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          Preface   

 “What works in child welfare” (Kluger, Alexander, & Curtis, 2000). 
“What works for troubled children,” (Buchanan & Ritchie, 2004). “What 
works for parents with learning disabilities” (McGaw, 2000). These titles 
refl ect an interest in what is effective in social work policy and practice 
and are part of a growing body of literature aimed at improving out-
comes for clients receiving services from social workers and others in the 
helping professions and understanding the systems that impede or facili-
tate the delivery of these services. 

 Notwithstanding this expressed interest in harnessing evidence for 
effective social work practice and policy and a simultaneous, parallel 
growth of quantitative and qualitative evidence relevant to social work, 
there remains a lack of attention paid to building a cumulative body of 
evidence to inform social work practice and policy. This means that it is 
diffi cult to identify gaps in knowledge so that new research questions can 
be asked that are relevant to the experiences of populations served by 
social work. For clinicians, the challenge of including the best available 
evidence within practice decisions with clients is overwhelming given the 
ever-increasing volume of studies on specifi c areas of social work practice. 
Social workers often have little time and insuffi cient resources to ade-
quately make sense of the best available evidence needed to guide practice. 
Literature reviews can only go so far and are notoriously biased. Without 
systematic summaries of individual studies, the task of making sense of 
the evidence, both within and across studies, is a daunting endeavor. 
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 Systematic reviews are designed to deal with this very problem and 
are an integral part of evidence-based practice. They can be thought of as 
an overarching approach for the review of evidence and are generally 
understood to include a set of preformulated questions, comprehensive 
methods for searching and locating primary studies, a transparent 
method for appraising quality, and explicit procedures for synthesizing 
included studies. Although not typically included in the discourse of sys-
tematic reviews and evidence-based practice, knowledge gained from 
qualitative research can not only describe elements of interventions that 
“work,” but can also be helpful in answering questions about why inter-
ventions work (or do not work) and the infl uence these interventions 
may have (or do not have) on clients that the interventions are meant to 
target. As important as “Did it work?” type of questions, qualitative stud-
ies might ask: How do people experience the intervention? Why might an 
intervention work, for whom, and in what circumstances? What aspects 
of the intervention are valued and why is this so? What system level fac-
tors contribute to the successful implementation of an intervention? 
What conditions create potential barriers for recruitment and participa-
tion in an intervention? Within the context of evidence-based practice, 
qualitative research can also be the primary source of data to answer 
questions that do not focus solely on social services’ effi cacy or effective-
ness (Gough & Elbourne, 2002) but, instead, focus on the richly described 
perceptions of clients and the contextual considerations that infl uence 
the delivery of services including: the perceived needs of clients; clients’ 
experiences of services; the presence of program champions or leaders; 
the operation and resources for services; the cultural appropriateness, 
relevance, and sensitivity of services; aspects related to training; and the 
presence or absence of collaboration among partners in supporting the 
services. 

 Arguments are often made about the contingent nature of evidence 
gleaned from synthesis of qualitative studies and the current lack of con-
sensus about the veracity of some of its aspects. And yet, despite these 
hesitations, qualitative synthesis can be included within the family of sys-
tematic reviews as a unique method for answering research questions, as 
well a method that compliments and enhances other systematic review 
methods. Systematic synthesis is an important technique and, used suit-
ably, can deepen our understanding of the contextual dimensions of 
social work practice, and can help to move qualitative synthesis out of 
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the shadow of quantitative synthesis (i.e., meta-analysis). Moreover, 
qualitative synthesis provides impetus to the creation of methods that are 
transparent, consistent, and rigorous, regardless of the systematic review 
method, and helps to distinguish qualitative synthesis from other types 
of reviews of the literature.  

      PURPOSE OF THE BOOK 

 This book aims to provide graduate students, social work researchers, 
and practitioners with current standards, philosophical debates, and 
methods for understanding and conducting systematic qualitative syn-
thesis. An overview of the range of qualitative synthesis methods avail-
able is provided so that readers may choose a method that is most 
consistent with the important questions they are asking, which will, ulti-
mately, better inform practice and policy decisions relevant to social 
work. In doing so, we also introduce and explain the terminology found 
within this emerging fi eld of research to provide a clear roadmap for 
those inclined to pursue this challenging, yet rewarding method of 
inquiry. 

 Like others who have considered these issues (Dixon-Woods, Bonas, 
Booth, et al., 2006; Paterson, Thorne, Canam, & Jillings, 2001; Pope, 
Mays, & Popay, 2007; Sandelowski & Barroso, 2007), we are not naïve to 
the challenges involved in articulating systematic methods for synthesiz-
ing qualitative studies. We acknowledge the risk that presenting an 
approach for qualitative synthesis poses. We may overemphasize meth-
ods over substance and readers might perceive that we are prescribing a 
single method. Moreover, the philosophical differences between, say, 
a post-positivist grounded theory study and a critical–realist ethno-
graphic study cannot be ignored. Both are qualitative studies, yet how 
can they be compared? Indeed, this is what makes a quantitative system-
atic review much easier because there is just one philosophical tradition 
to contend with: post-positivism. Quantitative meta-reviews compare 
fi ndings generated by different designs and statistical techniques, but, for 
the most part, each study enacts the same basic post-positivist assump-
tions (e.g., that differences between people can be observed, aggregated, 
interpreted, and generalized). 



 We acknowledge that our epistemological and ontological frame-
works may further challenge us in preserving the integrity and enhancing 
the utility of qualitative research within multiple perspectives. Specifi cally, 
we understand that methods for synthesis are theory-laden and inher-
ently biased by cultural experiences and worldviews. That is, the author 
of such studies cannot remove herself from the context in which she sits. 
Nonetheless, we believe that some shared meanings can emerge from 
multiple studies even though these meanings can change over time and 
must always remain connected to the context of the original studies 
(frankly, we believe this is true of quantitative studies as well!). This book 
will not resolve the debates. As advocates for the inclusion of qualitative 
studies in evidence-based practice and data synthesis, we will focus on 
the research questions at hand to choose the best fi t of methods. Within 
this view, qualitative synthesis is an opportunity to enhance the “utiliza-
tion value” (Smaling, 2003, p. 60) and “power” (Kearney, 1998b) of 
qualitative research (Sandelowski & Barroso, 2007). 

 Based on our experiences of using the best available evidence to 
answer different research questions, we propose a systematic synthesis 
approach to enhance transparency, consistency, and rigor while still 
responding to the central philosophical challenges of including qualita-
tive studies. Careful attention is made to present an approach whereby 
studies are grouped with similar epistemological and ontological frame-
works to promote philosophical consistency throughout the synthesis 
process. The approach is presented with enough information about the 
controversies to allow readers an opportunity to form their own opinion 
and to provide the information they need to avoid some of the major 
philosophical and methodological pitfalls they will surely encounter. 

 This book presents an approach for planning, developing, and imple-
menting qualitative synthesis within existing protocols and guidelines. 
The book also covers a number of the methodological challenges inher-
ent in such an approach, including: the philosophical tensions of includ-
ing qualitative synthesis within the broader family of systematic reviews; 
the balance of comprehensive and iterative information retrieval strate-
gies to locate and screen qualitative research; the use of appraisal tools to 
assess the quality of qualitative studies; the various approaches to synthe-
size qualitative studies, including interpretive, integrated, and aggrega-
tive; and the tensions between the generalizability and transferability of 
fi ndings that emerge from qualitative synthesis. 

x Preface



 The content and format of the book refl ect the authors’ experience in 
conducting systematic reviews and primary qualitative research within 
evidence-based practice. The book includes examples relevant to social 
work to illustrate these approaches and explores the benefi ts, limitations, 
and pitfalls of qualitative synthesis within existing systematic review pro-
tocols. The book will hopefully inspire others to consider questions rel-
evant to social work to help build our collective understanding of the 
various ways that qualitative synthesis can help inform practice, research, 
and policy decisions.  

        OUTLINE OF THE BOOK 

 The book is divided into three parts. The fi rst part looks at the evolution 
of qualitative research within the framework of evidence-based practice 
and its inclusion in the family of systematic reviews. This part briefl y 
recounts the history of qualitative systematic reviews across disciplines 
and within systematic review enterprises, including the Cochrane and 
the Campbell Collaborations. We argue for a nonhierarchical approach 
to systematic reviews, where each method within the broad family of sys-
tematic reviews (e.g., meta-analysis, qualitative synthesis, rapid evidence 
assessments) is understood to have a complimentary, unique approach 
based on the type of question being asked and the needs of the stakehold-
ers. In this section, current methods for conducting qualitative syntheses 
are explored by presenting various models of aggregation, integration, 
and interpretation of qualitative fi ndings across studies. The common 
link among these different models is that they all attempt to draw out 
fi ndings across qualitative studies to generate new insights and under-
standings (McDermott, Graham, & Hamilton, 2004). Within the presen-
tation of these models, we draw out the epistemological frameworks and 
underlying assumptions of each of these models to provide the reader 
with some direction for choosing methods for specifi c types of questions 
and purposes. We also explore the integration of qualitative research 
within quantitative systematic reviews. 

 Part II provides an approach for conducting systematic syntheses of 
qualitative research within the family of systematic reviews by offering 
suggestions for developing information-retrieval strategies for qualitative 
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synthesis consistent with current guidelines produced by both the 
Cochrane and Campbell Collaborations. Strategies for using qualitative 
research as the primary source of studies included in a systematic review 
are also explored. Once primary studies are included within the system-
atic review process, researchers often struggle to appraise the evidence. 
While acknowledging the long-standing debate regarding the appraisal 
of qualitative studies, we introduce a study appraisal form that has 
been created to assess methodological rigor, credibility, dependability, 
confi rmability, transferability, and relevance within and across qualita-
tive studies; and we provide an illustration regarding the applicability 
of the appraisal form. To illustrate the inclusion of qualitative studies 
within the family of systematic reviews, we present a working systematic 
review that includes both intervention studies and qualitative studies 
to assess family group decision making within the context of child 
protection services. 

 Part III discusses using qualitative evidence to create actionable 
knowledge and the application of the products of qualitative synthesis in 
practice. We also provide suggestions for a more seamless integration of 
qualitative reviews within both the evidence-based practice movement 
and other systematic review methods. 

 The overall framework for synthesizing qualitative research presented 
in this book is intended to develop methods that are rigorous, relevant, 
transparent, systematic, and applicable to a broad audience of research-
ers, policy makers, decision makers, social work students, and social 
work practitioners. Although the process of conducting a synthesis of 
qualitative research is presented in a cumulative format, each chapter is 
independently organized to allow readers to use this text both as a source 
book for conducting a systematic synthesis and as a pocket guide for the 
inclusion of qualitative studies and appraisal geared toward increasing 
the rigor, credibility, applicability, and transferability of primary qualita-
tive studies.  

xii Preface
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5 

 Far better an approximate answer to the right question, which is often 

vague, than an exact answer to the wrong question, which can always be 

made precise 

  — (John Tukey,   1962  , p. 13)       

   SYSTEMATIC REVIEWS TO GUIDE SOCIAL WORK PRACTICE AND POLICY   

 The process of evidence-based practice (EBP) is currently understood as 
the intersection of current best evidence, client state and circumstances, 
and client values and expectations (Sackett, Richardson, Rosenberg, & 
Haynes,   1997  ). The optimal integration of these three areas can be seen 
as clinical expertise (Haynes, Devereaux, & Guyatt,   2002  ). Although such 
an overarching approach is appealing on a number of different levels, 
not the least of which is the anticipated benefi ts to clients, social services 
have struggled to create a body of research suffi ciently large and of valid 
methodology to revolutionize practice. Ensuring the implementation of 
evidence-based practice in social work requires an ongoing commitment 
from researchers, policy makers, and social work practitioners to use 

 1 

 Evolution of Qualitative 
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systematic and rigorous methods for obtaining and using evidence in 
practice. The critical question concerning EBP is not whether evidence 
should play a role in clinical decisions, but how to effi ciently and effec-
tively establish this role (Haynes, Sackett, Gray, Cook, & Guyatt,   1996  ). 

 Systematic reviews are an essential component of EBP. Indeed, they are 
the primary vehicle for preparing, maintaining, and disseminating high-
quality and relevant evidence to be used in practice. According to Littell and 
Corcoran (  2010  ), systematic reviews are “carefully organized, comprehen-
sive, and transparent studies of previous research on a particular topic. 
Systematic reviews follow written protocols (detailed plans) that specify the 
central objectives, concepts, and methods in advance” (p. 313). These 
methodologically prescribed and highly structured syntheses of the litera-
ture are conducted to address a particular question (or set of questions) that 
arise in the practice or policy environments (Petticrew & Roberts,   2006  ) 
and can be thought of as an effective means of comprehending how the 
results from a single study fi t within, and enhance previous research on, a 
similar issue (Mulrow,   1994  ). Most importantly, systematic reviews attempt 
to decrease the bias of traditional literature reviews by systematically and 
transparently synthesizing the greatest range of relevant, high-quality stud-
ies, published and unpublished, related to a single, prespecifi ed question. 

 There are now a number of guidelines for conducting systematic 
reviews (see Littell, Corcoran, & Pillai,   2008  ; Pettricrew & Roberts,   2006  ). 
These guidelines include procedures for identifying the literature to be 
included, steps for critically appraising the evidence, methods for synthe-
sizing the results, and frameworks for presenting the results of previous 
studies (Littell & Corcoran,   2010  ). In contrast, traditional reviews (Littell, 
Corcoran, & Pillai,   2008  ) tend to arrange studies according to an already 
rehearsed argument, and such reviews often amount to a discussion of 
the literature known to the author, complete with opinions and conjec-
ture. Even though such approaches may make for good and, at times, 
useful reading, they also open the door for substantial bias due to a lack 
of transparency and clear criteria for choosing which studies to include 
and elaborate on. There is evidence that such bias exists. For instance, 
there is substantial evidence for publishing bias (i.e., studies with signifi -
cant fi ndings tend to be published more often than studies with null 
fi ndings) (Petticrew & Roberts,   2006  ), as well as selective reporting of 
outcome data (i.e., only certain fi ndings from studies are included in tra-
ditional literature reviews, and these tend to favor positive fi ndings of 
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interventions) (Chan, Hróbjartsson, Haarh, G ø zsche, & Altman,   2004  ). 
Systematic reviews address questions left dangling by traditional forms 
of review: Why were particular studies chosen? What makes one study 
more important than another? Would another author with the same 
question come up with a different set of conclusions? What are the 
strengths and quality each study brings to the overall review? What are 
the types of measures used to reach conclusions and (if a meta-analysis 
was conducted) what are the overall effect sizes for various constructs 
across studies (Gough & Elbourne,   2002  )? 

 The Cochrane Collaboration and the Campbell Collaboration are two 
international, interdisciplinary research networks that are dedicated to help-
ing health and social care professionals make well-informed practice and 
policy decisions by preparing, maintaining, and disseminating systematic 
reviews. The Cochrane Collaboration boasts over than ten thousand volun-
teers in more than 90 countries who review the effects of health care inter-
ventions using state-of-the-art systematic review methods, and these are 
published in the Cochrane Library ( http://www2.cochrane.org/reviews/ ). 
The Campbell Collaboration focuses on the preparation of systematic 
reviews in the general fi elds of social welfare, education, crime and justice, 
and international development, these are published in the Campbell Library 
( www.campbellcollaboration.org/library ). Both collaborations apply rigor-
ous and systematic procedures to review the effects of interventions, with 
the aim of establishing a world library of systematic reviews that are made 
widely available to interested stakeholders. Systematic reviews can also be 
published in journals, books, or on government websites, though such 
reviews may not adhere to the high standards of these two collaborations. 

 To date, systematic reviews have been mostly focused on examining 
the effi cacy and effectiveness of specifi c interventions, when possible 
using meta-analysis, which is “a set of statistical methods for combining 
quantitative results from multiple studies to produce an overall sum-
mary of empirical knowledge on a given topic” (Littell, et al.,   2008  , 
p. 299). Randomized controlled trials (RCTs) and other highly controlled 
studies are required for examining the effi cacy or effectiveness of an 
intervention because such designs have fewer threats to internal validity, 
thus providing the best evidence of a causal relationship between an 
intervention and an outcome (Pettricrew & Roberts,   2006  ). 

 Unfortunately, many have taken evidence-based practice to mean 
that practice and policy should be based solely on the evidence produced 

http://www2.cochrane.org/reviews/
www.campbellcollaboration.org/library
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by RCTs. As Ramchandani, Joughin, and Zwi (2001) suggest, “this 
narrow approach, whilst not one envisaged by the original proponents of 
evidence-based medicine … ., is a common misunderstanding of the par-
adigm” (p. 60). Although RCTs have been considered the “gold stan-
dard” for questions of effectiveness, Lewis notes there are serious gaps in 
indiscriminately applying RCTs to answer evidence-based questions, as 
many research questions are not amenable to research designs involving 
RCTs (Lewis   1998  ). If the basic steps of EBP involve posing client-
oriented, answerable questions, appraising what is found, and integrat-
ing current best evidence with client preference/values and clinical state/
circumstances (as outlined in Sackett et al.,   1997  ), then surely the wealth 
of information derived from qualitative studies, especially as it relates to 
client context, is both relevant and important.     

   THE EMERGENCE OF QUALITATIVE SYNTHESIS   

 Qualitative methodology is fast becoming the approach of choice for 
many social work investigators who are seeking answers to intriguing 
research questions, pushing the fi eld to question long-held beliefs, or 
simply exploring what is occurring in the world of clients, practitioners, 
students, and related groups. The integration of qualitative data to inform 
policy and practice directions is already underway in areas such as home-
lessness (Meadows-Oliver,   2006  ); sexual violence (Draucker et al.,   2009  ), 
health, and well-being (Harvey,   2007  ); injection drug use (Treloar & 
Rhodes,   2009  ); eating disorders (Espíndola & Blay,   2009  ); and parenting 
programs (Kane, Wood, & Barlow,   2007  ). Yet how are we to know which 
qualitative studies have results we can count on? Or, what do we do when 
two studies have opposite fi ndings? And how do we synthesize or weave 
together fi ndings from a number of studies in the same topic area with 
the least amount of bias? 

 As currently understood, qualitative synthesis is a method that 
attempts to address these questions pertaining to how qualitative studies 
are aggregated, integrated, and/or interpreted (Sandelowski & Barroso, 
  2007  ). Similar to other systematic review methods (e.g., meta-analysis), 
researchers conducting syntheses of qualitative studies have an interest in 
using a transparent, consistent, and comprehensive process to integrate 
fi ndings from empirical studies and to generate new conceptualization of 
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the target phenomenon (Meeker & Jezewski,   2008  ). Synthesizing qualita-
tive research is unique, however, because part of the process of assessing 
the feasibility of combining fi ndings across studies involves consider-
ation of the various worldviews and paradigms underlying each primary 
study. Therefore, such syntheses must not only combine similar studies 
but must include processes that allow the research to “remain faithful 
to the interpretive rendering in each particular study” (Sandelowski & 
Barroso,   2003b  , p. 154). 

 Qualitative approaches have traditionally been excluded from sys-
tematic reviews due in part to challenges confronting researchers when 
they attempt to synthesize studies with the diverse range of methodolo-
gies and epistemologies employed in the qualitative research fi eld (These 
considerations are further explored at the end of the chapter). The tides 
are slowly turning, however. There is a growing list of texts and articles 
devoted to improving the methods for including qualitative reviews 
within the family of systematic reviews (e.g., see Dixon-Woods, Agarwal, 
Jones, Young, & Sutton,   2005  ; Harden & Thomas,   2005  ; Petticrew & 
Roberts,   2006  ; Pope, Mays & Popay,   2007  ; Sandelowski & Barroso,   2007  ). 
Moreover, there are now numerous approaches for conducting qualita-
tive synthesis. Methods have been developed specifi cally for including 
qualitative primary studies, whereas other methods have been created to 
combine quantitative and qualitative studies. When qualitative reviews 
compliment quantitative reviews, the qualitative component has the 
unique role of helping to defi ne and refi ne the question (thus allowing 
for maximum relevance) and to synthesize descriptive evidence about 
interventions that bear on fi ndings of effectiveness (Popay,   2006  ). 

 Important to this trajectory has been the identifi cation by interna-
tional organizations, including the Cochrane and Campbell Collab-
orations, of the need to develop methods for integrating qualitative 
studies within conventional systematic reviews (Higgins & Green,   2008  ). 
Although no current template is in place to guide the inclusion of quali-
tative studies within Cochrane Collaboration reviews, there are now 
examples that have nested qualitative reviews within systematic reviews 
of effectiveness (see Ryan et al.,   2011  ). In the context of a quantitative 
systematic review, a synthesis of qualitative studies in the relevant fi eld 
should be considered if it will: (a) contribute to the development of a 
more robust intervention by helping to defi ne an intervention more pre-
cisely; (b) assist in the choice of outcome measures and assist in the 
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development of valid research questions; and (c) help to understand het-
erogeneous results from studies of effect (Campbell Collaboration). 
Based on these guidelines, a review that contains descriptions of qualita-
tive research relevant to the topic of interest should operationally describe 
the: (a) criteria for inclusion and exclusion of studies, (b) methods used 
in primary research, (c) criteria for determining independent fi ndings, 
and (d) characteristics of included studies. Though not yet formally 
accepted, these guidelines indicate that a qualitative synthesis can aug-
ment a Campbell Collaboration review by providing not only in-depth 
understandings of the experiences and perceptions of people involved in 
interventions, but can be used to bring forth meaningful explorations 
of important issues related to implementation of an intervention as 
well. Finally, qualitative synthesis is proposed as a method for poten-
tially adding evidence to the generation or refutation of hypotheses, 
contributing to the development of a more robust intervention by help-
ing to defi ne an intervention more precisely, assisting in the choice of 
outcome measures and the development of valid research questions, and 
helping to explain heterogeneous results from studies of effi cacy and 
effectiveness. 

