)



Activity 1 – trying 
out thematic 
synthesis
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Activity 1 – Trying out thematic synthesis

• Aims

• Give you ‘taste’ of working with qualitative data in a thematic synthesis

• Generate findings that you will further develop and integrate with effectiveness data in later activities

• Scenario

• Policy makers are concerned that seasonal influenza will impose significant strain on healthcare services in 
winter season; vaccine uptake among healthcare workers (HCW) remains low.

• You have been commissioned to undertake a mixed-methods evidence synthesis to identify the most effective 
strategies for encouraging uptake of the seasonal influenza vaccine among HCW.

• In this first phase of the work your aim is to synthesise qualitative evidence to develop an understanding of 
the issues by developing initial themes on ‘HCWs’ perceptions and experiences of vaccination drives for 
seasonal influenza’.

• In later stages (i.e. subsequent workshop activities!) you will use your thematic synthesis findings to develop 
‘implications for interventions’ (activity 4) which you will then integrate with intervention effectiveness data 
using a comparison approach (activity 5) and a connection approach (activity 6).



Activity 1 – Trying out thematic synthesis
• Instructions for the thematic synthesis activity (with suggested timings)

• On your own: read the six excerpts / short passages from qualitative studies 
on the following pages and jot down any initial ideas (~10 mins) 

• In small groups: see if you can develop and agree any … (~20 mins):
• Descriptive themes ( … what are participants views / experiences)
• Analytical themes (… what are the implications re barriers / facilitators to 

vaccination uptake)

• On the thematic synthesis’ Padlet: post one ‘descriptive theme’ and the 
‘descriptive codes' that underpin it (~5 mins) - padlet link: bit.ly/3BcCpaP, 
padlet QR code: 

• Whole group discussion: In the last part of this activity you will have an 
opportunity to elaborate on your post and reflect on your experience of trying 
out thematic synthesis (~20 mins).

https://bit.ly/3BcCpaP
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