 Although these initiatives have made signifi cant strides toward the 
inclusion of qualitative studies, there remain no clear guidelines for those 
wanting to include only qualitative primary studies within a Campbell 
Collaboration systematic review and qualitative syntheses will not be 
accepted as Campbell reviews, on their own, until such a time as these 
standards are developed and accepted. The inclusion of qualitative syn-
thesis methods in systematic reviews of effectiveness generally fall within 
an enhancement model (Popay, Arai, & Roen,   2003  ), where qualitative 
methods are seen to complement or augment the relevance of quantita-
tive fi ndings. Dixon-Woods, Bonas, et al., (  2006  ) propose that qualita-
tive synthesis methods can also fall within a “difference model” (p. 32), 
where qualitative methods are developed independently to contribute to 
a different kind of evidence relevant for practice and policy. Social work-
ers and decision makers require not only “what works” in terms of inter-
ventions, but also “what is at work” in regards to the integration of 
clients’ perspectives, professional wisdom, and contextual factors within 
various systems relevant to practice and policy. 

 We propose that some topics are best addressed solely with qualita-
tive studies due to the nature of the question posed, the purpose of the 



 Evolution of Qualitative Synthesis within Systematic Reviews   11

review, the extent to which sources of high-quality quantitative data are 
available, and the very real barriers to conducting rigorous quantitative 
studies for particular types of questions and types of designs articulated 
to shed light on a relatively unexplored topic area or a diffi cult to reach 
population.     

   WHAT WE MEAN BY “QUALITATIVE RESEARCH”   

 Qualitative research is best referred to as a complex family of research 
methods (Denzin & Lincoln,   1994  ), with numerous investigators now 
exploring the various methods and designs appropriate for addressing 
questions germane to social work research (e.g., see Gilgun,   2009  ; 
Riessman,   1993  ; Padgett,   2008  ; Shaw & Gould,   2001  ; Sherman & Reid, 
  1994  ). As these investigators suggest, there is no “one size fi ts all” (Padgett, 
  1998  , p. 1) and some members of the family of qualitative research are 
more compatible than others (Denzin & Lincoln,   1994  ). Various writers 
have weighed in on attempting to identify the markers of what is uniquely 
constitutive of qualitative research. Denzin and Lincoln (  2000  ), for 
example, suggest that qualitative research is a situated activity that locates 
the observer in the world and consists of a set of interpretive, material 
practices that make that world visible. For these investigators, research is 
multimethod in focus and involves the studied use and collection of a 
variety of empirical materials — “case study, personal experience, intro-
spective, life story, interview, observational, historical, interactional, and 
visual texts that describe routine and problematic moments and mean-
ings in individuals’ lives” (p. 2). Creswell (  1998  ) emphasizes the rele-
vance of qualitative inquiry for building “a complex, holistic picture” 
and reporting “detailed views of informants” (p. 15). Other investigators 
stress the importance of qualitative research for drawing out the mean-
ing of particular activities or beliefs within naturalistic and contextual-
ized systems (Padgett,   1998  ) or in the context of the culture being 
considered (Valadez & Bamberger,   1994  ). 

 For the purposes of this book, we fi nd it useful to consider Royse, 
Thyer, Padgett, and Logan’s (  2006  ) helpful summary when thinking about 
the complexity of the qualitative research family: “virtually all qualitative 
studies, regardless of their epistemological backdrop, share in common 
a few key ingredients: 1) a focus on naturalistic inquiry in situation; 
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2) a reliance on the researcher as the instrument of data collection; and 
3) reports emphasising narrative over numbers” (p. 88). This qualitative 
framework that we adopt in this book does, however, limit the types of 
qualitative studies that may be included in what we mean by qualitative 
research. In doing so, we acknowledge that we may overemphasize the 
kinds of qualitative research that produce fi ndings derived from “real-
world settings” (Golafshani,   2003  , p. 600), in which “phenomenon of 
interest unfolds naturally” (Patton,   2001  , p. 39). Our focus is purposive 
because naturalistic inquiry is most germane for qualitative synthesis 
given the ontological and epistemological consistencies of connecting 
knowledge that is understood to emerge from these naturalistic research 
settings to inform us about what we might do in real-life circumstances 
with real-life clients. (see Box   1.1  ).      

   DISTINCTION OF QUALITATIVE AND QUANTITATIVE RESEARCH   

 In comparing qualitative research to quantitative methods, Padgett 
(  1998  ) states that both approaches are empirical, systematic, and based 
on scientifi c inquiry. However, qualitative researchers are more likely to 
follow an inductive approach (e.g., to derive concepts from the social 
reality of the respondents) compared with the deductive methods pre-
scribed by quantitative designs (e.g., to apply social science theory to the 
social reality). Table   1.1   summarizes (and overstates) some of the differ-
ences between qualitative and quantitative research. However, in reality, 
there is a great deal of overlap between them, and the importance of the 
commonalities is increasingly being recognized (Abell,   1990  ; Greenhalgh 
& Taylor,   1997  ). For instance, Padgett claims that “contrary to a popular 
misconception, qualitative research is neither haphazard nor unfocused. 
Yet systematic research need not be prescriptive and rigidly predictable. 
It can also be fl exible” (p. 4).      

   REASONS FOR INCLUDING QUALITATIVE RESEARCH WITHIN 
SYSTEMATIC REVIEWS   

 Qualitative research often seeks to interpret, illuminate, illustrate, and 
explore meaning, context, unanticipated phenomena, processes, opinions, 
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attitudes, actions, and to learn about people who are few or hard to reach. 
Qualitative research “enables researchers to ask new questions, answer dif-
ferent kinds of questions, and readdress old questions” (Fetterman,   1988  , 
p. 17). Such questions are useful when traditional quantitative methods 
are inadequate for understanding the complexity of a problem, when little 

    Box 1.1    Ontological and Epistemological Paradigms    

  Ontologies  are theories, assumptions, and beliefs about the nature of social 
life, of physical entities and realities, and of the self. Questions focus on 
what can be known about these different forms of existence and what can be 
assumed about relationships between these “realities.” 
  Post-positivism 1 :  Social phenomena are built upon a distinct reality that is 
independent of the observer. 
  Interpretivist (or interpretive frameworks) 2 :  Social phenomena are intersub-
jective in their nature and cannot be thought of outside of social or cultural 
meaning systems. Subjective meanings of reality are constantly changing 
based on negotiation and revision. 
  Epistemologies  are theories, assumptions, or beliefs about the relationship 
between the knower or would-be knower, how we can know about the 
world, and what can be known. 
  Post-positivism:  Supports the application of natural science methods for the 
search for social reality, which includes deduction, value-controlled methods, 
hypothesis testing, the use of rigorous statistical and other types of testing, 
and the search for generalization of knowledge. Knowledge of the external 
world, although possible, is understood to be incomplete and fallible. 
  Interpretivist:  Supports the interpretive understanding of social actions of 
individuals and the subjective/intersubjective meanings generated by these 
social actions, which includes induction, subjective methods, emerging 
theories, and naturalistic methods for exploring the transferability of 
knowledge. These frameworks make no distinction between objective and 
subjective knowledge given that all meaning is understood to be open to 
reinvestigation or reinterpretation (Pascale, 2011). 

   1  Although the term  positivism  is still found in social work textbooks and writings about 
epistemological approaches in social work, the epistemological paradigm that currently best 
matches the logical positioning of the natural sciences is  post-positivism,  given its recognition that 
research cannot be presumed to be value-free, and therefore, the role of the post-positivist 
researcher is to develop methods to control for these biases. 
   2   Interpretivism  or interpretist frameworks, as philosophical traditions, house a number of different 
approaches including:  constructionism  (Berger & Luckman,   1966  ), which proposes that social life, 
and what can be known about that life, are products of social and symbolic interaction and as 
such are understood to be only partially known and conditional; and  constructivism,  which 
proposes that social phenomena are the product of more internally oriented processes. Emphasis 
here is on understanding how intersubjective experiences are produced and processed cognitively 
by subjects.  
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is known about the research problem, or when researchers do not have 
adequate information about the context and structures related to a given 
social phenomenon. 

 Qualitative methods are also good for pursuing topics that are too 
sensitive (e.g., emotionally, culturally) for the types of closed-ended 

     Table 1.1  Comparison of Quantitative and Qualitative Research Approaches  

  Qualitative Research    Quantitative Research  

  Assumptions    Assumptions  

      •  Reality is socially constructed  
   •  Variables are complex, 

interwoven, and diffi cult to 
measure  

   •  Emic (insider’s point of view)  
   •  Ideographic (unique elements of 

the individual phenomenon)     

      •  Social facts have an objective 
reality  

   •  Variables can be identifi ed and 
relationships measured  

   •  Etic (outsider’s point of view)  
   •  Nomothetic (search for universal 

laws)     

  Epistemological/Ontological    Epistemological/Ontological  

      •  Interpretivism           •  Post-positivism     

  Purpose    Purpose  

      •  Process-oriented  
   •  Contextualization 

(transferability)  
   •  Interpretation  
   •  Understanding perspectives     

      •  Outcome-oriented  
   •  Generalizability  
   •  Prediction  
   •  Causal explanation     

  Process    Process  

      •  Ends with hypothesis, theories 
(inductive)  

   •  Emergent design  
   •  Researcher as instrument  
   •  Naturalistic  
   •  Patterns, theories developed for 

understanding  
   •  Few cases, participants  
   •  Thematic, discourse analyses  
   •  Descriptive write-up     

      •  Begin with hypothesis, theories 
(deductive)  

   •  Manipulation and control  
   •  Use formal instruments  
   •  Experimentation  
   •  Generalization leading to 

prediction and explanation  
   •  Many cases, subjects  
   •  Statistical analyses  
   •  Abstract language in write-up     

  Researcher’s role    Researcher’s role  

      •  Personal involvement and 
partiality  

   •  Subjective insider     

      •  Detachment and impartiality  
   •  Objective outsider     
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questions often asked in quantitative designs (Padgett,   2008  ). For exam-
ple, many qualitative data collection methods employed in social work 
emphasize the interconnectedness between building trust and gathering 
data over a protracted period of time as a means of bringing a breadth 
of perspective to the diffi cult and sensitive experiences being studied. 
Questions that capture the “lived experience” of those in a particular 
situation are also better addressed within qualitative inquiry because 
such inquiries are “ emic , capturing the respondent’s point of view, rather 
than  etic , seeking to explain from the perspective of an objective out-
sider” (Padgett,   1998  , p. 8). Evidence derived from qualitative research 
can not only describe elements of interventions that “work,” but can also 
be helpful in answering questions about why interventions work (or do 
not work) and the impact that these interventions may have (or do not 
have) on clients who receive then. 

 Qualitative research can also be the primary source of data to answer 
questions that do not focus solely on effi cacy or effectiveness (Gough & 
Elbourne,   2002  ) but, instead, focus on the experiences and perceptions of 
clients and the contextual considerations that infl uence the delivery of ser-
vices including: the presence of program champions or leaders; the opera-
tion and resources for services; the cultural appropriateness, relevance, and 
sensitivity of services; aspects related to training; and the presence or 
absence of collaboration among partners in supporting the services. 
Moreover, qualitative research can address the experiences of nonclient 
groups, such as social workers (Gearing, Saini, & McNeill,   2007  ), how sys-
tems function socially, such as in the criminal system (Löschper,   2000  ), and 
how documentary analysis can provide insight into the creation of socially, 
legally, and politically dominant discourses (Saini & Birnbaum,   2005  ).     

   CONSIDERATIONS FOR INTEGRATING QUALITATIVE RESEARCH WITH 
EVIDENCE-BASED PRACTICE   

 Qualitative evidence is important for understanding issues relevant to 
social workers, yet there remains an on-going debate about the feasibility 
and merit of integrating qualitative research within the evidence-based 
practice framework (see Box   1.2  ).  

 Moreover, despite the fact that qualitative studies are thriving in 
social work settings, fi ndings from qualitative methods have remained 
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largely invisible within the evidence-based practice discourse and have 
had little impact on related clinical practice and policies (Finfgeld-
Connett,   2010  ; Pope & Mays,   2009  ) (see Box   1.3  ).  

 Proponents argue that there is utility for the inclusion of qualitative 
research fi ndings within evidence-based practice (Jack,   2006  ) and that 
qualitative research can contribute to evidence-based practice (Newman, 
Thompson, & Roberts,   2006  ) and can also provide yet another important 
voice in the evidence-based practice debate (Parse,   2007  ). Sandelowski 
and Barroso (  2002  ) suggest, however, that there remain a number of 
barriers to the integration of qualitative research with other forms of 
evidence. Three of these considerations will be discussed here. 

 First, there are no steadfast rules or regulations in qualitative analysis. 
Yet, as Padgett (  1998  ) argues, “such standardization [is not] necessarily 
desirable” (p. 2). Coffey and Atkinson (  1996  ) further suggest that there is a 
variety of qualitative research methods “because there are different ques-
tions to be addressed and different versions of social reality” (p. 14) and so 
there is no single methodological framework to guide qualitative research. 

 A second issue often raised is that there is a lack of consistency 
with respect to the terminology used to describe qualitative research 

    Box 1.2    Example of the Integration of Qualitative Research within an 
Effectiveness Study    

 In 2008, Palinkas et al. published an ethnographic study that explored 
the implementation of a purportedly effective treatment in a child mental 
health center. This novel approach of using qualitative research to better 
understand the process of implementing an effective treatment suggested 
that trainers, clinical supervisors, and clinicians struggled with the imple-
mentation of the treatment as some abandoned the treatment, whereas 
others considered selective or partial application of the treatment. They also 
discovered a number of themes that were related to the struggles, including 
the lag time between initial training in the treatment protocol and treatment 
use in practice, clinician engagement with the project, clinician–treatment 
fi t, clinicians’ fi rst impressions of the treatment after initial use, and 
competence in treatment use. This qualitative study has important implica-
tions for the implementation of effective services within the child mental 
health context. The fi ndings suggest that simply evaluating the effectiveness 
of the treatment (whether it works) would not fully capture the context of 
why it worked or did not work.  
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(e.g., qualitative research, qualitative methods, narrative analysis, narra-
tive inquiry, interpretive research). The word  qualitative  may not even 
appear in a text, as researchers may use specifi c qualitative methods to 
describe their study (e.g., grounded theory, phenomenological approach, 
discourse analysis, participatory action research). These differences in 
“naming” the research endeavor make it diffi cult to locate qualitative 
studies for inclusion in the synthesis of evidence. Once qualitative studies 
are located to shed light on a particular question, the inclusion of quali-
tative research is still a challenge because there are no standardized meth-
ods for reporting the design of the study and the pertinent fi ndings are 
not always clearly stated. 

 A third objection derives from a misperception about the scientifi c 
merit of qualitative fi ndings due to their small sample sizes, irrespective 
of the value they may bring to understanding the context of the evidence 
(Finfgeld-Connett,   2010  ). The aim of qualitative research is not to make 
generalizations but to develop knowledge from tentative suppositions 

    Box 1.3    Example of the Integration of Qualitative Research within an RCT    

 Sibthorpe et al. (  2002  ) describe the challenge of conducting “gold standard” 
RCTs within marginalized populations. In their study, they attempt to 
randomly allocate hazardous drinkers in an Indigenous Australian medical 
health community center to either a brief intervention or usual care. Due to 
the low participation in the study, the researchers made several revisions to 
the protocol, including involving Aboriginal people in the screening of 
potential participants, using non-Aboriginal researchers to screen, and 
varying the screening tools for eligibility. Although they needed an esti-
mated 400 participants (200 in the intervention, 200 in the control) to 
conduct the study, only 10 people agreed to participate and none of them 
indicated that they had a serious drinking problem. Ultimately, the 
researchers suspended the study, choosing instead to conduct interviews 
with all relevant staff to identify the barriers of recruitment. The interviews 
highlighted that patients were embarrassed or resentful about being 
approached about their drinking, and they did not want to discuss their 
drinking habits. The interviews with staff also revealed that Aboriginal 
health workers were too uncomfortable to approach patients about their 
drinking, many of them felt random allocation was unethical, and they 
thought the research project was a hassle. Ultimately, the RCT was aban-
doned, and they wrote to the National Health and Medical Research 
Council to end their funding.  
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that describe individual cases (Rodwell,   1987  ). This is consistent with 
Sinclair’s (  2000  ) notion that qualitative research can provide insight into 
the complexity of interventions as “qualitative research draws attention 
to features of a situation that others may have missed but which once 
seen have major implications for practice” (p. 8). Gaining a rich and 
complex understanding of contextual factors usually takes precedence 
over generalizing to other geographical areas or populations. Therefore, 
many, but not all, qualitative researchers endeavor to employ small sam-
ples, principally because they are not concerned with statistical generaliz-
ability but rather with conceptual and theoretical development (Pope 
et al.,   2007  ). 

 A related concern centers on whether knowledge gained from quali-
tative studies should remain local or whether the knowledge can be 
transferred and integrated across studies. In this fourth area of conten-
tion, some qualitative researchers argue that the contextual location of 
knowledge makes transferability undesirable and even inappropriate, 
whereas others have argued that some shared meanings can emerge from 
multiple studies even though these meanings can change over time and 
remain connected to the context of the original studies. 

 Finally, as we recall, qualitative research is not a single unifi ed tradition 
but should instead be considered a family of related approaches with dif-
ferent epistemologies and philosophical frameworks (Denzin & Lincoln, 
  1994  ; Drisko,   1998  ; Sherman & Reid,   1994  ; Tesch,   1990  ). Epistemology 
refers to the ways in which we come to “know” something and accept it as 
“true.” Overarching epistemologies relevant to qualitative research include: 
 post-positive,  which views research as a tool for making conjectures about 
the general laws of cause and effect operating in social behavior;  interpre-
tive,  which views research as a tool for understanding the myriad of mean-
ings that people ascribe to their lived realities and the different ways these 
meanings are produced and experienced; and  critical,  which views research 
as a tool that should be used to improve the conditions of oppressed and 
marginalized populations (Padgett,   2008  ). Just like there are many episte-
mologies relevant to qualitative research, there are as many divergent 
views about the role and purpose of qualitative research within scientifi c 
research. There are some researchers who tend to position themselves in 
opposition to other worldviews on the paradigm continuum. At the heart 
of the controversy is a view held by some scholars that the epistemological 
differences between post-positivistic and interpretive traditions are so 
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great and profound that methods to integrate them are ill-advised and 
have little scientifi c merit (Dixon-Woods, Agarwal, Young, Jones & Sutton, 
  2004  ). Critics of post-positivism, for example, usually align with Guba and 
Lincoln’s (  1989  ) “fourth generation evaluation” (p. 184) and posit that the 
world that people create in the process of social exchange is a reality in 
constant change.     

   MOVING FORWARD   

 We respect that there remains little convergence on these matters on 
either end of the epistemological spectrum, and we acknowledge that 
some constructivist, interpretivist, phenomenological, and hermeneutic 
researchers would fi nd even the premise of a synthesis objectionable. 
Yet, as Dixon-Woods et al. (  2004  ) and others (e.g., see Phillips,   2000  ) 
have argued, the perceived irresolvability of the debate between post-
positivism and interpretivism can obscure more than it reveals. For these 
investigators, health inequalities and other disparities, human pain, and 
the suffering of clients are too great to be ignored on the grounds of 
philosophical or methodological problems; these debates should not be 
reason for inaction. 

 Although we concur with the sentiments behind this plea, we contend 
that more “pragmatic” approaches to research need not preclude consid-
eration of these research contentions. First, there is a well-established 
precedent for qualitative researchers to use contradictory evidence within 
a single study to expand and reformulate theoretical explanations and 
precepts (Barbour,   1998  ) and to rely on heterogeneous methods for col-
lecting and analyzing emergent themes and theories (Dixon-Woods 
et al.,   2004  ). These authors and others (Harden & Thomas,   2005  ; Padgett, 
  2008  ; Pope et al.,   2007  ) suggest that, given current practices within qual-
itative research, it is acceptable, by extension, to pull disparate sources 
together to focus on contradictions, exceptions, and similarities across 
studies while still respecting the diversity of each method. We agree. Put 
directly, qualitative synthesis, if “presented in an accessible and usable 
form in the real world of practice and policy making” (Sandelowski, 
Docherty, & Emden,   1997  , p. 365), can enhance our rich conceptual 
understanding of complex phenomena and, therefore, can infl uence prac-
tice and policy in indirect ways (Denyer & Tranfi eld, 2007). This linking 
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of scientifi c knowledge with the experience and judgment of helping 
professionals is central to an evidence-informed approach. 

 Second, we contend that where researchers position themselves in 
relation to these ongoing debates infl uences their attitudes about the 
appropriateness of synthesis of qualitative fi ndings and, therefore, we 
consider it of the utmost importance for researchers to consider their 
own epistemological and ontological frameworks before embarking on 
the journey of qualitative synthesis. 

 Finally, like others in this debate (see Padgett,   2008  ), we embrace a 
more pragmatic approach that begins with the research question and 
explores which method or methods might be best for answering the 
question. Moreover, as you will read in the following chapters, we stress 
the importance of understanding the background and rationale for each 
qualitative research study, as well as the specifi cs of the method(s) used 
as a necessary starting point for evaluating qualitative studies. We also 
argue that careful consideration must be paid to situating the methods in 
a way that refl ects and respects their individual philosophical and episte-
mological differences.     

   KEY POINTS TO REMEMBER   

      •  Systematic reviews are the primary vehicle for preparing, 
maintaining, and disseminating high-quality evidence relevant to 
social work practice, research, and policy decisions.  

   •  With the large number of completed qualitative studies, the fi eld 
of social work has a lot to gain by conducting systematic 
syntheses of qualitative research.  

   •  Qualitative research provides a different type of evidence than 
quantitative research, exploring individual subjective experiences 
rather than predetermined categories.  

   •  Qualitative studies can provide in-depth understandings of the 
experiences and perceptions of people involved in interventions, 
allow for meaningful explorations of important issues related to 
implementation and other observable phenomena, and can be 
used to generate or refute hypotheses.  

   •  Due to differences in philosophical assumptions, strategies for 
data collection, and methods for analyzing qualitative data, 
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there are few agreed-on standards within each distinct method 
for producing high-quality qualitative studies.  

   •  Both qualitative and quantitative approaches to syntheses are 
considered to be empirical, systematic, and based on scientifi c 
inquiry. Qualitative researchers are more likely to follow an 
inductive approach than the deductive approach prescribed by 
quantitative designs.  

   •  An understanding of the background and rationale for qualitative 
research, as well as the method(s) used are necessary to evaluate 
qualitative studies.  

   •  Careful consideration must be made to capture the various 
methods of qualitative research and to situate these methods in a 
way that refl ects their individual philosophical differences.  

   •  Some shared meanings can emerge from multiple studies even 
though these meanings can change over time and remain 
connected to the context of the original studies.  

   •  There is an urgent need for social work research to fi nd ways to 
appropriately use knowledge derived from qualitative studies to 
inform social work policy and practice.           
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       Several methods for qualitative synthesis have been developed to inte-
grate qualitative studies. The goal of this chapter is to provide an over-
view of the various methods of synthesis available to the researcher or 
practitioner based on the perspectives and methodologies of the primary 
qualitative studies that would comprise a synthesis. These include methods 
adapted from primary qualitative research methods, (e.g., grounded 
theory) and others specifi cally developed for the purpose of qualitative 
synthesis (e.g., meta-study) (Flemming,   2007  ). Dixon-Woods, Agarwal, 
Jones, Young, & Sutton (  2005  ) identifi ed a broad range of methods to syn-
thesize qualitative research including narrative summary, thematic analy-
sis, grounded theory, meta-ethnography, aggregation of fi ndings approach, 
qualitative meta-analysis, qualitative meta-synthesis, meta-study, Miles 
and Huberman’s (  1994  ) cross-case analysis, content analysis, and case 
survey. The common link between these different methods is that they all 
attempt to draw fi ndings across qualitative studies in order to generate new 
insights and understandings (McDermott, Graham, & Hamilton,   2004  ). 

 Before proceeding, however, it is important to note that, despite these 
attempts to generate different methods for qualitative synthesis, questions 

                                 2 

 Methods for Aggregating, 
Integrating, and Interpreting 

Qualitative Research        
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remain regarding the ability of any of these methods to adequately capture 
the contextual nature of qualitative research (McDermott et al.,   2004  ). 
Abiding tensions within different research communities also exist about 
the level of analytical attention that should be paid to the epistemological 
frameworks and the underlying assumptions underpinning both the indi-
vidual studies being considered for synthesis and methods selected by the 
researcher (Booth,   2001  ; Campbell et al.,   2003  ; Murphy, Dingwall, 
Greenbatch, Parker, & Watson,   1998  ; Popay, Rogers, & Williams,   1998  ). 
Finally, to date, no set guidelines have been developed nor is there even 
common agreement on the most appropriate method(s) to integrate and 
synthesize qualitative research fi ndings (Britten et al.,   2002  ).     

   THE CONTINUUM OF METHODS FOR QUALITATIVE SYNTHESIS   

 Methods for qualitative synthesis are located along a continuum from 
aggregative approaches, which involve pooling frequencies of themes 
across qualitative reports (e.g., meta-summary) to interpretive approaches 
that construct new interpretations, enhance understanding, and generate 
new theories about a topic (e.g., meta-ethnography) (Sandelowski & 
Barroso,   2007  ). Other more integrative methods lie between these two 
poles and focus on the propagation of integrated thematic interpretations 
of an event, phenomenon, or experience (e.g., meta-synthesis). In an 
attempt to describe this continuum of methods, we provide a decision tree 
(see Figure   2.1  ) for choosing a method for qualitative synthesis.  

 Decisions are based on the following criteria: (a) the epistemological 
and ontological stance of the researcher; (b) whether the research question 
is predefi ned or iterative; and (c) whether the method is aggregative, inte-
grative, or interpretive. If interpretive, then the reviewer needs to make an 
additional choice of either including comparable studies (e.g., grounded 
theory, interpretive synthesis) or including different study designs in the 
interpretation of the fi ndings across qualitative studies (e.g., meta-study, 
meta-ethnography). 

 Although we cannot provide an exhaustive explanation of each 
of these methods and their respective steps within the space available, 
we have grouped examples of methods according to this continuum to 
help clarify the relationships between and differences among some of 
the more common methods for qualitative synthesis. In doing so, we are 
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cognizant that the boundaries of these methods are permeable and that 
the typologies are not necessarily mutually exclusive. 

 Clarifying the differences among qualitative synthesis methods is 
further compromised because the reporting of qualitative methods has 
been found to be inconsistent. Bondas and Hall (  2007  ), for example, 
completed a meta-method study based on a decade of meta-synthesis 
research in the health sciences and found that it was common for review-
ers to make modifi cations of qualitative synthesis methods without expla-
nation, to provide little information about the procedures used, and to 
blur the boundaries of the methods by adopting languages across methods 
to describe concepts and data synthesis strategies. They also found that 
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many studies aggregate fi ndings into meta-summaries instead of inter-
preting fi ndings across studies, regardless of their chosen method for 
qualitative synthesis.     

   PREDEFINED VERSUS ITERATIVE QUESTIONS   

 Questions explored in qualitative synthesis can be based on either a pre-
determined understanding of the phenomena or based on an evolving 
process of discovery. Methods that use predefi ned questions to guide 
the review often include well-defi ned defi nitions of concepts that can 
be summarized across studies (Dixon-Woods, Bonas, et al.,   2006  ). 
Predetermined questions are often defi ned early in the review process; 
these are based on prior research, theory, or practice wisdom; and these 
questions provide the structure for creating themes and categories across 
studies so that summaries of the fi ndings of each study can be pooled 
or integrated across studies. For instance, aggregative methods use 
predefi ned questions, resulting in descriptive accounts of the fi ndings 
(e.g., content analysis, meta-summary). By using a set structure of themes 
and categories based on the predetermined questions, reviewers are able 
to aggregate the common themes to create an overall description across 
studies. The reviewer can also use this structure in a more integrative 
manner to adapt theme and categories across studies as the analysis 
progresses to provide new interpretations of the data (which may or 
may not resemble the initial predetermined structure in the analysis). 
For example, Dixon-Woods, Bonas, et al. (  2006  ) note that within an 
integrated approach that uses predetermined questions to guide the 
analysis, the reviewer should not consider these coding structures as 
fi xed, but rather as a starting point for more interpretive ways of con-
sidering the fi ndings across studies. Likewise, Sandelowski and Barroso 
(  2007  ) note that although predefi ned questions can serve as the focal 
point of the review, fi ndings can also provide an empirical basis for 
integrating new interpretations that are located in the analysis and fi nd-
ings, suggesting the emerging process of data analysis and the potential 
for newly generated interpretations of concepts across studies as the 
analysis evolves. 

 Iterative questioning will often avoid specifying concepts or develop-
ing fi xed meanings about concepts in advance of the synthesis so that 
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the data analysis is grounded in the data and emerges from an iterative 
process of sifting, sorting, and interpreting the data (Dixon-Woods et al., 
  2006  ). In other words, each study within the synthesis is treated as an 
individual subject, with each generating its own statements in response 
to questions, and each having its own meanings to be discovered within 
the synthesis process.     

   AGGREGATIVE, INTEGRATIVE, AND INTERPRETIVE   

 As outlined in Figure   2.1  , a distinction can be made among the methods 
according to whether the purpose is to aggregate data, integrate fi ndings, 
or fi nd new insights and interpretations of the data. Choosing an 
approach to synthesize qualitative studies will depend on the nature of 
the research question (predetermined or iterative) and the ontological 
and epistemological assumptions framing research questions. For exam-
ple, predetermined questions allow for the creation of common themes 
across studies, thus facilitating the aggregation of themes. In contrast, 
iterative questions emerge from the data and are contextually located, 
thus making the pooling of themes irrelevant.     

   AGGREGATIVE METHODS   

 Aggregative methods of qualitative synthesis employ a quantitatively ori-
ented aggregation approach designed to extract, group, and format fi nd-
ings across qualitative studies in a specifi ed research fi eld (Sandelowski & 
Barroso,   2003b ,  2007  ). Predefi ned and focused research questions 
drive the analysis and synthesis (Dixon-Woods et al.,   2006  ; Sandelowski, 
Docherty, & Emden,   1997  ). The priority of aggregative methods is often 
to weight the fi ndings, show the frequency of fi ndings, and provide 
evidence about the importance of themes across fi ndings. Examples of 
aggregative methods include meta-summary (Sandelowski & Barroso, 
2003,   2007  ), content analysis (Evans & Fitzgerald,   2002  ) and case 
survey (Larsson,   1993  ). As an example of aggregative methods, we will 
elaborate on meta-summary developed by Sandelowski and Barroso 
(2003).    
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   Meta-Summary   

 Meta-summary refl ects a post-positivist approach that views language 
as neutral, concepts as secure and well-defi ned, and truth as objective 
(Dixon-Woods et al.,   2006  ; Sandelowski & Barroso,   2007  ; Walsh & 
Downe,   2005  ). In this sense, all relevant studies are used to maximize 
the sample size and to provide a more accurate approximation of 
the frequency counts across the included studies (Finfgeld,   2003  ) The 
study designs used within meta-summary include summaries or surveys 
(topical, thematic) of qualitative research studies and quantitative 
descriptive fi ndings (Sandelowski & Barroso, 2003, 2007; Sandelowski, 
Barroso, & Voils,   2007  ; Thorne, Jensen, Kearney, Noblit, & Sandelowski, 
  2004  ). In a meta-summary review, the fi rst step is to read all studies and 
extract data as part of a meta-level content analysis describing the fre-
quency of themes across studies. Once all data are extracted into codes 
for descriptive quantitative analysis, results are pooled by calculating the 
effect sizes and percentages of each theme, and these are then divided by 
the total number of reports (Sandelowski & Barroso, 2003). 

 Findings consist of description of the effect sizes and percentage of 
theme and subthemes refl ecting common elements, content, and mean-
ing across studies (Sandelowski & Barroso, 2003). Calculating effect sizes 
within the meta-summary method involves calculating the frequency 
of occurrence of an event, and this represents a pattern or theme 
(Sandelowski & Barroso,   2007  ). The most frequent fi ndings, based on 
larger effect sizes or higher percentages, illustrate the most common 
themes across studies and provide support for each theme across studies. 
However, less prevalent fi ndings are also assessed for relevance to the 
overall understanding of the experiences of the participants in the pri-
mary studies (Sandelowski et al.,   2007  ). The meta-summary report 
includes a summary of the data that is then used to highlight connections 
between studies and serves as an empirical foundation for more interpre-
tive qualitative methods (Sandelowski et al.,   2007  ). 

 A meta-summary conducted by Martsolf et al. (  2010  ), for example, 
included 31 qualitative studies to examine aspects of women’s and men’s 
responses related to sexual violence survivors’ use of professional ser-
vices. The investigators fi rst coded 271 themes of positive and negative 
responses then consolidated these into 16 statements. Aggregation of the 
16 statements was conducted by calculating a frequency effect size for 
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each of the 16 statements by dividing the number of articles that con-
tained these 16 statements by the total number of articles (n = 31). 
Martsolf et al. (  2010  ) found that the strongest positive frequency effect 
sizes related to whether professionals were perceived as competent, pro-
viding support, providing acceptance, being nonjudgmental, providing 
validation of feelings and experience, being present and available, not 
rushing the client, listening, giving clear information, and providing 
a safe environment (p. 495). The strongest negative effect sizes related 
to professionals being perceived as not being present or available, blam-
ing the victim, pushing the client to talk or leave an abuser before being 
ready, not recognizing client behaviors as being indicative of sexual 
abuse, giving overwhelming information, having inappropriate sexual 
boundaries, not allowing the client to direct the therapy including when 
it ends, being incompetent, and being culturally/racially or gender differ-
ent from the client (p. 495).      

   INTEGRATIVE METHODS   

 Integrative methods for qualitative synthesis, like aggregative methods, 
are focused on summarizing fi ndings. Similarly, concepts employed to 
summarize data are assumed to be suffi ciently predetermined and well-
specifi ed. In contrast to aggregative methods that produce effect sizes 
or percentages across studies (such as meta-summary), integrative meth-
ods create taxonomies of the range of conceptual fi ndings and provide 
the foundation for the development of conceptual descriptions of phe-
nomena across studies (Sandelowski & Barroso,   2007  ). For example, 
Sword et al. (  2009  ) completed an integrated synthesis of women’s experi-
ences and perceptions of integrated substance abuse treatment programs. 
They combined a systematic and iterative process to integrate themes 
across studies on a number of distinct but interconnected processes that 
were found to be important to women’s addiction recovery, including 
experiences of individual growth and transformative learning leading to 
higher quality of life and improved parent–child interactions. 

 Results such as those reported in Sword et al.’s (  2009  ) study are 
based on integrative methods considered likely to produce theories 
of interconnections and causality, and they may also produce claims 
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about generalizability. The objective of integrative methods is to synthe-
size qualitative fi ndings across studies in order to produce new inte-
grated, descriptive, and explanatory interpretations and perspectives of 
an event, phenomenon, or experience (Finfgeld,   2003  ; Sandelowski, 
  2007  ; Thorne,   2006  ; Thorne, Jensen, Kearney, Noblit, & Sandelowski, 
  2004  ; Walsh & Downe,   2005  ). Within this approach, research questions 
are often guided by previous research and knowledge of topic area 
(Finfgeld,   2003  ). 

 Some have suggested that integrative methods are rooted within 
post-positive paradigms (Noblit & Hare,   1988  ); others have argued that 
meta-synthesis can be situated within a philosophical framework that 
views knowledge production as meaning-making with an understanding 
that experiences are both socially and culturally constructed (Sandelowski, 
  2007  ; Walsh & Downe,   2005  ). As a more detailed example of integrative 
methods, we will elaborate on meta-synthesis as developed by Sandelowski 
and Barroso (2003).    

   Meta-Synthesis   

 Meta-synthesis includes only primary qualitative studies in their sample 
and extracts concepts, compares and contrasts them, and synthesizes 
results across studies into taxonomies detailing the range of conceptual 
fi ndings across studies (Sandelowski,   2007  ; Walsh & Downe,   2005  ). Many 
primary qualitative study designs can be included, such as phenomenol-
ogy, ethnography, grounded theory, and explanation of phenomena 
(Sandelowski & Barroso, 2003; Sandelowski,   2007  ; Thorne,   2006  ). 

 Meta-synthesis begins with a predefi ned research problem and 
a priori strategies for data collection, inclusion and exclusion criteria, 
data analysis, dealing with possible sources of bias, and synthesis of fi nd-
ings (Thorne et al.,   2004  ). A set of predetermined questions based on 
prior knowledge guides the research question for the review. The infor-
mation retrieval strategy includes all relevant qualitative studies on 
the topic, regardless of methodological approaches used in the primary 
studies. The analysis includes reading the fi ndings of the primary studies 
and extracting metaphors, ideas, concepts, key phrases, and potential 
relationships of concepts across studies (Sandelowski,   2007  ; Walsh & 
Downe,   2005  ). Meta-synthesis has been described as “the bringing 
together and breaking down of fi ndings, examining them, discovering 
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the essential features, and, in some way, combining phenomenon into 
a transformed whole” (Schreiber, Crooks, & Stern,   1997  , p. 314, cited 
in Finfgeld,   2003  ). When considering the potential relationship of themes 
across studies, meta-synthesis focuses on fi ndings across studies that are 
both in confl ict and complementary (Walsh & Downe,   2005  ). The aim 
of synthesis is to retain the original meaning of each primary study 
(Thorne,   2006  ; Walsh & Downe,   2005  ) while critically analyzing fi ndings 
between studies for congruencies and similarities, and then recon-
structing this amassed data to develop new interpretations that span 
included studies (Thorne et al.,   2004  ). The meta-synthesis report includes 
a synthesis of new knowledge through interpreting and refi ning mean-
ings, concepts, and theories across studies. A recent exemplar of meta-
synthesis by Attree (  2005  ) explored the experiences of parents’ informal 
and formal support networks, considering their strengths and weak-
nesses in the context of poverty and the similarities and differences in 
parents’ accounts of supports across studies. Based on the integration of 
fi ndings across qualitative studies, Attree (  2005  ) found that although 
naturally occurring support systems can provide both material and emo-
tional help, these support systems are not universally available for poor 
parents.      

   INTERPRETIVE   

 Interpretive methods involve interpretation of fi ndings across studies 
to generate new inductive understandings of the phenomena, events, 
or experiences. Unlike aggregative and integrative methods, which rely 
on predetermined questions to guide the analysis, interpretive methods 
use an iterative process to explore what might be involved in similar situ-
ations and to understand how things connect and interact (Noblit & 
Hare,   1988  ). Clustering toward the interpretive end of the ontological 
and epistemological spectrum are the methods of meta-interpretation, 
meta-study, and meta-ethnography (Dixon-Woods et al.,   2006  ). These 
methods all involve some form of creative process to formulate new con-
structs by identifying and building on original concepts in the primary 
studies (Dixon-Woods et al.,   2006  ). 

 Although there are numerous epistemologies for grounded theory 
(ranging from traditional questions consistent with post-positivist and 
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novel questions consistent with interpretive or constructivist), we are 
situating grounded formal theory for data synthesis within the interpre-
tive lens. However, as shown in fi gure   2.1  , we were careful to make links 
to grounded formal theory via more predetermined questions and 
approaches in recognition that others may use this approach as an inte-
grative method with an a priori lens rather than the interpretive focus 
presented in this text.     

   INCLUSION OF COMPARABLE STUDIES   

 Reviewers choosing interpretive methods for synthesis will need to make 
decisions regarding whether to include studies that share similar research 
approaches or whether to mix different methods. Although there is sub-
stantial overlap in interpretive methods, we make a distinction between 
methods that include comparable studies (e.g., grounded theory, meta-
interpretation, interpretive synthesis) and approaches that support 
different methods within the same synthesis (e.g., meta-study, meta-
ethnography). To illustrate an interpretive method of comparable stud-
ies, we detail a grounded theory approach to synthesis in the next section, 
beginning with an explanation of grounded theory as it applies to pri-
mary studies and then expanding to synthesis. This method was chosen 
because grounded theory is one of the most commonly applied methods 
for primary research, and as such, we presume that more researchers will 
use this method in their synthesis than other methods.     

   GROUNDED (FORMAL) THEORY   

 Grounded theory was fi rst formulated by Glaser and Strauss (  1967  ) and 
then subsequently expanded upon by Strauss and Corbin (  1990 ,  1998  ) 
and Charmaz (  1983  ).  Grounded theory  is a constant comparative method 
used to generate or discover theory “grounded” in the observed data. 
Glaser and Strauss (  1971  ) foresaw a time when a substantive body of 
grounded research would be pushed toward a higher, more abstract level 
(Flemming,   2007  ) and thus bring into play the “little islands of knowl-
edge” (Glaser & Strauss,   1971  , p. 181) created by each qualitative inquiry. 
Kearney (1988) introduced the term  grounded formal theory  and suggested 
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that it was best suited to study of phenomena involving processes of con-
textualized understanding and action (p. 180). Grounded formal theory 
facilitates the process of synthesis across studies with the lens of produc-
ing a broader theory rather than integrating these “little islands of knowl-
edge.” Typical research questions relevant to grounded formal theory 
address common elements across multiple substantive theories that can 
be synthesized to make a broadly applicable theory regarding observed 
phenomena. Specifi c examples include: Eaves’s (  2001  ) study on caregiv-
ing in rural African American families for elderly stroke survivors; 
Finfgeld’s (  1999  ) study on courage among individuals with long-term 
health problems; and Kearney’s (  2001  ) grounded formal theory of wom-
en’s experience of domestic violence. 

 Similar to the original formulation of grounded theory, synthesis 
includes the process of merging and reducing core categories, core 
patterns, and themes across studies to facilitate generation of higher 
level theory and explanations (Finfgeld,   2003  ; Kearney,   1998  ; Pope, 
Mays, & Popay,   2007  ). Data are systematically extracted (e.g., sample, 
research question, methods, fi ndings) (Kearney,   1998  ) and constant 
comparative methods are used throughout the analysis and interpre-
tation processes to fi nd emerging themes in the data and to consider 
the interconnections among them. Importantly, given that multiple 
epistemologies have been linked with grounded theory, including 
symbolic interactionism, pragmatism, poststructuralism, postcolonial 
theory, critical refl exivity, feminism, interpretivism, and constructivism 
(Kearney,   1998  ; Thorne et al.,   2004  ), Kearney (  1998  ) cautions that 
depending on the epistemological framework guiding the review, each of 
these may infl uence the type and applicability of knowledge derived from 
the analysis. As such, he suggests that grounded formal theory should be 
conducted with epistemologically and methodologically consistent 
research. Moreover, to be included in grounded formal theory, primary 
studies must be original and use a grounded theory orientation (constant 
comparative methods, theory development) (Finfgeld,   2003  ; Kearney, 
  1998  ; Pope et al.,   2007  ). 

 Although including diverse sources that use grounded theory offers 
more possibilities for theory generation (Bondas & Hall,   2007  ; Kearney, 
  1998  ), such heterogeneity may come with a price. As these investigators 
note, substantial differences in populations or focus can lead to substan-
tial diffi culties when synthesizing across studies. 
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 Syntheses using grounded formal theory often include only grounded 
theory studies that have explored low level theory with a common sample 
(e.g., children, parents, or workers) so that rich comparative analyses 
can be completed to explicate the interconnections between concepts 
(Kearney,   1998  ; Thorne et al.,   2004  ). Emerging themes are compared 
in the primary studies and then compared and contrasted to develop a 
new theoretical understanding of the data (Kearney,   1998  ). Data analysis 
pays particular attention to both the core elements of the participants’ 
responses as well as the contextual factors that may have infl uenced 
their responses, such as geographical contexts and temporal framing 
(Kearney,   1998  ). These factors, together with theoretical positions 
found within the primary studies, are harnessed to situate the research 
across studies (Thorne et al.,   2004  ), resulting in an analysis that is attuned 
to contextual variations within and between studies. Memoing is often 
used to record theoretical ideas, assumptions, and analysis decisions 
as the review progresses (Kearney,   1998  ). To complete the analysis, cat-
egories are explored as they emerge and core patterns and themes are 
considered across studies to facilitate the generation of midlevel theory 
(Finfgeld,   2003  ; Kearney,   1998  ; Pope et al.,   2007  ). The fi ndings from the 
analysis are used to develop a central conceptual model mapping the 
interactions of experiences by explicating the interconnections between 
concepts and phenomena. Contextual variations within and between 
studies are accounted for in the fi nal results (Kearney,   1998  ; Thorne 
et al.,   2004  ). 

 As an exemplar of formal grounded theory, Kearney (  2001  ) has syn-
thesized a middle-range theory of women’s responses to violent relation-
ships. Descriptive and theoretical analysis included concepts, relationships 
and stages of women’s experiences across a range of personal, sociopo-
litical, and cultural contexts. Analysis included grounded-theory tech-
niques (Strauss & Corbin,   1998  ) of substantive coding, which included 
identifying concepts across studies and clustering them into new catego-
ries. Relationships between categories within and across studies were 
then tested in the data using constant comparative analysis. A theory of 
normalizing violent relationships emerged in which romance was ini-
tially idealized and early violence was discounted for the sake of their 
romantic commitment. But this pattern shifted toward demoralization 
with increasingly unpredictable violence and fi nally, moved toward the 
creation of a new life.     
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   META-INTERPRETATION   

 The objective of meta-interpretation is to discover or interpret something 
new about the human experience instead of verifying what is known 
or preconceived (Weed,   2005  ). The fi rst step in meta-interpretation is 
to identify a research area using an inductive and iterative process, 
rather than specifying a predetermined question to guide the synthesis. 
This approach begins with the premise that knowledge is socially con-
structed and thus varies depending on the different discursive frames 
orienting that knowledge. Reality is thus understood as being constructed 
from various vantage points, including the subjective positioning of the 
reviewer (Weed,   2005  ). Inherent in this approach is a need for refl exivity 
and self-awareness of one’s epistemology and subjective position in rela-
tion to knowledge development. As such, meta-interpretation includes 
not only the context within the included studies, but also the context in 
which the research was produced and written (Weed,   2008  ). 

 Meta-interpretation does not aim for comprehensive coverage of the 
literature and, as such, can take a more ideographic approach to the 
inclusion and exclusion of studies by using theoretical sampling to 
include studies that are theoretically relevant based on an iterative pro-
cess of data collection and analysis (Weed,   2008  ). However, the “aim of 
theoretical sampling is to refi ne ideas, not to increase the size of the orig-
inal sample” (Charmaz,   2000  , p. 519). Meta-interpretation is distin-
guished from formal grounded theory by its emphasis on “meaning in 
context” and the focus on locating meaning within the context in which 
they emerge (Weed,   2008  ). Meta-interpretation draws on Smith, Flowers, 
and Osborn’s (  1997  ) Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis approach 
that highlights the double hermeneutic process of including the life expe-
riences and views of the world from the interviewees’ perspectives and 
from that of the researcher interpreting these experiences as told to her 
or him. Weed (  2008  ) suggests that the meta-interpretation approach of 
synthesis becomes a “triple hermeneutic” when the interpretations of the 
synthesizer are added to the original research and participant interpreta-
tions become the process of “interpretation of interpretations of inter-
pretations” (Weed,   2008  , p. 21). 

 The synthesis of studies begins with a focus on “meaning in context” 
(Mishler,   1979  ) involving a holistic and concurrent process of thematic 
and content analysis of the included studies. During this iterative phase, 
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the synthesizer may exclude studies that are beyond the scope of the 
synthesis or because the quality of the studies is fl awed (Weed,   2008  ). 
Following the considerations for inclusions and exclusions into the synthe-
sis, emergent conceptual issues are considered until theoretical saturation 
has been achieved. Writing the report for the meta-interpretation includes 
a “statement of applicability” that clearly identifi es the boundaries of the 
applicability of themes that emerge in the synthesis and pays special atten-
tion to studies that were included and excluded in the overall synthesis. 

 Utilizing Weed’s (  2005 ,  2008  ) meta-interpretation approach, Peek 
Corbin-Staton (  2009  ) explored parental involvement to provide insight 
into the conceptual and theoretical extensions and differences of parent 
involvement across qualitative studies. The iterative and transparent 
methods of data collection and analysis began with a theoretical sensitivity 
research area of parental involvement and continued until theoretical 
saturation. Five points of conceptual divergence emerged from the data, 
namely: protector and nurturer; building positive social relationships; 
awareness and knowledge; discrete involvement; and parent as learner. 
The insight gleaned from this meta-interpretation suggest that notions of 
parental involvement are constructed based on contextual factors of what 
it means to be a parent and what it means to be involved as a parent.     

   INCLUSION OF DIFFERENT STUDIES   

 In the previous section, we focused on interpretive synthesis methods 
that include comparable studies in their analysis. Other interpretive 
methods, such as meta-study and meta-ethnography have taken a more 
pragmatic approach by developing synthesis methods that include differ-
ent approaches in the inclusion of studies and use this information to 
assess the potential infl uence of the various methods and theory on 
the overall fi ndings. We turn now to a brief explication of meta-study 
and meta-ethnography to illustrate more encompassing and inclusive 
approaches to interpretive synthesis.     

   META-STUDY   

 Thorne and Paterson (  1998  ), and, later, Paterson, Thorne, Canam, 
and Jillings (  2001  ) developed the concept of  meta-study  to provide a 
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multifactorial synthesis of primary studies on the basis of theoretical 
orientation, content, methodology, and contextual notions such as 
geographical, sociohistorical, and political environments; author disci-
pline; and funding sources (Nicholas, Globerman, Antle, McNeill, & 
Lach,   2006  ). 

 Meta-study can incorporate multiple study designs (Finfgeld,   2003  ) 
consistent with interpretive approaches. Meta-study includes a three-step 
analysis of theory (meta-theory), methods (meta-methods), and fi ndings 
(meta-data) across studies (Paterson et al.,   2001  ; Thorne,   2006  ; Thorne 
et al.,   2004  ). Data, therefore, can include multiple aspects of a report in a 
specifi ed area of research — study fi ndings, methods, theories, and samples 
(Thorne,   2006  ). Meta-theory analysis also involves the scrutiny of the 
theoretical perspectives of each study, including epistemology, theory, 
assumptions, and contexts (Finfgeld,   2003  ; Paterson et al.,   2001  ; Thorne 
et al.,   2004  ; Thorne,   2006  ). Paterson and colleagues (  2001  ) asserted that 
meta-study encompasses not only a systematic review of qualitative 
research results but also analyzes the inherent sociohistoric, paradigmatic, 
tangential, and idiosyncratic perspectives imposed on “understandings” 
of a topic at a given point in time and location (Nicholas et al.,   2006  ). 

 Within this framework, aligned with a more discursive approach 
to synthesis (Thorne et al.,   2004  ), the process is refl exive and iterative, 
and research production is viewed as socially constructed and culturally 
bound within sociohistorical contexts (Thorne et al.,   2004  ; Thorne,   2006  ). 
Meta-study analysis includes all types of primary studies, regardless of 
their methods, and critically evaluates the rigor and credibility of the par-
ticular qualitative methods used to assess the potential infl uence on the 
fi ndings. Data analysis includes critically examining the various events, 
concepts, and phenomena to reveal similarities and discrepancies within 
and between included studies (Paterson, Thorne, Canam, & Jillings, 
  2001  ). The objective of a meta-study is to develop new knowledge, theo-
retical interpretations, and improved understanding, in part through 
critically analyzing and synthesizing qualitative studies within the socio-
historical contexts in which they were originally conducted. Integral to 
meta-study synthesis is an analysis of the synthesis results as also being 
historically and socially constructed and contingent (Bondas & Hall,   2007  ; 
Finfgeld,   2003  ; Thorne et al.,   2004  ; Thorne,   2006  ). By considering all 
included studies, data synthesis is assembled through a type of collage —
 one that draws attention to the disruptions, fi ssures, and congruencies —
 and this disjunctive assemblage provides the terrain from which to create 



38 Integration of Qualitative Research within Evidence-Based Practice

a new, conceptualization refl ecting the interpretive tapestry of the three 
multifactorial synthesis of primary studies (Thorne et al.,   2004  ; Thorne, 
  2006  ). 

 Meta-study was fi rst developed to explore the experiences of adults 
living with a chronic illness (Paterson, et al.,   2001  ; Thorne et al.,   2002  ). 
Their fi ndings reveal the complexities inherent not only in any phe-
nomenon of experiences of adults living with a chronic illness but also in 
the complexities of the accumulated literature over time. Paterson et al. 
(  2001  ) included a comprehensive information retrieval strategy consisting 
of qualitative studies published between 1980 and 1996 in any health or 
social science fi eld that dealt with some aspect of adults’ experiences 
of living with a chronic illness. Data collection strategy capitalized on 
numerous electronic databases, hand searches of journals, and citation 
searching. Based on over a thousand research reports, the investigators 
identifi ed 292 qualitative studies. Meta-theory explored divergent disci-
plinary and theoretical perspectives that lead researchers to different fi nd-
ings, even if their research questions and sample populations were 
somewhat similar. For example, Paterson et al. (  2001  ) found that psychol-
ogists were primarily focused on psychological implications associated 
with chronic illness; sociologists focused on the implications of social and 
cultural structures and expectations associated with illness; and anthro-
pologists tended to focus on patterns of these experiences within larger 
social and cultural contexts. Meta-method analysis explored divergent 
fi ndings across different methodological assumptions and structures that 
shape qualitative fi ndings. For example, psychologists tended to use phe-
nomenology, anthropologists mainly used ethnography, and sociologists 
focused on grounded theory approaches. Meta-data-analysis was used to 
explore various conceptualizations, metaphors, and other representations 
across studies. For example, they found that there were competing meta-
phors across studies on the nature of the lived experience with chronic 
illness in terms of the pains and indignities that participants had to endure 
or the strategies by which they overcame them (Thorne et al.,   2002  ).     

   META-ETHNOGRAPHY   

 Noblit and Hare (  1988  ) proposed meta-ethnography as an alternative 
to meta-analysis in which syntheses of qualitative studies are understood 
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as interpretive rather than integrative or aggregative (Pope et al.,   2007  ). 
The objective of meta-ethnography is to conceptualize concepts in order 
to construct new interpretations and enhance understanding (Doyle, 
  2003  ; Pope et al.,   2007  ) while acknowledging that alternative understand-
ings and interpretations to the ones generated are possible (Thorne et al., 
  2004  ). Sampling of primary studies is purposive as cases are selected 
for conceptual reasons, not for the generalizability or comprehensiveness 
of fi ndings (Doyle,   2003  ; Pope et al.,   2007  ). In other words, learning 
occurs from a variety of individually selected and unique case studies 
rather than from an exhaustive list of studies that are systematically 
appraised and integrated. 

 Epistemological and ontological assumptions highlight the power 
dynamics and contextual factors at play within knowledge production 
across the various approaches to synthesis. Within this approach, meta-
ethnography questions claims regarding “truth” (Doyle,   2003  ; Thorne 
et al.,   2004  ) and views researcher’s perspectives as “always partial and 
positional” (Thorne et al.,   2004  , p. 1347). Meta-ethnography refl ects 
Kuhn’s position that knowledge production takes place within certain 
knowledge paradigms, and that argument and counterargument, while 
contributing to knowledge development, must be understood as amount-
ing to little more than a fi ne tuning to what is already known (Doyle,   2003  ; 
Pope et al.,   2007  ). 

 Selected studies are based on a selected sample (e.g., only studies 
involving children are chosen for the synthesis) to better understand 
a sample’s unique experiences. But similar to the meta-study method, 
studies are not excluded based on the methods used in the primary 
studies. The review process involves multiple readings of the studies to 
gain an understanding of concepts and interpretations unique to each 
selected case study (Doyle,   2003  ). The synthesis consists of three 
methods:  reciprocal translation  (translating similar concepts from one 
study into another);  refutational synthesis  (examining dissimilar compo-
nents of studies); and  line of argument  (interpreting interpretations to 
build theory; relating individual study to whole) (Dixon-Woods et al., 
  2006  ; Pope et al.,   2007  ; Sandelowski et al.,   1997  ; Thorne et al.,   2004  ). 
Meta-ethnography follows seven phases that overlap and repeat as the 
synthesis proceeds: (a) getting started and deciding what the study 
is going to be about; (b) deciding what is relevant to the initial interest; 
(c) reading the studies repeatedly, analyzing and noting interpretative 
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metaphors; (d) determining how the studies are related; (e) translating 
the studies into one another; (f) synthesizing translations to create a 
new whole of the parts; and (g) expressing the synthesis in written 
or other form (Noblit & Hare,   1988  , pp. 26–29). The meta-ethnographic 
report includes explanations, new knowledge, and new interpretations 
generated from the collection of studies. Findings may be different 
than what emerges from individual studies, and it is this difference 
that is thought to foster increased critique and dialogue (Thorne et al., 
  2004  ). 

 As an exemplar of meta-ethnography, Wikberg and Bondas (  2010  ) 
explored intercultural caring of maternity care including prenatal, birth, 
or postnatal care, or a combination of these. The meta-ethnography 
method was chosen for its potential “for deriving substantive interpreta-
tions about any set of ethnographic and interpretive studies” (p. 9) and 
the aim of the study was to consider different cultures from an emic view 
(Wikberg & Bondas,   2010  ). The sample consisted of 40 articles published 
between 1988 and 2008 that included more than 1,160 women from more 
than 50 cultures involved. With few exceptions, the women received care 
from professionals from another culture. Included studies used a range of 
techniques for data collection, including observations, fi eld visits, and 
interviews. The most common methods of data analysis included ethnog-
raphy, content analysis, and grounded theory. The accounts in the studies 
were determined to stand in relative opposition to each other and are 
thus essentially “refutational.” Opposite metaphors for maternity care 
included: caring versus noncaring; communication problems versus 
choice; preserving one’s culture versus adapting to a new culture; and 
professional caring relationship versus family and community involve-
ment. The overarching metaphor of “Alice in Wonderland” symbolized 
maternity care in a foreign culture. Intercultural caring was viewed on 
different dimensions of uniqueness, context, culture, and universality 
(Wikberg & Bondas,   2010  ). 

        SUMMARY   

 Within the emerging fi eld of qualitative synthesis, there are now a number 
of methods for answering various questions and handling different 
types of primary studies. Although the continued growth of qualitative 
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synthesis is expected, so too are the debates about whether qualitative 
synthesis should be considered a distinct interpretive method or whether 
progress should be made to fi nd ways to integrate qualitative and quan-
titative methods within a common set of standards. Weighing in on one 
side of the debate, Dixon-Wood et al. (  2006  ) argued that incorporating 
qualitative research into qualitative synthesis remains fraught with chal-
lenges. The following may be cited: First, few qualitative synthesis meth-
ods have been rigorously evaluated (Dixon-Woods, Agarwal, Jones, 
Young, & Sutton,   2005  ), and there remains substantial overlap among 
them. Moreover, many of the methods highlighted encompass a broad 
iterative framework, which is often not conducive to providing pre-
scribed methodologies to detail the methods for conducting such reviews. 
Finally, controversy exists with respect to how to manage, mediate, and 
address epistemological and ontological positions embraced within indi-
vidual studies, both across studies and by the individual researcher as she 
sets out to frame her research questions and the methods that drive them. 
We cannot hope to resolve these debates here, although we do hold fi rm 
in the belief that some questions are better answered using qualitative 
designs, necessitating a continued expansion in the ways in which we can 
develop systematic procedures for the inclusion of qualitative research. 
What we have offered in this chapter, as a means of at least helping 
to clarify the purpose and objectives of the various qualitative syntheses, is 
the mapping of these methods within a decision tree. The tree (Figure   2.1  ), 
together with Table   2.1  , argue for the importance of making central a 
consideration of questions of ontology and epistemology framing indi-
vidual studies and driving research synthesis, and the types of research 
questions that may guide the review process.     



     Table 2.1  Common Methods for Qualitative Synthesis  

  Aggregative  

  Type    Method    Objective    Research 
Question  

  Epistemology or 
Ontology  

  Data Collection    Study Designs    Review Process/
Analysis  

  Approach to 
Synthesis  

  Output  

 Meta-
summary 

 To extract, 
group, 
abstract, 
and format 
fi ndings to 
determine 
frequency 
and effect 
sizes across 
qualitative 
reports. 

 Aggregative. 

 To produce 
information; 
serving as a 
foundation for 
qualitative 
meta- synthesis; 
informing practice. 

 Predefi ned 
and focused 
research 
question(s). 

 Quantitatively 
oriented; focused 
on replication, 
validity, and 
uncovering 
patterns/themes. 

 Refl ects a 
post-positivist 
approach. 

 Primary data 
consists of 
research 
fi ndings, 
typically 
produced in 
lists of themes 
of attitudes 
and practices. 

 Findings are 
separated 
from data. 

 Descriptive 
fi ndings may 
be also used 
from 
quantitative. 

 Summaries or 
surveys of 
qualitative 
research studies 
and quantitative 
descriptive 
fi ndings. 

 Report fi ndings 
by summarizing, 
rather than 
synthesizing the 
data. 

 The following 
data is extracted: 
research purpose, 
questions, 
theoretical 
framework, 
methods, research 
design, sampling 
technique, data 
collection and 
analysis strategy, 
ethics, validity 
measures, bias 
measures, and 
intervention 
(Sandelowski & 
Barroso, 2003; 
Sandelowski et al., 
  2007  ) 

 Empirical 
 fi ndings are 
abstracted into 
themes and 
subthemes 
refl ecting 
common elements 
and content. 

 More frequent 
fi ndings are 
determined to 
illustrate evidence 
of themes and 
validity; however, 
less prevalent 
fi ndings are also 
assessed for 
relevance to 
practice. 

 To highlight 
connections 
between studies 
and serve as an 
empirical 
foundation for 
a meta-
synthesis study. 



  Integrative  

  Type    Method    Objective    Research 
Question  

  Epistemology or 
Ontology  

  Data Collection    Study Designs    Review Process/
Analysis  

  Approach to 
Synthesis  

  Output  

 Meta-
synthesis 

 Extracting 
concepts, 
comparing, 
contrasting, 
and 
reciprocally 
translating. 

 Interpretive, 
integrative. 

 To produce new 
 integrated, 
descriptive, and 
explanatory 
interpretations 
and perspectives 
of an event, 
phenomenon, 
or experience. 

 To answer 
questions, develop 
theory, inform 
policy, and develop 
new knowledge. 

 Iterative 

 Theorizing/
explaining, 
describing/
characterizing 
a phenomenon. 

 Research 
question 
guided by 
previous 
research and 
knowledge of 
topic area. 

 View knowledge 
production as 
meaning-making 
as well as socially 
and culturally 
constructed. 

 Original 
qualitative 
data research 
fi ndings. 

 Include all 
relevant studies. 

 Transparency 
in search 
process. 

 All qualitative 
study designs 
can be included. 

 Studies report 
fi ndings by 
interpreting and 
synthesizing the 
data. 

 Meta-syntheses 
predefi ne research 
problem, data 
collection 
strategy, inclusion 
and exclusion 
criteria, data 
analysis, possible 
sources of bias 
and approach to 
synthesizing 
fi ndings. 

 Through reading 
text and subtext, 
extract 
metaphors, ideas, 
concepts, key 
phrases, and 
relationships in 
studies. 

 Findings may be 
confl icting, 
complementary, 
or reciprocal. 

 Empirical, 
analytical, critical, 
and/or discursive. 

 To keep the 
original meaning 
while 
deconstructing 
fi ndings to 
reconstruct the 
fi ndings in order 
to develop new 
interpretations. 

 Use dialectical 
and hermeneutic 
approaches. 

 Synthesis of 
evidence. 

 Can be used in 
cross- 
disciplinary 
research teams 
and designs 
(Bondas & 
Hall,   2007  ). 

 Can develop 
research 
hypotheses 
(Thorne,   2006  ). 

         (Continued )     



     Table 2.1  Common Methods for Qualitative Synthesis (Continued)  

  Interpretive–Inclusion of Comparable Study Designs  

  Type    Method    Objective    Research 
Question  

  Epistemology or 
Ontology  

  Data Collection    Study Designs    Review Process/
Analysis  

  Approach to 
Synthesis  

  Output  

 Grounded 
formal 
theory 

 Reinterpret 
and integrate 
data across 
different 
qualitative 
studies 
examining 
the same 
phenomenon. 

 Theory 
generation 
and constant 
comparative 
methods. 

 To integrate 
substantive theory 
to develop midlevel 
formal theory to 
understand and 
explain 
phenomenon, 
processes, and 
contexts. 

 Understanding 
grounded in data of 
meaning, lived 
experiences, 
perspectives, and 
responses. 

 Iterative. 

 Theorizing/
explaining. 

 What is the 
phenomenon 
of interest? 

 Multiple 
epistemologies 
linked with 
grounded theory. 

 Symbolic 
interactionism. 

 Pragmatic. 

 Poststructuralism 

 postcolonial 
theory, critical 
refl exivity, 
feminism, 
interpretivism 
and 
constructivism. 

 Theoretical 
sampling is 
used. 

 More studies 
from diverse 
sources offer 
more 
possibilities for 
theory-
generation. 

 Findings and 
concepts as well 
as author’s 
conclusions, 
interpretation, 
theory, frame of 
reference, and 
discussion may 
be included as 
data. 

 Conducted with 
epistemologically 
and 
methodologically 
consistent 
research. 

 Inductive. 

 Data 
systematically 
extracted (i.e., 
sample, research 
question, 
methods, 
fi ndings). 

 Constant 
comparative 
methods include 
descriptive 
followed by 
theoretical coding 
of data. 

 Memoing may 
also be used: 
recording 
theoretical ideas, 
assumptions, and 
analysis decisions. 

 Core patterns and 
themes across 
studies are 
synthesized. 

 Includes the core 
element of human 
responses to a 
phenomenon and 
contextual factors 
that impact this 
response. 

 A central 
conceptual model 
is developed 
explicating the 
interconnections 
between concepts 
and phenomenon. 

 New generally 
applicable 
formal mid- 
and high-level 
theories, 
explanations, 
and conceptual 
models. 



 Type  Method  Objective  Research 
Question 

 Epistemology or 
Ontology 

 Data Collection  Study Designs  Review Process/
Analysis 

 Approach to 
Synthesis 

 Output 

 Meta-
interpretation 

 Involves a 
triple 
hermeneutic 
synthesis. 

 Interpretive. 

 To generate 
meaning in context 
theory and new 
understanding 
and explanations 
of the essence of a 
phenomenon. 

 To discover or 
interpret something 
new about the 
human experience 
instead of verifying 
what is known or 
preconceived. 

 Theorizing/
explaining. 

 Iterative and 
develops with 
literature 
analysis. 

 View multiple 
socially 
constructed 
realities and 
different kinds 
of knowledge 
produced from 
different 
methods. 

 Data retrieval 
includes 
fi nding 
comparable 
studies based 
on theoretical 
sensitivity and 
ensuring similar 
phenomenon in 
studies. 

 Can include both 
published and 
unpublished 
original studies. 

 Data collection 
forms can be 
used to extract 
fi ndings, themes, 
and categories 
regarding 
fi ndings. 

 Hermeneutic 
analysis, 
accurately 
representing 
fi ndings from 
individual 
studies. 

 Keep unique and 
holistic nature of 
each study; 
compare texts for 
holistic 
interpretation. 

 Codes and 
metaphors are 
synthesized on a 
conceptual level to 
produce a 
description of the 
issue. 

 Applicability 
statement of 
relevance and 
transferability 
 of knowledge 
to inform 
practice. 

         (Continued )     



     Table 2.1  Common Methods for Qualitative Synthesis (Continued)  

  Interpretive–Inclusion of Different Study Designs  

  Type    Method    Objective    Research 
Question  

  Epistemology or 
Ontology  

  Data Collection    Study Designs    Review Process/
Analysis  

  Approach to 
Synthesis  

  Output  

 Meta-study  A three-step 
analysis of 
theory, 
methods, and 
fi ndings across 
studies is 
conducted and 
results 
synthesized. 

 Interpretive, 
critical, 
comparative. 

 To develop new 
knowledge, 
theoretical 
interpretations, 
and understanding 
through critically 
analyzing and 
synthesizing 
qualitative studies 
within 
sociohistorical 
contexts. 

 Goal includes 
syntheses of social 
theory. 

 Theorizing/
explaining/
descriptive. 

 How can we 
expand 
knowledge 
and develop 
theory within 
a particular 
fi eld by 
conducting a 
critical 
sociohistorical 
analysis? 

 Developed from 
sociological 
theories where 
data, theory, and 
methodology are 
analyzed and 
synthesized. 

 Critical and 
discursive 
approach. 

 View research 
production and 
representation as 
socially 
constructed and 
culturally bound 
within 
sociohistorical 
contexts. 

 Include studies 
examining 
research 
traditions and 
original studies. 

 Data can include 
multiple aspects 
of a report in a 
specifi ed area of 
research: study 
fi ndings, 
methods, 
theories, and 
samples. 

 Can use multiple 
study designs. 

 Inductive. 

 Three-step 
analysis: 
(a) meta-data 
analysis: 
examining 
fi ndings across 
multiple studies; 
(b) meta-method: 
examining 
methodological 
rigor and 
epistemology 
across studies; 
and (c) meta-
theory: examining 
philosophy, 
epistemology, 
theory, cognition, 
assumptions, 
contexts. 

 Analysis includes 
deconstructing 
research studies 
using rigorous 
and systematic 
methods. 

 Critical/discursive. 

 Differences, 
patterns, and 
methodological 
inconsistencies are 
synthesized to 
create a holistic 
new 
conceptualization. 

 Produce a 
sociohistorical 
critique of 
theories, 
 fi ndings, and 
methods on a 
 particular 
topic. 



 Type  Method  Objective  Research 
Question 

 Epistemology or 
Ontology 

 Data Collection  Study Designs  Review Process/
Analysis 

 Approach to 
Synthesis 

 Output 

 Meta-
ethnography 

 Translating 
concepts from 
each study into 
each other 
through 
reinterpreting 
both analytical 
and theoretical 
concepts. 

 Interpretive vs. 
integrative or 
aggregative. 

 Authors situate 
themselves in 
relation to the 
research. 

 Reconceptualization 
and translation of 
concepts in order to 
construct new 
interpretations, 
enhance 
understanding, and 
generate new theory 
about a topic while 
acknowledging 
different 
understandings and 
interpretations. 

 Theorizing/
explaining. 

 Which cases 
provide “the 
most 
opportunity 
to learn”? 

 Epistemological 
underpinnings 
founded in 
sociology and 
critical cultural 
anthropology. 

 Highlights power 
dynamics and 
contextual 
factors within 
knowledge 
production, 
questions claims 
regarding 
“truth.” 

 Purposive 
sampling: cases 
selected for 
conceptual 
purposes not 
generalizability 
or being 
representative 
or 
comprehensive. 

 Can apply 
boundaries/
inclusion 
criteria; 
maximum 
variation 
sampling. 

 Data includes 
original 
fi ndings, 
author(s) 
interpretations, 
abstract, and 
title. 

 Includes 
different study 
designs on the 
same topic, 
challenging the 
theoretical 
approach of 
meta-analysis or 
meta-synthesis 
using similar 
study designs. 

 Learning from a 
variety of 
individually 
selected and 
unique case 
studies. 

 Inductive 
approach to 
analysis. Often 
iterative and 
simultaneous 
translation and 
synthesis. 

 Multiple readings 
of the studies to 
gain an 
understanding of 
concepts and 
interpretations of 
each selected case 
study; can use 
grounded theory 
to develop 
metaphors for 
each study. 

 Stages include: 
identifying topic, 
case selection, 
reading studies, 
analysis of 
interrelationships, 
reciprocal 
translation, and 
synthesis. 

 Empirical, 
analytic, critical, 
and/or discursive. 

 Three methods of 
synthesis: 
(a)  reciprocal 
translation  
(translating similar 
concepts from one 
study into 
another); 
(b)  refutational 
synthesis  
(examining 
dissimilar 
components of 
studies); (c)  line of 
argument  (can be 
considered: emic, 
historical, 
comparative, or 
holistic. 

 Novel 
interpretation 
developed from 
fi ndings across 
individual case 
studies. 

 May foster 
increased 
critique and 
dialogue. 
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   KEY POINTS TO REMEMBER   

      •  Similar to primary studies, it is often the research question that guides 
the qualitative synthesis process and frames the chosen method for 
synthesis.  

   •  The common link between methods for qualitative synthesis is that 
they all attempt to draw out, integrate, or interpret fi ndings across 
qualitative studies to generate new insights and understandings.  

   •  A distinction can be made among the methods according to whether 
the purpose is to aggregate data, integrate fi ndings, or fi nd new 
insights and interpretations of the data.  

   •  Reviewers conducting interpretive methods of qualitative synthesis 
should consider whether to include comparable studies or different 
study designs in the interpretation of the fi ndings across qualitative 
studies.  

   •  Meta-summary is an aggregative method to extract, group, and format 
fi ndings to determine frequency and effect sizes across qualitative reports.  

   •  Meta-synthesis is an integrative method for extracting concepts, 
comparing, contrasting, and reciprocally translating themes across 
studies.  

   •  Grounded formal theory is an interpretive method that includes 
a theoretical sensitive sample of studies for reinterpretation and 
higher order theory generation.  

   •  Meta-interpretation in an interpretive method that explores meaning 
and involves a triple hermeneutic synthesis.  

   •  Meta-study is an interpretive method consisting of a three -tep process 
of analysis of theory, methods, and fi ndings across studies.  

   •  Meta-ethnography is an interpretive method for translating concepts 
from each study into each other through reinterpreting both analytical 
and theoretical concepts.  

   •  Few methods for qualitative synthesis have been rigorously evaluated 
and there remains substantial overlap among them.           
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       In the previous chapters, we focused on the inclusion of qualitative 
research within qualitative reviews, and we introduced a number of 
stand-alone methods for integrating or interpreting qualitative studies. 
We also discussed the inclusion of qualitative research in evidence-based 
practice as a means to better understand the contextualized experiences, 
values, and perceptions of clients within an evidence-based practice 
framework. 

 In this chapter, we explore some of the steps for conducting multi-
method approaches to systematic reviews. Mixed method synthesis 
designs include both quantitative and qualitative designs. We begin with 
a brief overview and rationale for conducting mixed-method designs in 
social work. We then consider the epistemologies and ontologies employed 
in different research traditions and the possibilities for bridging these 
differences. The aim is to assess the potential common ground that 
makes mixed-method designs possible, if not favorable. We then intro-
duce some current attempts to integrate and synthesize qualitative and 
quantitative research. 

 Given that systematic reviews have predominantly not only focused 
on the synthesis of quantitative studies to test the effectiveness of interven-
tions, but have relied on RCTs and quasi-experimental designs, it is not 
surprising that current literature about mixed methods in systematic 

                                 3 

 Overview of Mixed-Method 
Systematic Review Designs        
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reviews remains largely focused on ways to nest qualitative fi ndings within 
standard quantitative systematic reviews of effectiveness. Moreover, it is 
important to note that a number of methods for qualitative synthesis 
presented in chapter 2 have been used in conjunction with quantitative 
designs, including grounded theory, meta-ethnography, meta-summary, 
meta-synthesis, and meta-study (Dixon-Woods, Agarwal, Young, Jones, 
& Sutton,   2004  ). Although it is beyond the scope of this book to address all 
methods for mixed-method systematic synthesis of quantitative and qualita-
tive data sources, we will focus on three distinct approaches: (a) Bayesian 
meta-analysis, (b) realist synthesis, and (c) the Evidence for Policy and 
Practice Information and Co-ordinating Centre’s EPPI approach. Each 
approach is distinctly grounded in different epistemological frameworks, 
and each represents a different way of approaching mixed-method synthesis. 
Bayesian meta-analysis is best situated within a post-positivist framework, 
as it focuses on the nesting of qualitative studies within quantitative meta-
analytic techniques by providing a source of external evidence to inform 
the choice of variables to be included in the review (Dixon-Woods et al., 
  2004  ). Realist synthesis, in contrast, is an interpretive method that includes 
diverse evidence from both qualitative and quantitative research, as well as 
materials from newspapers, unpublished reports, statistics, policy papers, 
and other relevant sources (Pope, Mays, & Popay,   2007  ). The EPPI 
approach to synthesis integrates deductive and inductive inquiry by com-
pleting parallel quantitative and qualitative analyses to address different 
but related elements of an overall question.     

   CONTEXT AND RATIONALE   

 A substantial literature has been devoted to determining whether mixed 
methods are possible or whether the ontological and epistemological 
stances of both traditions are incommensurable (Greene, Caracelli, & 
Graham,   1989  ; Greene & Caracelli,   1997  ; Rossman & Wilson,   1985  ). 
Based on a position of incommensurability, purists (both post-positivist 
and interpretivist) have argued that mixing methods should be avoided 
due to the differences between objective and subjective realities that 
cannot converge (Greene,   2008  ; Howe,   1988  ). Others have argued that 
such a position creates an illusion that the two paradigms (objective 
versus subjective) are mutually exclusive (Sandelowski,   2001  ). 
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 Mixed-method methodologists have embraced a strand of pragma-
tism, a philosophical stance that is now (Creswell,   2009  ) being proposed as 
the “new orthodoxy” for mixed methods (Quinlan & Quinlan,   2010  ) and 
as a “third paradigm” (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie,   2004  ) to help seal the 
epistemological cracks created by the perceived philosophical differences 
of post-positivism and interpretivism (Muncey,   2009  ). Proponents of 
this generation of pragmatism argue that social research inescapably 
requires different perspectives to understand important social questions 
(Denscombe,   2008  ; Quinlan & Quinlan,   2010  ). Although paradigm wars 
have created a false dichotomy of objective/subjective reality (Muncey, 
  2009  ), for these investigators, very few paradigms are pure, single, and dis-
tinct. Rather, they are thought to include a mixture of beliefs, perspectives, 
assumptions, and practices that transform and develop through a contin-
uous emergence of knowledge (Creswell,   2009  ; Johnson & Christenson, 
  2008  ). Although the epistemological differences of post-positivism and 
interpretivism are recognized, proponents oppose the position that these 
two orientations are ‘‘epistemologically incoherent’’ (Howe,   1988  , p. 10). 
Within this view, it is diffi cult, if not impossible, to say where the objective 
world stops and the subjective world begins (Muncey,   2009  ). 

 As mixed-method designs continue to evolve, epistemological and 
ontological positions will remain an important part of the discourse 
regarding the benefi ts and limitations of mixing quantitative and qualita-
tive methods. Tashakkori and Teddlie (  2003  ) concur with this pro jection, 
stating that “the fi eld [of mixed methods] is just entering  . . .  adolescence 
and [that] there are many unresolved issues to address before a more 
mature mixed methods research can emerge” (p. 3). Our purpose in 
highlighting the typologies and paradigms within mixed-method designs 
is not to resolve the issues, but rather to provide the context needed for 
social workers considering the potent brew of mixed methods within sys-
tematic reviews. We suggest that, given the complexity of phenomena 
addressed by current social work practice, including more involved client 
services set within multifaceted policy initiatives, mixed-method designs 
may very well provide, in certain contexts, an option for “synergy and 
knowledge growth that mono-method studies cannot match” (Padgett, 
  2009  , p. 104). Yet, given the nascent stage of mixed-methods inquiry and 
the related controversy of the benefi ts of such research, we suggest that 
reviewers would be wise to proceed with caution when considering the 
possibility of mixing methods within systematic reviews.     
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   BAYESIAN META-ANALYSIS   

 Bayesian meta-analysis is a quantitative method for data synthesis in 
which evidence from quantitative and qualitative studies are pooled 
using meta-analytic statistical techniques (Dixon-Woods et al.,   2004  ). 
The method begins with a prior estimated size of an effect by describing 
the plausible potential values for parameter estimates. These parameter 
estimates are then updated by deriving posterior probability distribu-
tions generated through a statistical analysis of the estimates (Egger, 
Smith, & Phillips,   1997  ; Voils et al.,   2009  ). In other words, Bayesian 
analysis begins with a prior belief, based on expert consultation, subjec-
tive judgment, and access to external sources of information to assess 
the prior probability that these beliefs will have an estimated weight 
or explanatory value with respect to the overall effect when compared 
with other variables that are included in the analysis. These variables are 
represented as codes in the analysis. The prior belief about the estimated 
effect size is then used in conjunction with actual fi ndings to report 
a fi nal estimate of the weight of the selected codes across the included 
studies (Dixon-Woods et al.,   2004  ). In Bayesian meta-analysis, confi -
dence intervals will often be wider than those generated by conventional 

    Box 3.1     Exemplar of Bayesian Meta-Analysis    

 Roberts et al. (  2002  ) conducted Bayesian meta-analysis to identify factors 
potentially affecting the uptake of childhood immunization in countries 
of the global north. The fi nal analysis included 32 quantitative and 
11 qualitative studies with no exclusion on the grounds of quality. They 
began by listing, ranking, and weighing factors they believed infl uenced 
whether a child received immunizations. Next, they reviewed the qualitative 
studies, using content analysis, to assess the legitimacy of their initial set of 
factors. Based on these results, they then updated their beliefs and combined 
this new evidence to form an estimated prior probability that each factor 
was associated with immunization uptake. The quantitative evidence was 
then used to generate the likelihood of immunization uptake, which 
updated their expert beliefs to create a posterior probability. The results 
showed common factors in both quantitative and qualitative elements, but 
also identifi ed two factors in the quantitative results that were not identifi ed 
in the prior distribution and two factors that had reduced importance 
but were highlighted as important in the qualitative studies.  
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meta-analytic techniques because the prior distributions are often based 
on the subjective opinions of the researcher (Egger et al.,   1997  ). 

 Bayesian meta-analysis is among the most frequently cited method 
for synthesizing qualitative and quantitative research fi ndings (Dixon-
Woods, Agarwal, Jones, Young, & Sutton,   2005  ; Voils et al.,   2009  ), but 
actual examples in the literature are rare (Roberts, Dixon-Woods, 
Fitzpatrick, Abrams, & Jones,   2002  ; Voils et al.,   2009  ). 

        CONSIDERATIONS FOR USING BAYESIAN META-ANALYSIS   

 Bayesian meta-analysis provides a method for aggregating qualitative 
with quantitative meta-analysis techniques by helping to identify vari-
ables that infl uence the strength of effect sizes; therefore, it highlights the 
need to consider qualitative experiences in quantitative methods of 
inquiry (Dixon-Woods et al.,   2004  ). Several investigators, however, sug-
gest exercising caution in adopting Bayesian meta-analysis. Voils et al. 
(  2009  ), for example, argue that differences in data collection methods in 
qualitative and quantitative methods may result in imprecise frequencies 
associated with each fi nding. For these researchers, further research is 
needed to investigate whether fi ndings at the study level, as opposed to 
an aggregate list of factors at the synthesis level, will prove more fruitful 
in combining quantitative and qualitative data. Dixon-Woods et al. 
(  2004  ) suggest that transforming qualitative data into a quantitative form 
may seem appealing to some segments of the “quantitative community.” 
For others, quantifying the personal experiences of participants will seem 
problematic and in confl ict with the purposes and objectives of gaining 
in-depth understandings of given phenomena.     

   REALIST SYNTHESIS   

 Realist synthesis is a relatively new strategy for synthesizing research. 
Developed by Pawson and associated colleagues (Pawson,   2006  ; Pawson 
and Boaz,   2004  ; Pawson, Greenhalg, Harvey, & Walshe,   2004  ), this 
method of synthesis explores linkages between mechanisms (processes) 
and outcomes in interventions to better understand “inside workings” of 
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the intervention and its impact on the outcomes (Pawson & Tilley,   1997  ). 
In this approach, interventions are understood to consist of a chain of 
steps (processes) that emerge in a nonlinear fashion. Each stage involves 
negotiations and feedback, such that the intervention can work as expected, 
“misfi re,” or be subjected to modifi cation and change as stakeholders 
learn and come to understand the intervention and its requisite compo-
nents. Realist synthesis can help to better understand the plurality of evi-
dence by supporting each of the linkages that connect interventions. 

 Realist synthesis follows a heterogeneous and iterative process, which 
is less prescriptive than a traditional systematic review. For Pawson 
(  2006  ), a realist synthesis consists of a six-step process (see box   3.2  ). 

    Box 3.2     Steps in Realist Review (Adapted from Pawson & Boaz,   2004  )    

  Step 1: Clarify scope   
   •   Identify the review question including the nature and content 

of the intervention and its use.  
   •  Refi ne the purpose of the review by mapping the territory.  
   •  Articulate key theories to be explored and formalize the model.     

  Step 2: Search for evidence   
   •  Exploratory search of the literature.  
   •   Progressive focusing to identify key program theories; refi ning 

inclusion criteria in light of emerging data.  
   •   Purposive sampling to test a defi ned subset of these theories with 

additional “snowball” sampling to explore new hypotheses as they 
emerge.  

   •   Final search for additional studies when the review is near 
completion.     

  Step 3: Appraise primary studies   
   •   Use judgment to supplement formal critical appraisal checklists 

and consider relevance and rigor.     

  Step 4: Data extraction   
   •   Develop data extraction forms and notation devices.  
   •   Extract different data from different studies to populate evaluative 

framework with evidence.     
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  Step 5: Synthesize evidence and draw conclusions   
   •  Synthesize data to achieve refi nement of program theory.  
   •  Allow purpose of review to drive the synthesis process.  
   •   Use “contradictory” evidence to generate insights about the infl u-

ence of context.  
   •   Present conclu.sions as a series of contextualized decision points of 

the general format “If A, then B” or “In the case of C, D is unlikely 
to work.”     

  Step 6: Disseminate, implement, and evaluate   
   •   Draft and test out recommendations and conclusions with key 

stakeholders.  
   •   Work with practitioners and policymakers to apply recommenda-

tions in particular contexts.  
   •   Evaluate in terms of the extent to which programs are adjusted 

to take account of contextual infl uences revealed by the review. 
The same program might be expanded on in one setting, modifi ed 
in another, and abandoned in yet another.      

Stage 1 involves identifying the review questions, mapping the territory 
(concept mining), prioritizing the review questions, and formalizing 
theory for the review. Stage 2 includes a background search of the litera-
ture (e.g., gray literature search, interviews with “experts”) to help map 
the territory, a search for literature that describes program theories, 
a search to locate empirical evidence that tests these theories, and a fi nal 
search to fi ne-tune the synthesis. Developing the focus of the study and 
the theories to be examined are important aspects of a realist synthesis 
(Pawson et al.,   2004  ), as they provide the structure for examining 
a diverse body of information. Stage 3 consists of quality assessment of 
the literature for both relevance and rigor. Stage 4 involves extracting 
the data by using techniques such as annotation and collation of included 
documents. Synthesizing the data occurs at stage 5 and focuses on the 
program integrity, comparative analysis of theory among interventions, 
and comparing offi cial expectations with actual practice. The last stage 
(stage 6) involves dissemination of results by using knowledge transla-
tion methods for the coconstruction of knowledge use and application.  
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       CONSIDERATIONS FOR USING REALIST SYNTHESIS   

 Realist synthesis can accommodate multiple types of evidence, including 
both qualitative and quantitative research (Pope et al.,   2007  ) (see box   3.3  ). 
How this information is integrated is less clear and further development 
is needed. There is also a tendency to treat all forms of evidence collected 
as equally authoritative (Dixon-Woods et al.,   2005  ). Moreover, there is, 
as yet, no single approach for assessing rigor across these various sources 
nor is there agreement on how to treat variation of rigor in the analysis 

    Box 3.3     Exemplar of Realist Synthesis    

 O’Campo et al. (  2009  ) undertook a realist synthesis in collaboration 
between academic and community-based partners to explore program 
approaches and program elements that lead to improvements in mental 
health and substance-use disorders among homeless individuals with 
concurrent disorders. The investigators note that the literature in this 
area was characterized by poor evaluation designs with a focus on 
short-term follow-up and a wide range of interventions employed 
with heterogeneous populations. 

 Using an iterative approach, the investigators fi rst identifi ed the topic 
and scope of the review by narrowing the population to people who are 
homeless. This decision was heavily infl uenced by the evidence needs 
of the community partners who sought to improve their services. 

 Step 2 consisted of a search of scholarly, peer-reviewed literature on 
concurrent disorders using relevant medical and social science databases. 
The 17 peer-reviewed articles (both quantitative and qualitative) that 
were ultimately included in the review discussed 10 community-based 
interventions geared specifi cally to clients with concurrent disorders 
who were experiencing homelessness, with evaluations assessing outcomes 
related to mental health or substance-use disorders. In addition, literature 
describing programs located in the community were included and incorpo-
rated. Other sources included gray literature, e-mailed correspondence 
and interviews with authors of included studies, and qualitative program 
description information gleaned from supplementary literature or 
through communications with the corresponding authors. 

 Step 3 involved quality appraisal by examining methodological rigor 
(e.g., sample size and statistical power, presence and strength of the 
comparison group, use of sound outcome measures, recruitment of 
the sample of homeless persons). The investigators do note, however, 
that quality appraisal was conducted on a case-by-case basis during the 
literature search, extraction, and synthesis process. 
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(Pope et al.,   2007  ). Although the method provides robust information 
about the theory being evaluated, Dixon-Woods et al. (  2005  ) note that 
there is a lack of explicit guidance on how to deal with contradictory 
evidence, as all evidence is considered equal.  

       THE EPPI APPROACH FOR COMBINING SEPARATE SYNTHESES   

 The Evidence for Policy and Practice Information and Co-ordinating 
Centre (EPPI-Centre) is part of the Social Science Research Unit at the 
Institute of Education, University of London. The EPPI-Centre conducts 
systematic reviews across a range of topics and works with a large number 

 Step 4 included data extraction of the available data (e.g., statistical 
power, sampling strategies, strength of the comparison groups and methods 
of evaluation, internal and external validity). The team assessed the level 
of statistical power available in the study and employed power calculations 
using information on reported differences between treatment and compari-
son groups and the sample size available for the analyses. To assess the 
rigor of the evaluation design, the team assessed the presence of, or 
appropriateness and comparability of, the comparison groups as well as 
the recruitment strategies to determine whether relevant sources of bias 
could have been introduced. To address the quality of evidence available 
to determine what works and why, the team considered whether the studies 
presented suffi cient descriptions of the program components and their 
mechanisms according to quality appraisal techniques. 

 Step 5 involved data synthesis. 
 Step 6 involved dissemination strategies including the continuous 

involvement of community-based agencies in various stages of the 
research processes. The team was particularly motivated to retain involve-
ment of these key stakeholders to maximize the chance that the evidence 
would be used to change or inform current practice or policy. 

 Through a review of the available evaluative and qualitative descriptive 
evidence, the team identifi ed six promising program strategies for the 
improvement of concurrent disorders, including: an emphasis on client 
choice in treatment and decision making, positive interpersonal relation-
ships between the client and provider, assertive community treatment 
approaches, providing independent housing along with other services, 
providing services beyond mental health and substance-use treatment, 
and nonrestrictive program approaches.  
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of funders in the areas of education, health promotion, employment, 
social care, and crime and justice. In addition, the EPPI-Centre devel-
ops  methods in social science and public policy for systematic reviews. 
One major area of work has been the development of methods for com-
bining different types of evidence and reviews that contain more than 
one synthesis to explore different types of questions (Harden & Thomas, 
  2005  ). The method of combining separate synthesis to answer both 
broad questions and subquestions is a departure from traditional sys-
tematic reviews that use a single method (e.g., meta-analysis) to answer a 
single question (e.g., does the intervention “work”?). The EPPI-Centre’s 
method includes two or more parallel systematic syntheses that focus on 
effectiveness, appropriateness, barriers, and enablers to the implementa-
tion of an intervention and the views of potential, current, and/or past 
users targeted by the intervention (Pope et al.,   2007  ). The main steps of 
the EPPI-Centre method are shown in Figure   3.1  . The EPPI method 

Consultation, scoping, mapping

Synthesis 1: Trials

Synthesis 3: Trials and views
Quantitative and qualitative synthesis

Synthesis 2: View studies
1. Application of inclusion criteria 1. Application of inclusion criteria

2. Quality assessment 2. Quality assessment
3. Data extraction 3. Data extraction

4. Quantitative synthesis 4. Qualitative synthesis

Focused review question
What is known about effectiveness of the intervention?

What is known about the barriers to and facilitators of the interventions?

     Figure 3.1  Main steps in EPPI Centre review of mixed-method evidence. Reprinted 
from Methodological issues in combining diverse study types in systematic 
reviews by A. Harden and J. Thomas,   2005  ,  International Journal of Social 
Research Methodology ,  8 (3), 257–271. Copyright 2005 by Taylor and Francis.    
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includes all of the traditional steps of a systematic review, but interven-
tion studies (e.g., RCTs) and nonintervention studies (e.g., qualitative 
interviews) are fi rst synthesized separately before integrating the two 
approaches into a mixed-method synthesis (Harden & Thomas,   2005  ) 
(see box   3.4  ).   

    Box 3.4     Exemplar of the EPPI Approach    

 The broad question and subquestions for this review conducted by Harden 
and Thomas (  2005  ) included: “What is known about the barriers to, and 
facilitators of, healthy eating among children aged 4–10 years?” (p. 1010) 
and the specifi c questions focused on the intake of fruits and vegetables. 
The mixed-method synthesis included two parallel sets of stages in the 
review process: controlled trials (randomized or nonrandomised) that 
examined interventions to promote healthy eating and qualitative studies 
to explore children’s perspectives and understandings of fruit and vegetable 
intake. Both arms of the synthesis used traditional systematic review 
methods for information retrieval, screening and classifying studies, and 
both were assessed for quality according to the relevant standards for each 
study type (Harden & Thomas,   2005  ). 
 For the intervention studies, meta-analysis was conducted to assess effect 
sizes for the effectiveness of interventions to promote children’s increased 
intake of fruits and vegetables. For the qualitative studies, textual data were 
entered into QSR International’s NVivo (Melbourne, Australia), a software 
package to aid qualitative analysis. 
 Qualitative synthesis was conducted by aggregating fi ndings across studies 
to explore common themes obtained from the children’s experiences. 
The synthesis then integrated both qualitative analysis and statistical analysis 
by developing a matrix. As stated in Thomas, Harden, et al., (  2004  , p. 1011), 
three questions guided this analysis: “Which interventions match recom-
mendations derived from children’s views and experiences?”; “Which 
recommendations have yet to be addressed by soundly evaluated interven-
tions?”; and “Do those interventions that match recommendations show 
bigger effect sizes and/or explain heterogeneity?” Thus, the product of the 
“views” synthesis was the mechanism for combining the fi ndings of the trials 
studies. Matches, mismatches, and gaps were identifi ed. 
 The statistical analysis involved comparing the effect sizes from interven-
tions that matched children’s views to those that did not using subgroup 
analysis (e.g., comparing interventions emphasizing health messages to 
those that had little or no emphasis on health messages). 
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       CONSIDERATIONS FOR THE EPPI APPROACH   

 The EPPI approach has a number of advantages compared with other 
methods for integrating quantitative and qualitative methods, and it is the 
method most congruent with our vision of integrating qualitative meth-
ods within systematic reviews. First, the parallel synthesis of quantitative 
and qualitative studies fi ts best with conventional methods for conduct-
ing comprehensive and transparent systematic reviews. Like traditional 
systematic reviews, it focuses on exhaustive information retrieval strate-
gies for searching and screening potentially relevant studies, and it follows 
conventional methods for conducting meta-analysis of quantitative data. 
The EPPI approach further advances the relevance of systematic reviews 
with the additional emphasis on including other types of studies to answer 
questions not amenable for quantitative analysis strategies. This approach 
can involve any number of parallel forms of evidence that might infl uence 
the robustness of the effects of the intervention, including perceptions 
of participants, processes and mechanics of interventions, accessibility 
issues, potential barriers for implementation, recruitment diffi culties, 
and the feasibility of the interventions (Pope et al.,   2007  ). The parallel 
approach to synthesis facilitates the contribution of both quantitative and 
qualitative evidence within a systematic review by focusing on different 
but related questions within a review and focusing on the method that 
can best answer a particular question or subquestion. The parallel method 
also provides an approach where quantitative and qualitative methods 
can each be assessed based on quality appraisals that are relevant to each 
approach. The integration of synthesis then allows new knowledge to be 
derived based on a consideration of both quantitative and qualitative 
studies, so neither needs to be nested within the other and both can be 
fully utilized in the creation of knowledge.     

 By completing this subanalysis, they found that the only studies to increase 
children’s vegetable consumption had little or no emphasis on health 
messages. In other words, in order to increase children’s vegetable 
consumption, do not target health messages at children. Try something a 
bit more engaging! Although this conclusion may seem obvious to anybody 
with children, a simple reliance on RCTs would not have uncovered this 
fi nding and the opportunity for developing more effective interventions 
might have been lost.  
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   SUMMARY   

 Similar to mixed-method designs of primary studies, there is a growing 
interest in conducting mixed-method synthesis using both quantitative 
and qualitative procedures to synthesize empirical research (Harden & 
Thomas,   2005  ; Sandelowski, Voils & Barroso,   2006  ). Yet, as we have dis-
cussed, many unanswered questions as to how to integrate qualitative 
and quantitative evidence remain (Dixon-Woods et al.,   2005  ) thus 
making it diffi cult to explicitly guide researchers attempting to employ 
mixed-method designs for systematic synthesis. In considering a way 
forward, we conclude this chapter by referencing three specifi c dimen-
sions identifi ed by Leech and Onwuegbuzie (  2009  ) for conducting 
mixed-method primary studies that we believe can be fruitfully adapted 
for mixed-method syntheses. These targeted challenges include: (a) the 
level of mixing (separate synthesis, partial mixing, or full integration); 
(b) time orientation (sequential or concurrent); and (c) the status given 
to each method (equal status or dominant status). As new methods 
emerge for mixed-method synthesis in systematic reviews, each of 
these three dimensions will need to be explored and a clear rationale 
made for each.     

   KEY POINTS TO REMEMBER   

      •  Researchers are increasingly turning to mixed-method 
approaches to address the practical challenges and uncertainty 
arising from the limitations of using single methods to 
understand complex phenomena.  

   •  As mixed-method designs continue to evolve, epistemological 
and ontological positions will remain an important part of the 
discourse regarding the benefi ts and limitations of their use.  

   •  Mixed-method strategies will continue to evolve and new 
developments will be made that respect the strengths of both 
quantitative and qualitative designs while embracing their 
complementary differences.  

   •  There is a growing interest in conducting mixed-method 
systematic synthesis, and this parallels the growing interest in 
the fi eld for conducting mixed-method primary studies.  
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   •  Bayesian meta-analysis is a quantitative method for data synthesis 
in which evidence from quantitative and qualitative studies are 
pooled using meta-analytic statistical techniques.  

   •  Realist synthesis explore linkages between mechanisms 
(processes) and outcomes in interventions to better understand 
the “inside workings” of the intervention and its impact on the 
outcomes.  

   •  The EPPI-Centre’s method includes two or more parallel 
systematic syntheses that focus on effectiveness, appropriateness, 
barriers, and enablers to the implementation of an intervention 
and the views of potential, current, and/or past users targeted by 
the intervention.  

   •  Researchers have largely focused their efforts on the synthesis of 
quantitative studies used to test the effectiveness of interventions. 
However, mixed syntheses have been conducted and some 
(notably Harden and Thomas’[  2005  ] EPPI study) have 
successfully added to the knowledge base in given areas 
in ways that would not otherwise have occurred.  

   •  At this point, the EPPI approach appears to be the most rigorous 
and well-developed of the three mixed-method designs focussed 
on in this chapter.          
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       Although there are a number of qualitative researchers who support 
the development of methods that integrate knowledge across studies, 
these same investigators also acknowledge that the broad term  qualitative 
research  includes diverse commitments to various disciplines, philo-
sophical assumptions, theoretical frameworks, political ideologies 
(Sandelowski & Barroso,   2007  ), and that these differences can create 
epistemological and ontological tensions when attempts are made to 
build common frameworks for the purpose of integration. Paying heed 
to these debates, our overall contention is that care must be taken not 
only when considering the different types of methods used in the studies 
that are synthesized, but also when considering the various controversies 
framing questions of assessing the quality of studies to be included. 
In this chapter, we briefl y highlight key methodological challenges that 
are worthy of consideration for any researcher, policymaker, and practi-
tioner interested in engaging in this type of research. Emerging out of 
this discussion is a presentation of a series of methodological proposi-
tions that will be considered foundational to the model that we propose 
in chapter 5.     

                                 4  

 Clarifying Methodological 
Issues: A Way Forward        
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   KEY CHALLENGES      

   Generalizability of Qualitative Synthesis   

 With the development of both stand-alone and mixed-method designs 
for qualitative synthesis, a new era in generalizable qualitative theory has 
begun (Bondas & Hall,   2007  ; Finfgeld-Connett,   2009  ). Given the strong 
philosophical positions about the nature and use of knowledge, readers 
may question our proposed use of the term  generalizability  to describe 
fi ndings gleaned from qualitative reviews because it is a term most asso-
ciated with statistical generalizability within quantitative designs. 
Generalizability is often linked with  nomothetic science  (the search 
for universal laws), whereas qualitative research has been viewed as 
 idiographic  (a perspective that considers knowledge as contextual and 
situational) (Baskerville & Wood-Harper,   1996  ). Although nomothetic 
and idiographic sciences have been viewed as dichotomously opposed, 
Finfgeld-Connett (  2009  ) suggests these sciences lie on a continuum. That 
is, one should not think of generalization as an either/or proposition. 
Studies are never perfectly generalizable to a population if they employ 
any kind of sampling method. Even the most rigorous quantitative stud-
ies provide only estimates. Qualitative research, due to the sampling 
methods employed (e.g., generally nonrandom sample selection, small 
samples) tend to fall on the less generalizable end of the continuum. Such 
a view is held by a great number of qualitative researchers, even if it is not 
acknowledged. For example, although qualitative researchers frequently 
reject generalizations, it is not uncommon for qualitative studies to 
include clinical implications suggesting how their fi ndings might be used 
outside of the settings in which they originally emerged, nor is it uncom-
mon for qualitative researchers to use quantitative studies as “evidence” 
of a problem in their literature reviews and discussions! Qualitative syn-
thesis, which includes a collection of these types of “moderate generaliza-
tions” (Finfgeld-Connett,   2010  , p. 248), moves qualitative fi ndings along 
the continuum of generalization.     

   Transparency   

 Qualitative synthesis methods have been distinguished by their fl exible 
methods and iterative processes for collecting, extracting, appraising, 
and synthesizing qualitative studies (Pope, Mays, & Popay,   2007  ). 
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Although fl exibility seems to be a common theme across most qualitative 
synthesis methods, it is more pronounced in some methods (e.g., realist 
synthesis) than others (e.g., Bayesian meta-analysis). However, issues of 
fl exibility should not detract from, nor be viewed as, a suitable substitute 
for the need to address transparency. Transparency of methods and the 
decisions made by the research team can increase the quality of syntheses 
and assist in the transferability of fi ndings (Denyer & Tranfi eld,   2006  ).     

   Transferability of Qualitative Synthesis   

 As the fi eld grapples with the potential generalizability of knowledge 
gained from qualitative synthesis, it is equally important to consider 
transferability from one context to another. Complementing the propo-
sitions for transferability set forth by Lincoln and Guba (  1985  ), Finfgeld-
Connett (  2009  ) propose a framework in which it is the consumer 
(researcher, clinician, client) who takes primary responsibility for decid-
ing on transferability, because the reviewer cannot be familiar with all 
potential implementation scenarios. Essential to this formulation, is the 
transparency of qualitative methods so that consumers of this “new 
knowledge” are fully informed about the process, context, and situations 
of the qualitative synthesis in order to make judicious decisions about the 
transferability of fi ndings (Lincoln & Guba,   1985  ). With an emphasis on 
transparency, it is likely that new methods will begin to emerge that assess 
the rigor and quality of systematic reviews using qualitative research to 
enhance the transferability of fi ndings from qualitative synthesis.     

   Posing Research Questions   

 There are divergent views on how precise the questions should be when 
developing methods for qualitative synthesis and whether a review should 
start with an a priori question to guide the analysis (Dixon-Woods, 
Agarwal, Young, Jones, & Sutton,   2004  ). Harden and Thomas (  2005  ) 
suggest that reviewers should fi rst consider the types of questions that the 
review will address and then plan the review accordingly. Others argue 
that phenomena should naturally emerge throughout the process of 
searching, collecting, and synthesizing the data (Jensen & Allen,   1996  ). 
We have taken the position that different methods are best used for dif-
ferent types of questions. In this way, a clear and well-defi ned question 
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helps to determine which method might best address a particular prob-
lem, issue, or area of interest. Further, given that posing a well-built 
question of relevance to clients is one of the hallmarks of evidence-based 
practice (Sackett, Rosenberg, & Gray, 1996; Gibbs,   2003  ), questions of 
precision and sequencing are always in the mix.     

   Information Retrieval/Sampling of Studies   

 As methods for qualitative synthesis develop, researchers are continuing 
to advance techniques for searching for qualitative studies (Flemming, 
  2007  ). At issue remains whether to use a comprehensive search strategy 
to locate all relevant studies, which are consistent with conventional sys-
tematic reviews, or to sample selected studies guided by theory. As noted 
by Schreiber, Crooks and Stern (  1997  ) and Dixon-Woods et al. (  2004  ), 
deciding on a method of searching will depend on the question(s), the 
desired product, and the ontological and epistemological framework for 
the analysis. Within an approach that treats synthesis of qualitative 
research as part of the overall family of systematic reviews (such as the 
one proposed in this book), comprehensive, exhaustive, and systematic 
methods for information retrieval are used to produce the most trans-
parent and credible sources of information for a particular question. 
Once all sources have been identifi ed, then the reviewer is faced with the 
diffi cult challenge of screening, appraising, and classifying. From this list 
of relevant sources, sampling of particular qualitative studies can occur 
while still remaining consistent with notions of theoretical sampling. 
We share similar concerns as Jensen and Allen (  1996  ) and Sherwood 
(  1999  ) that selective sampling too soon in the information retrieval pro-
cess may result in the omission of relevant data, thereby limiting the 
exploration of relevant phenomena and the context in which they occur 
(Dixon-Woods et al.,   2004  ).     

   Critical Appraisal   

 Given the divergent methods in qualitative research, our broad-based 
appraisal form that we have developed (see chapter 6) assesses the overall 
congruency of selected methods. In this view, not only is there no previ-
ously established hierarchy of qualitative methods (grounded theory is no 
better or worse than ethnography, for example), but the “best” method is 
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determined by a number of factors including the question being asked, the 
context of the study, resources, and the philosophical paradigm guiding 
the approach. Moreover, rather than focus on each method individually, 
we suggest that an appraisal form can assess quality across methods when 
quality is assessed by the congruency and consistency of the basic elements 
of each respective method, as well as a level of transparency that makes an 
assessment of transferability of experiences possible.      

   MOVING FORWARD   

 For qualitative synthesis to provide interpretation and guidance for 
understanding contextual factors germane to qualitative research, more 
attention is needed to ensure that the information retrieval strategies are 
comprehensive, sampling strategies of included qualitative studies are 
transparent, heterogeneity of quality is addressed, and exaggerated con-
textual interpretations are avoided within the systematic review process 
(Jensen & Allen,   1996  ). 

 Based on our experiences of using the best available evidence to answer 
different research questions, we propose a systematic synthesis approach 
in chapter 5 that enhances transparency, consistency, and rigor while still 
responding to the central philosophical challenges of including qualitative 
studies. Careful attention is made to present an approach whereby studies 
are grouped with similar epistemological and ontological frameworks to 
promote philosophical consistency throughout the synthesis process. The 
approach is presented with enough information about the controversies 
to allow readers an opportunity to form their own opinion and to provide 
the information they need to avoid some of the major philosophical and 
methodological pitfalls they will surely encounter.     

   KEY POINTS TO REMEMBER   

      •  The transparency of qualitative methods ensures that consumers 
of this “new knowledge” are fully informed about the process, 
context, and situations of the qualitative synthesis in order to 
make judicious decisions about the transferability of fi ndings  

   •  Different methods are best used for different types of questions.  
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   •  Deciding on a method of searching will depend on the question, 
the desired product and the ontological and epistemological 
framework for the analysis.  

   •  Our broad-based appraisal form assesses the overall congruency 
of selected methods.  

   •  We propose a systematic synthesis that enhances transparency, 
consistency, and rigor while still responding to the central 
philosophical challenges of including qualitative studies.          
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   SYSTEMATIC ANALYSIS OF QUALITATIVE STUDIES WITHIN 
SYSTEMATIC REVIEWS   

 In previous chapters, we have presented arguments for the inclusion of qual-
itative synthesis within the “family of systematic reviews” (see Figure   5.1  ), 
given that it is both a unique method for answering research questions, 
as well a method that compliments and enhances other methods. 
Moreover, as we recall from these chapters, systematic reviews are 
described as an overarching approach that includes reviews of evidence 
on a clearly formulated question using explicit methods to identify, 
select, and critically appraise relevant primary research that includes 
a transparent and systematic process of extracting and analyzing data 
from studies. Finally, we have argued that reviewers need to be cognizant 
of the specifi c ontological and epistemological frameworks, as well as the 
objectives, purposes, data collection techniques, and analytic approaches 
of their chosen method in order to remain consistent with their chosen 
method of synthesis.  

 In this chapter, we present an outline of a working approach for con-
ducting a systematic process for collecting, screening, and classifying 
sources based on whether studies are considered quantitative or qualita-
tive by design. To illustrate the applicability of our approach, we fi rst 
introduce a systematic review on family group decision making (FGDM) 

       5  

 Systematic Synthesis of 
Qualitative Research        
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within a child-protection context (see box   5.1  ). The 11-step approach for 
conducting systematic synthesis of qualitative research (Figure   5.2  ) is 
then highlighted in the remainder of this chapter and explored more 
fully in subsequent chapters. Lessons gleaned from the case study will be 
referred throughout to illuminate various steps.   

       STEPS FOR CONDUCTING A REVIEW WITHIN THE FAMILY 
OF SYSTEMATIC REVIEWS   

      Step 1: Determine the Research Question   

 The fi rst step in planning for a systematic review involves selecting a 
topic to be reviewed. In our view, systematic reviews should clearly 

Research
question

Comprehensive
information-retrieval strategy

Initial
screening

Brief information-retrieval
strategy

Scoping
review

Rapid
evidence

assessment

Provisional
results

Systematic
synthesis

Qualitative
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Second
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Quantitative
studies

Meta-
analysis

Family of systematic reviews
(Meta-analysis, Systematic synthesis, REA, Scoping)

     Figure 5.1  The Systematic Review Family.    
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    Box 5.1     Family Group Decision Making       

       Family group decision making for children at risk of abuse and neglect. 
Protocol Co-registered with Campbell and Cochrane Collaborations. 
Review forthcoming.     

   The Intervention   

 Family group decision making (FGDM) is a “family-centered” approach. 
Families are considered “experts” and contribute to plans designed to 
promote the safety and well-being of their children (Cunning & Bartlett, 
  2006  ). A central objective is to provide the family with a stronger voice 
in decision making than has typically been the case in traditional (often 
adversarial) child-protection services. FGDM models have been widely 
implemented in several countries, including: New Zealand, United 
Kingdom, Canada, United States, Australia, France, South Africa, Sweden, 
Norway, Denmark, Israel, and the Netherlands (Cashmore,   2000  ; Goldstein, 
  2006  ). There is widespread support and investment in FGDM interventions. 
However, key outcomes for children (safety, permanence, and well-being) 
and families who receive FGDM interventions are not well known 
(Connolly,   1994 ,  2004  ; Maluccio & Daly,   2000  ; Sundell & Vinnerljung, 
  2004  ). Little is also known regarding the experiences of children and families 
who receive FGDM interventions. No quantitative or qualitative review has 
systematically synthesized existing research.     

   Objectives of the quantitative meta-analytic analysis   

 To assess the effectiveness of the formal use of FGDM in terms of child 
safety, permanence (of child’s living situation), child and family well-being, 
and client satisfaction with the decision-making process.     

   Objectives of the qualitative meta-synthesis   

 To explore and to synthesize knowledge from qualitative investigations 
of family decision making within the context of child protection. 

 Adapted from Shlonsky, A., Schumaker, K., Cook, C., Crampton, D., Saini, M., Backe-Hansen, E., 
& Kowalski, K. (  2008  ). Family group decision making for children at risk of abuse and neglect. 
Co-registered with Campbell Collaboration and Cochrane Collaboration Systematic Review 
Protocols. (Protocol approved May 2009.)   

address a defi ned question to provide focus, direction, and an articula-
tion of details about the potential resources needed to carry out the 
review. Consistent with the tenets of evidence-based practice, questions 
are understood to be emergent from the research context and can be 
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     Figure 5.2  Steps for Conducting a Systematic Synthesis.    

generated by clients, practitioners, decision makers, community organi-
zations, researchers, and others interested in better understanding the 
practice or policy context. At minimum, a review question should address 
the target population and an intervention or phenomenon relevant to 
the practice or the policy fi eld. The components of the question will help 
to determine what types of studies (quantitative, qualitative, or both) 
will be searched to provide the relevant information necessary for gener-
ating answers to the question. Systematic reviews are advantageous for 
answering questions, but only when used for the right questions (Dixon-
Woods, Bonas, et al.,   2006  ). 

 In our FGDM example, we had two questions we wanted to explore. 
The fi rst question was whether FGDM is effective in terms of child safety, 
permanence of child’s living situation, child and family well-being, 



 Systematic Synthesis of Qualitative Research  77

and client satisfaction with the decision-making process. Because this 
was a question about effectiveness, we expected our systematic review 
would include intervention studies (e.g., randomized controlled trials, 
quasi-experimental designs) to assess whether the intervention worked 
as intended. Our second question was to explore the experiences of 
FGDM participants — for example, children, parents, workers, managers —
 involved in the intervention. Given that this question addressed the 
nature of client/professional perceptions about the intervention, qualita-
tive studies were included in the overall review.     

   Step 2: Determine Breadth and Scope of the Review   

 Undertaking a systematic review for a social intervention can take a great 
deal of time and resources. Many reviews take as long as 2 years, though 
this may also be a function of limited funding and other resources. Users 
of research and evaluation evidence often need information more quickly. 
In collaboration with service users, reviewers should consider the breadth 
and scope of the project in order to determine resources needed to con-
duct the review and the expected time frames for completion. Decisions 
need to be made, however, if time and/or resources do not allow for a 
complete comprehensive review. In these cases, reviewers may need 
to compromise on the depth of the information retrieval strategy by lim-
iting the scope of the review to include only provisional knowledge about 
a subject rather than proceeding with a full systematic review. Moreover, 
they may choose to embrace provisional methods developed to provide a 
systematic structure to identify different types studies in the literature 
that are nonetheless based on the principles of systematic reviews (Davies, 
  2003  ) but without the comprehensive and exhaustive designs for infor-
mation retrieval. Examples of these methods include rapid evidence 
assessments and scoping reviews. 

 Rapid evidence assessment provides a systematic method for identi-
fying relevant existing studies and facilitates comparisons between 
strands of evidence (Davies,   2003  ). The purpose of a rapid evidence 
assessment is to provide a systematic and transparent way of accumulat-
ing a sense of the current state of the research literature. Developed 
specifi cally for use in public policy research and evaluation (although 
its method is transferable to other practice and research contexts) a rapid 
evidence assessment is designed to search the electronic and print 
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literature as comprehensively as possible within the constraints of a 
policy or practice timetable, collate descriptive outlines of the available 
evidence on a topic, critically appraise the evidence, sift out studies of 
poor quality, and provide an overview of what the evidence is saying 
(Davies,   2003  ). 

 Scoping reviews follow many of the same methodological steps as 
a systematic review (Dixon-Woods, Agarwal, Jones, Young, & Sutton, 
  2005  ; Kahn, Kunz, Kleijen, & Antle,   2003  ; Lavigne & Faier-Routman, 
  1993  ; Petticrew & Roberts,   2006  ), such as the use of rigorous and 
transparent methods for data collection, analysis, and interpretation 
(Glasziou, Irwin, Bain & Colditz,   2001  ; Weeks & Strudsholm,   2008  ). 
A key difference between scoping reviews and systematic reviews is that 
quality assessments are not typically included for scoping reviews due 
to differing conceptions of what  quality  means (Arksey, & O’Malley, 
  2005  ; Sandelowski, Docherty, & Emden,   1997  ). The main phases of a 
scoping review includes: (a) searching for relevant studies; (b) selected 
studies based on predetermined inclusion criteria; (c) extracting data; 
and(d) collating, summarizing, and reporting results. Although pre-
sented as a series of stages, the process is iterative, rather than linear, 
whereby steps may be repeated when needed to ensure the literature cov-
ered is comprehensive (Weeks & Strudsholm,   2008  ). Scoping reviews 
can provide a preliminary overview of the included results and can be an 
important fi rst step in a qualitative synthesis because it can map out the 
evidence of the included studies. Scoping reviews can also provide the 
research team with a sense of the breadth of the evidence. By creating 
tables of retrieved evidence, the research team can learn about the 
included populations, sample strategies, methodologies, and data collec-
tion strategies used across the scoped studies. 

 In our FGDM example, we assembled a team of content and methods 
experts (in both quantitative and qualitative designs). Although there is an 
urgent need to determine whether FGDM works to keep children safe due 
to its widespread use and support and investment in its practice, it was 
important for the team to follow the methods for conducting systematic 
reviews to ensure the results were based on a comprehensive, exhaustive, 
and transparent review process. The team undertook in-depth quantitative 
analysis of outcomes of effectiveness and qualitative synthesis of the experi-
ences of participants involved in FGDM, including children, parents, work-
ers, and FGDM coordinators involved in delivering the intervention.     
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   Step 3: Complete Information Retrieval Searches for Potential Studies   

 Systematic review procedures for information retrieval across methods 
for knowledge synthesis, including qualitative syntheses, must be com-
prehensive, transparent, and should include a variety of sources, pub-
lished and unpublished. When locating qualitative studies, special 
attention may be necessary to draw creatively on literature that does not 
fi t precise search criteria (Shaw, Booth, et al.,   2004  ) to complement or 
add to a com prehensive search strategy. Although there is an ongoing 
debate about the need for comprehensive searches, we propose that the 
term  systematic  is used to emphasize a clearly specifi ed, transparent, and 
comprehensive approach to literature searching. Explicit methods for 
searching are advantageous because they leave a trail for others to follow, 
they can be easily updated over the years, and they give the reader an 
indication of the biases that may be present in the inclusion or exclusion 
of certain studies. If a qualitative synthesis produces a large sample 
of primary studies, it may be possible to purposively sample from the 
larger collection of studies based on some explicit selection process. 
But we propose that sampling from primary studies without fi rst consid-
ering the breadth of the evidence makes it diffi cult, if not impossible, 
to situate the sampled studies from the larger context of available evi-
dence for a given research question. In other words, it defeats the 
purpose of a “systematic” synthesis, and there are no known method-
ologically sound ways of sampling that do not introduce the threat of 
substantial bias. 

 In our FGDM example, we fi rst used a comprehensive information-
retrieval strategy to locate both quantitative and qualitative results. 
We then complemented this search strategy by conducting “berry-picking” 
(Sandelowski & Barroso,   2007  , p. 41), including footnote chasing, gray 
literature searches, author searching, hand searching selected journals, 
reference checking, and Google searching using qualitative methodology 
oriented locaters for evidence searching MOLES. Sandelowski and 
Barroso (  2007  ) describe berry-picking as a dynamic and iterative process 
of searching for fugitive articles that are diffi cult to locate by modifying 
search terms and shifting searching strategies to uncover new articles 
that may be relevant to the study. Because berry-picking is done within 
the context of a systematic review, it is important to document all steps 
taken and record the variation of information retrieval strategies used 
within the search.     
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   Step 4: Screen Based on the Substantive Focus of the Question   

 Screening of potentially relevant studies is completed by a minimum 
of two team members who review titles and abstracts based on agreed 
criteria for the inclusion of relevant studies. Compared to traditional  
literature reviews, a systematic synthesis provides an explicit and trans-
parent set of criteria for including and excluding studies. Predeveloped 
inclusion and exclusion criteria are in line with the requirement of trans-
parency of systematic reviews. To the degree that these can be clearly 
articulated, explicit criteria also facilitate more effi cient and reliable 
screening of studies and extraction of data. 

 Rather than developing strict screening criteria at the outset, which 
can result in missed studies that are relevant to the question at hand, 
we propose that a proper screening process is multileveled, moving from 
liberal to more specifi c criteria based on the purposes of the review. 
At the fi rst level of screening, the criteria should be based on the substan-
tive focus of the question and not the design of the study. It has been our 
experience in screening titles and abstracts that abstracts often provide 
limited, incomplete, and insuffi cient details to make good decisions 
about inclusion based on methodological requirements. For example, 
screening for potential studies for the FGDM project was initially based 
on whether the article addressed FGDM, whether the article included a 
child-protection sample, and whether the article was a study (quantita-
tive, qualitative, or both). By not placing restrictions on the type of study 
(just that it was a study), we were able to get a good sense of the different 
types of studies that have addressed FGDM in the literature.     

   Step 5: Classify by Study Type   

 Similar to the EPPI approach (Harden & Thomas,   2005  ) discussed in 
chapter 3, we propose that quantitative and qualitative studies should be 
separated and managed differently once all known studies have been 
located on the topic and the potential articles have been screened for 
relevance with respect to the substantive topic of the review. In a system-
atic review conducted by Saini and Léveillé (  2011  ) to determine the 
effectiveness of research–practitioner collaboration and the experiences 
of stakeholders involved in these collaborations, no quantitative studies 
were found that addressed the research question. This was an important 
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fi nding given the growing emphasis on the development of research–
practitioner collaborations. Had we only searched for quantitative 
studies, we would have had an empty review. On the other hand, if we 
had only looked for qualitative studies, we could not have made such a 
strong statement about the state of the evidence. Based, then, on the 
synthesis of 21 qualitative studies exploring research and community 
collaborations, several elements that seemed to guide workable collabo-
rations were reported, including embracing ambiguity within the col-
laboration, the reciprocal benefi ts of team membership, the balance 
between strong leadership and a cooperative process in which members 
willingly participate and share in planning and decision making, and 
meaningful involvement by sharing in both responsibilities and planning 
activities.     

   Step 6: Complete Separate Second Screen for Each Study Type   

 For quantitative studies of effectiveness, it is likely that further screening 
will be required due to the inclusion of different study designs (e.g., ran-
domized controlled trials, quasi-experimental, cross-sectional, longitu-
dinal) and the rigor of their designs (e.g., use of a control group, other 
potential sources of bias). In contrast, because there are no existing stan-
dard guidelines for screening out qualitative studies based on design, 
we argue that it is important that reviewers of qualitative research appre-
ciate the epistemological and ontological differences inherent in qualita-
tive approaches, because these may come to bear on the fi ndings. Thus, 
knowledge of the different forms of qualitative research and their various 
strengths and weaknesses are paramount. Rather than excluding studies 
based on fl aws in the study designs (e.g., small sample, limited reporting 
of procedures), reasons for exclusion should be based on the theoretical 
sensitivity of studies to the overall aims of the qualitative synthesis.     

   Step 7: Complete Separate Extraction for Each Study Type   

 Given the variability in qualitative designs and that extraction is often 
seen as an iterative process, there are very few extraction templates 
available as general guidelines. Deciding what data to extract will be infl u-
enced by the method chosen for completing the qualitative synthesis. For 
example, as introduced in chapter 2, some methods focus on aggregating 
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the fi ndings (e.g., meta-summary, content analysis), to deter mine the 
frequency of themes across studies. By using an aggregative method 
of analysis, data extraction includes documenting themes found in the 
fi ndings, counting the number of times themes are found in the fi nd-
ings, and then demonstrating overall frequencies for each theme 
(Sandelowski & Barroso,   2007  ). In contrast, interpretive integrative tech-
niques (e.g., meta-synthesis) provide interpretations of themes across 
studies by integrating fi ndings from all studies where fi ndings are 
reframed to create a new understanding of an event or phenomena 
(Sandelowski & Barroso,   2007  ). Although aggregative and integrative 
approaches contrast in their methods of synthesis, both focus primarily 
on the fi ndings of the included studies and so data extraction is mainly 
focused on organizing, sifting, and sorting data from the fi ndings sec-
tions of the original reports. Other more interpretive methods focus not 
only on the fi ndings of the primary studies, but also on the different 
qualitative methods and theories in the original reports (e.g., meta-study, 
meta-ethnography). Distinctive to these methods, data extraction 
includes the mining of the entire research report not just the fi ndings 
section. By explicitly following a method for qualitative synthesis, review-
ers need to be cognizant of the specifi c ontological and epistemological 
frameworks, as well as the objectives, purposes, data collection tech-
niques, and analytic approaches of their chosen method in order to 
remain consistent with their chosen method of synthesis. 

 Although data extraction is shaped by the chosen method, reviewers 
can still benefi t from using qualitative software programs to help orga-
nize, sort, and sift the data according to the chosen method. Computer-
assisted qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS) allows for compact 
storage of data, saving and storage of each iteration of the data analysis, 
sharing of data with colleagues at a distance, hyperlinks for nonlinear 
organization of the data, tagging passages of text data, quickly coding 
passages for all documents, multiple coding for passages, a wide range of 
text search features, fi ltering data into sets or groupings, creating and 
storing memos and notes, and creating visual network maps to display 
relationships among selected components of the project (Drisko,   2004  ). 

 However, there are limitations of using CAQDAS programs. Designed 
to manage and organize data, they simply do not replace the primary role 
of the researcher as “analytic decision maker” (Drisko,   2004  , p. 201). 
Further, Seidal (  1991  ) argues that researchers, through the use of CAQDAS, 
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can distance themselves from the raw data. Others note that CAQDAS can 
“push” the researcher toward a homogenization of analytical methods 
(Coffey, Holbrook, & Atkinson,   1996  ), or they may promote a “variable-
oriented” approach to data analysis because researchers may move too 
quickly to building codes in the data rather than spending the needed time 
to sift through the data (Mason,   1996  ). 

 Being mindful of these limitations, we suggest that most CAQDAS 
are fl exible enough to accommodate various methods for data extraction 
(e.g., NVivo 9.0, QSR International, Melbourne, Australia; Atlas.ti, Atlas.
ti Scientifi c Software Development, Berlin, Germany; MAXQDA 10, 
VERBI, Marburg, Germany) and each may provide qualitative reviewers 
with the option of remaining iterative while providing some struc ture in 
data maintenance and organization. The main functions of computer 
packages include coding text, identifying key phrases, content analysis, 
and retrieval of coded sections of text. NVivo 9.0, Atlas.ti, and MAXQDA 
10 now allow for pdf format to be imported into the programs, which 
greatly facilitates the inclusion of primary studies within systematic 
reviews.     

   Step 8: Complete Separate Quality Assessment for each Study Type   

 Given the range of quality of qualitative studies, reviewers will need 
to complete some form of quality assessment to assess the credibility, rel-
evance, and applicability to the review. There are a number of examples 
of assessment forms that have been developed, but there remains a great 
deal of discrepancy with regard to how well these tools work. Many do 
not include distinctions between the different ontological and epistemo-
logical approaches, and standards for rigor, credibility, and relevance vary 
widely. Moreover, given the different philosophical assumptions of qual-
itative methods and the diversity of qualitative methods, universal criteria 
for judging quality have been challenged. Our more pragmatic approach 
incorporates a broad-based tool for assessing quality. We strongly believe 
that, if the research question dictates the design of the study, then ques-
tions of quality should adhere to the procedures of the method chosen. 
In chapter 6, we present a quality appraisal tool that has been developed to 
accommodate various qualitative methods and prompts reviewers to sys-
tematically ascertain whether the study is of high quality on a number of 
dimensions. Although there is no consensus about what would constitute 
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a “good enough” appraisal tool for qualitative research, we contend that 
reviewers nevertheless need to fi nd ways to assess quality in order to 
weight the contribution of any single study. Thus, regardless of which 
appraisal form is used to assess quality, and whether readers choose to 
adopt our tool, reviewers need to be explicit about their rationale and 
process for assessing quality, and how this process becomes included in 
the overall integration of primary studies. After all, though there may not 
be agreement on how to assess quality, most can surely agree that there are 
studies within the literature that are of varying quality.     

   Step 9: Complete Separate Synthesis for Each Study Type   

 Once studies have been screened for relevancy, assessed for quality, 
and extracted, the more formal process of synthesis begins. Although 
the reviewer is continuously considering the synthesis of data through-
out the project, it is helpful to think of the synthesis as a unique step in 
the review process given the complexity and intricacy involved in making 
sense of the grouping of studies for the review. Qualitative synthesis 
is distinguished from quantitative synthesis (e.g., meta-analysis) because 
of its focus on the interpretive integration of qualitative data to explore 
events, concepts, or phenomena (e.g., phenomenologies, ethnographies, 
grounded theories, and other descriptions of phenomena). 

 What to synthesize and how to go about doing this will depend on 
the question(s) being asked and on the method chosen for qualitative 
synthesis. For example, aggregative methods may include an empirical 
approach for synthesis where fi ndings are abstracted into themes and 
subthemes to uncover common elements and content. Integrative 
approaches may keep the original meaning of the primary studies while 
deconstructing and reconstructing fi ndings in order to develop new 
interpretations. Indeed, these integrations offer more than the sum of 
their individual data points because they provide new interpretations 
(Bertero & Chamberlain Wilmoth,   2007  ). Interpretive synthesis may 
include discursive strategies to consider differences, patterns, and meth-
odological inconsistencies leading to the creation of new conceptualiza-
tion of the event or phenomena. Again, we emphasize that in this review 
stage, researchers should be aware of the overall purpose, objectives, and 
epistemological frameworks of methods of individual studies that they 
are synthesizing, as well as the method chosen for the review.     
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   Step 10: Assess The Potential for Integration Across Syntheses 
and Synthesizing Where Possible   

 As both quantitative and qualitative studies are separately synthesized, 
reviewers may question whether there would be any merit of integrating 
these two groups of studies into a mixed-method design. Although 
Bayesian meta-analysis and realist synthesis are emerging strategies for 
combining qualitative and quantitative methods (as reviewed in chapter 3), 
there are benefi ts to completing separate analysis of qualitative and quan-
titative studies. In the systematic review approach of conducting separate 
synthesis of quantitative and qualitative studies, each synthesis can 
enhance the applicability and relevance of the other. Consistent with 
enhancement model, developed by Popay (  2006  ), of integrating qualita-
tive research into systematic reviews, conducting separate analyses of 
qualitative and quantitative syntheses allows for consideration of both 
types of evidence. This may be a unique and important contribution to 
knowledge development that might also provide the opportunity to 
assess the compatibility and differences of fi ndings based on the two dif-
ferent methods for analysis. 

 Within this enhancement model, qualitative synthesis can contrib-
ute to systematic reviews at various stages within the review process 
(see Figure   5.3  ).  

 In the beginning phase of the systematic review, qualitative synthesis 
can provide information about the contextual factors to consider in 
developing the systematic review protocol, including issues related to 
the theory of change, choice of outcomes to be used in the analysis, 
choosing moderator variables, and fi nding issues relevant to implemen-
tation. In the middle phase of the systematic review, qualitative synthesis 
can enhance a meta-analysis by providing important information about 

Beginning phase

What are the contextual
factors that need to be
considered to begin the

systematic review?

Middle phase

What can we learn
about the heterogeneity

of the findings?

End phase

What can we know
about the relevance
and applicability of

the findings?

     Figure 5.3  Phases of Integrating Qualitative Synthesis Within Systematic Reviews.    
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the infl uences of heterogeneity in the fi ndings. For example, qualitative 
synthesis can provide critical information about the infl uence of differ-
ent recruitment procedures, levels of adherence to the intervention, 
issues regarding dosage, the experience of participants within the inter-
ventions, and the role of facilitators. In the FGDM review, separating 
qualitative and quantitative analysis provides the opportunity to fi rst 
explore overall effect sizes based on quantitative results of effectiveness 
and then to integrate these fi ndings with the experiences shared by those 
involved in the intervention. If the effect sizes seem high or low, the per-
spectives of the participants may shed new understanding on why the 
intervention worked or did not work. At the end phase, qualitative syn-
thesis can be used to explore the relevancy and applicability of fi ndings 
to local contexts. At this stage, additional evidence should be searched 
to locate new evidence not previously included. Special attention here is 
on fi nding different perspectives and experiences (e.g., negative cases). 
A more complete understanding of the current evidence provides clarity 
in discussing the transferability of results to other populations and 
making exploratory links to the overall applicability of the fi ndings to 
populations not included in the study samples used for the systematic 
review. 

 Using the FGDM review as an example, the meta-analysis of the 
quantitative studies found no signifi cant difference of maltreatment 
recurrences. However, families receiving FGDM tended to receive more 
services and expressed greater satisfaction with these services than fami-
lies receiving usual care. Therefore, had we limited the systematic review 
to quantitative studies, it would have precluded inclusion of qualitative 
studies that can provide information regarding other types of benefi ts 
that FGDM may have for regarding child/family well-being and satisfac-
tion with service delivery. 

 Including qualitative studies offered additional clarity regarding 
recurrence, placement stability, and services. Moreover, qualitative 
questions provided greater insight into the transitional phases of FGDM 
(see Figure   5.4  ), such as the implementation of the intervention, the pro-
cess of the intervention, and the relevance and applicability of the inter-
vention across jurisdictions. The implementation strategies covered issues 
regarding recruitment strategies, demographics considerations (e.g., cul-
ture, language, socioeconomic issues), and service resourcing (e.g., staff-
ing issues, qualifi cations, supervision, and training). The process of the 
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intervention included any discrepancies in the implementation of the 
intervention from the program theory, the perceived involvement of 
families, the method for facilitating meetings, and ways in which cultural 
issues were addressed. The development strategy included whether deci-
sions were supported by all parties, the quality of plans, the experiences 
of participants, and policy- and practice-related issues.  

       Step 11: Dissemination of Results   

 There are various ways of disseminating systematic review results using  
different formats and for different audiences: full reports, brief reports, 
one-page summaries, for example. Careful consideration must be made 
to contextualize fi ndings and to weigh their applicability and potential 
transferability to other populations. The question is whether knowledge 
gained from qualitative studies should remain local or whether the 
knowledge should be transferred and integrated across studies, which 
will infl uence one’s attitude about the appropriateness of synthesis of 
qualitative fi ndings. In other words, the question is not whether to do 
research but whether it applies beyond the population studied.      

Implementation strategy

Intervention strategy

Development strategy

Research that investigates the evolution
of FGDM, how practice has changed,
issues for the future, and relevance to

other jurisdictions

Research that provides information on
the process of the intervention,

including number of sessions, level of
involvement of family members, power

dynamics, etc.

Research that provides information on
the implementation of FDGM; needed

resources, recruitment strategies,
demographic considerations, choice of

theory; choice of outcomes, etc.

     Figure 5.4  The Strategic Framework and the Development of the Research 
Projects. Adapted from the American Humane Association,   2005  .    
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   KEY POINTS TO REMEMBER   

      •  The inclusion of qualitative synthesis within the “family of 
systematic reviews” helps to move qualitative synthesis out of 
the shadow of quantitative synthesis; provides impetus to the 
creation of methods that are transparent, consistent, and rigorous 
regardless of the systematic review method; and helps to 
distinguish qualitative synthesis from other types of narrative 
reviews.  

   •  We have proposed 11 steps for conducting systematic synthesis 
of qualitative studies:  

    1.  Determine the research question.  
    2.  Determine breadth and scope of the review.  
    3.  Complete information retrieval searches for potential studies.  
    4.  Screen based on the substantive focus of the question.  
    5.  Classify by study type.  
    6.  Complete separate second screen for each study type.  
    7.  Complete separate extraction for each study type.  
    8.  Complete separate quality assessment for each study type.  
    9.  Complete separate synthesis for each study type.  
   10.  Assess the potential for integration across syntheses.  
   11.  Dissemination of results.            
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   LITERATURE REVIEWS IN QUALITATIVE RESEARCH: FRAMING THE DEBATE   

 By way of introduction to this chapter, we fi rst make note of some of the 
debates and tensions among scholars regarding the utility of even con-
ducting a literature review within a qualitative research endeavor. This 
sets the stage for considering where systematic reviews fi t within the space 
of this debate, allows us to review the unique and essential features of a 
systematic review, and, in a more sustained way, fl eshes out the various 
strategies of searching for qualitative research within systematic reviews. 

 The current terrain of qualitative research is marked by a lack of con-
sensus among its scholars on the value of literature reviews, the best 
manner in which to conduct and include other literature, and the amount 
of weight to be given to prior literature within the qualitative inquiry 
process. Some qualitative researchers propose that a literature review 
should be set aside in primary research until after the data collection pro-
cess so as not to distort the emerging discovery of concepts, themes, and 
theories (Glaser,   1978  ). This notion of “ignorance is bliss” (Shank,   2002  ) 
contends that conducting literature searches in the initial phases of 
research limits the free fl ow of ideas and can unduly infl uence or obfus-
cate the emergent nature of qualitative research designed to explore the 
context-sensitive experiences of the participants (Johnson & Christensen, 
  2008  ). For those researchers favoring a literature review, reviews are 

                                 6 

 Searching and Screening 
Qualitative Studies        



 Searching and Screening Qualitative Studies  91

understood to help frame the research process and can assist in inform-
ing the researcher about various contextualized infl uences that might 
iteratively shape the data collection process and fi ndings. Moreover, they 
have the potential of providing texture to the settings, situations, and 
populations included in the study (Strauss & Corbin,   1990  ). Padgett 
(  1998  ) further offers that literature reviews shape the study, providing 
prior context to the research, and, importantly, promote the advance of 
knowledge by building on other studies. 

 In a similar vein to those propounding the practice of extensive lit-
erature review, systematic reviews are grounded in the assumption that 
knowledge accumulates and that people learn from, and build on, what 
others have done (Neuman,   2003  ). Likewise, Cooper and Hedges (  1994  ) 
have noted that the literature review is prized by scholars and practitio-
ners because it serves a strategic function in managing information over-
load and facilitating access to the extant knowledge in a particular area 
of inquiry. However, as we have taken considerable time to point out, 
systematic reviews differ from other conventional literature review prac-
tices because they insist on the inclusion of all relevant studies, without 
regard for one’s personal favorites or the consideration of the results 
found. Moreover, systematic reviews are explicitly inclusive, transparent, 
and specifi c with respect to inclusion and exclusion criteria, a set of prac-
tices that further distinguish systematic reviews from other reviewing 
processes. We develop these themes in the following sections. 

 Given the lack of consensus about the utility of literature reviews, 
it is not surprising that there are divergent views on ways to search the 
literature and what to include when conducting systematic synthesis. 
Although there has been progress in developing methods to include 
qualitative research within evidence-based practice and systematic 
reviews, information retrieval for qualitative studies remains one of the 
least developed areas in systematic review methods (Dixon-Woods, 
Bonas, et al.,   2006  ; Flemming & Briggs,   2007  ).     

   CONSIDERATIONS FOR SYSTEMATIC LITERATURE REVIEWS      

   Iterative Versus Comprehensive Searches for Qualitative Synthesis   

 Some scholars contend that purposive sampling techniques are more 
consistent with qualitative methods because they focus on purposive 
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sampling strategies (Dixon-Woods et al.,   2006  ), a position more aligned 
with the iterative process within qualitative inquiry. Doyle (  2003  ) states 
that, “like meta-analysis, meta-ethnography [a method of qualitative 
synthesis] utilizes multiple empirical studies but, unlike meta-analysis, 
the sample is purposive rather than exhaustive because the purpose is 
interpretive explanation and not prediction” (p. 326). However, this 
argument can be made for all forms of qualitative inquiry (that is, none 
are predictive endeavors). Others have suggested using sampling strate-
gies developed for primary qualitative methods, such as searching the 
literature until reaching “theoretical saturation” based on emerging 
themes (Paterson, Thorne, & Dewis,   1998  ; Schreiber, Crooks, & Stern, 
  1997  ) or seeking negative cases to aim for maximum heterogeneity 
(Dixon-Woods, Bonas, et al.,   2006  ). Supporters of purposive sampling 
techniques for information retrieval argue that these methods remain 
faithful to the iterative process in primary qualitative studies. 

 On the other hand, supporters of systematic synthesis endorse com-
prehensive searches to retrieve qualitative studies for systematic reviews 
and argue that inclusive approaches to searching improve the overall 
quality of the review (Booth,   2006  ). The idea is to retrieve all potentially 
relevant studies in order to create a larger interpretive understanding 
of the studies examined to answer a specifi ed research question (Barroso 
et al.,   2003  ). Similar to comprehensive searches for RCTs for meta-
analytic purposes (Cooper, 1998 ), systematic information retrieval strat-
egies of qualitative studies include suffi ciently exhaustive searches, an 
“interest in synthesizing empirical studies” (Noblit & Hare,   1988  , p. 10), 
and transparent approaches for the inclusion and integration or inter-
pretation of studies (Barroso et al.,   2003  ). Whereas the primary purpose 
of meta-analysis is “pooling data across studies” (Littell, Corcoran, & 
Pillai,   2008  , p. 79), qualitative methods for synthesis often remain faith-
ful to the interpretative nature of qualitative inquiry, once all potential 
studies are included in the analysis. Dixon-Woods et al. (  2006  ) argue this 
point but also seem to warn reviewers to hold close the basic tenets of 
systematic reviews, stating: 

 It could be argued that once systematic reviews fail to be explicit 

and reproducible, and allowed to include (apparently) idiosyncratically 

chosen literatures and to use non-transparent forms of interpretation 

to determine synthesis of the included studies, they are no longer 
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systematic. In fact, it could be asserted, reviews of this type are nothing 

new: they are simply literature reviews of the type that have always been 

done (p. 37).   

 Systematic information retrieval strategies of qualitative studies are a 
“distinctive enterprise” (Sandelowski & Barroso,   2007  , p. 22) and stand in 
contrast to traditional literature reviews or theoretical selections of stud-
ies. The aim of systematic information retrieval of qualitative studies is to 
use the research question as a basis for developing approaches designed to 
optimally search for all potentially relevant articles and to exclude irrele-
vant articles (Shaw et al.,   2004  ). Search strategies include published and 
unpublished primary information, and fi nds from this process are then 
digested, sifted, classifi ed, simplifi ed, and synthesized (Manten,   1973  ). 

 From our standpoint, both literature reviews and systematic reviews 
have their place, but a literature review should not be called systematic 
unless it incorporates the following criteria as outlined within the family 
of systematic reviews:  

   1.  The information retrieval strategy includes a comprehensive 
process for retrieval of all studies relevant to the research question 
of the review (studies may include qualitative, quantitative, or 
mixed-methods depending on the research question).  

   2.  There is transparency with respect to the decisions made in 
searching for potential studies (list of key terms used, keyword 
searching strategies used, decisions regarding years covered, 
cultural context and geographical locations included/excluded), 
and the level of detail is suffi cient for replication.  

   3.  Both published and unpublished studies are included in the 
search and inclusion of relevant studies.  

   4.  Multiple sources are used to retrieve potentially relevant studies 
(e.g., electronic databases, personal contacts, reference checking, 
hand searches of journals, gray literature searches).         

   Challenges for Locating Qualitative Research Articles   

 For qualitative research to be included in systematic reviews, reviewers 
must be able to retrieve studies easily and effi ciently (Wilczynski & 
Haynes,   2002  ). However, there are a number of challenges for locating 
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qualitative studies, which we outline herein, including the variability of 
qualitative methods, the spread of qualitative studies across journals, 
nonspecifi c qualitative titles and abstracts, defi ciencies in bibliographic 
indexes, lack of expertise in locating qualitative research, and the lack 
of evidence about the best ways to locate qualitative research. Because of 
the scope of these challenges, however, information retrieval is resource-
intensive (Sandelowski & Barroso,   2007  ). Careful consideration of the 
resources needed, including time for information retrieval, should thus 
be made before a review is initiated.    

   The Variability of Qualitative Methods   
 Qualitative research encompasses a variety of methods and approaches 
(including, ethnography, phenomenology, grounded theory, and dis-
course analysis), which leads to inconsistencies in the naming of qualita-
tive research (Evans,   2002  ). Locating studies across various qualitative 
methods is further limited based on which database is searched. Social 
Work Abstracts database, for example, does not adequately index quali-
tative terms. Similar issues have been noted in MEDLINE and PsychInfo, 
as they each use fewer indexed terms regarding qualitative method-
ologies  (e.g., ethnography, phenomenology, grounded theory, and dis-
course analysis) and instead use more general descriptions of qualitative 
research (e.g., qualitative, interviews) (Wilczynski, Marks, Haynes,   2007  ). 
CINAHL, on the other hand, is a database geared toward nursing and 
allied health professions, and it has been found to have a larger number 
of qualitative methodology terms (Evans,   2002  ).     

   Qualitative Studies Spread Across Journals   
 Qualitative research has been embraced by various fi elds, including social 
work, nursing, medicine, politics, law, psychology, anthropology, and 
sociology. Thus, qualitative research that might bear on key questions in 
the fi eld of social work can be found across a multitude of journals span-
ning many disciplines (McKibbon & Gadd,   2006  ).     

   Nonspecifi c Titles and Abstracts   
 Qualitative titles and abstracts often focus on the content of the fi ndings 
and not necessarily the methods used in the studies (Evans,   2002  ; 
McKibbon, Wilczynski, & Haynes,   2006  ). Therefore, traditional infor-
mation retrieval methods that focus on locating studies by using search 
terms found within titles and abstracts are generally not adequate for 
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locating qualitative studies (McKibbon et al.,   2006  ). Although descrip-
tive fi ndings can provide a rich context for conducting studies, this also 
adds to the complexity of database searches in identifying qualitative 
research on specifi c questions (Evans,   2002  ). In addition, authors of pri-
mary studies and reviewers conducting systematic reviews may differ in 
how they defi ne concepts located in titles and abstracts, which can con-
tribute to failed database searches (Lowe & Barnett,   1994  ). Searches that 
are too broad to capture the variations of reporting by primary authors 
may result in the retrieval of many thousands of irrelevant papers. 
Although this does not necessarily refl ect on the quality of the research, 
it increases the diffi culty of fi nding these studies. As Flemming and Briggs 
(  2007  ) point out, proper indexes depend on authors providing suffi cient 
detail about methods used.     

   Defi ciencies in Bibliographic Indexes   
 The development of bibliographic database indexing systems for qualita-
tive designs has not kept pace with the fi eld’s indexing of quantitative 
designs (Evans,   2002  ). Therefore, searching for qualitative studies is lim-
ited by the defi ciencies of electronic database indexing, as these often do 
not adequately capture the variability of methods used in qualitative 
research (Walters, Wilczynski, & Haynes,   2006  ).     

   Lack of Expertise in Locating Qualitative Research   
 Although many librarians involved in information retrieval for system-
atic reviews are profi cient at locating RCTs, quasi-experimental designs, 
and other intervention-based studies (Wade, Turner, Rothstein, & 
Lavenberg,   2006  ), less is known about the optimal ways to locate qualita-
tive studies from these same databases (Wilczynski et al.,   2007  ), making 
qualitative research a more diffi cult and challenging enterprise (Dixon-
Woods & Fitzpatrick,   2001  ).     

   Lack of Evidence About the Best Ways to Locate Qualitative Research   
 There is little research on the specifi city and sensitivity of indexing for 
qualitative research (Evans,   2002  ). There are emerging strategies for 
searching for qualitative studies, but few have been empirically tested and 
little is known about the sensitivity and specifi city of different search 
strategies across different electronic databases (Shaw et al.,   2004  ). The risk 
is that potentially relevant qualitative studies may be missed during the 
information retrieval process (Evans,   2002  ).      
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   Strategies for Systematic Information Retrieval of Qualitative Studies      

   Developing Relevant Search Terms   
 Developing an electronic search strategy begins with an iterative process 
of fi nding and assessing the best ways to search electronic databases and 
to modify searches based on what has already been retrieved. For exam-
ple, a systematic review of the prevention of cyber abuse targeting chil-
dren and adolescents (Mishna, Cook, Saini, Wu, & McFadden,   2011  ) 
found no studies to be included in their review when searching for “cyber 
abuse.” However, based on a brief search of terms used for prevention 
programs with this targeted group, it was uncovered that these interven-
tions were addressing “cyber safety.” Prior to conducting a systematic 
review, mapping the terms can be helpful for further refi ning the ques-
tion, establishing relevance, and choosing the best search terms. Some 
terms may also have different meanings, depending on geographical loca-
tion. For example, topics covering child abuse or child maltreatment can 
also be located using regional terms, such as “child welfare,” “child protec-
tion,” and “social care.” Developing a clear question based on the popula-
tion parameters, context, and locations can help to develop a list of search 
terms that may be useful in locating studies relevant to the question.     

   Strategies for Electronic Databases   
 Because qualitative research is conducted by many disciplines, research-
ers will often need to locate studies contained in multiple, disciplinary-
specifi c databases (see Table   6.1  ). For example, a research question 
exploring experiences of parenting in times of distress could be published 
in journals specifi c to the fi elds of social work, health, education, law, or 
sociology, for example. Careful attention is required to consider the var-
ious fi elds that may have explored a research question and to develop 
strategies for selecting electronic databases accordingly. Questions in 
the preparation of building effi cient search strategies include: What 
are the key concepts to be searched? How are these represented in each 
discipline? What are their related terms? How are these key concepts 
represented in the controlled vocabulary within each database to be 
searched?  

       The Use of Controlled Vocabulary   
 The use of controlled vocabulary or indexing systems found within bib-
liographic databases (known as thesaurus terms or subject headings) has 
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     Table 6.1  Sample Disciplinary Databases Across Professions  

 Electronic Database  Profession 

 Social Work Abstracts  Social work 
 CINAHL  Nursing 
 MEDLINE  Medicine and health sciences 
 PsychInfo  Psychology 
 Sociological Abstracts  Sociology 
 ERIC  Education 
 Criminal Justice Abstracts  Law 
 ASSIA  Applied social sciences 
 Ageline  Gerontology and geriatrics 

received some attention in the current ways of locating qualitative research 
(Evans,   2002  ), but indexes in qualitative research are not as developed 
as their quantitative counterparts (Barroso, Sandelowski, & Voils,   2006  ). 
The thesaurus terms used in each database vary according to their specifi c 
indexing system. For example, qualitative research is indexed on PsychInfo 
as “qualitative research” with related terms including “grounded theory” 
and “interviews” and “observation methods.” On ERIC, their subject 
indexing of “qualitative research” has more detailed related terms, includ-
ing “case studies,” “ethnography,” “fi eld studies,” “naturalist observa-
tion,” and “transcripts (written record).” On MEDLINE, the only option 
for indexing is to use the term “qualitative research,” whereas in Social 
Work Abstracts, indexing for qualitative research is not available.     

   The Use of Free-Text Filters   
 Free-text terms, or “raw text,” can identify qualitative research terms by 
searching for these words within titles, abstracts, and keywords of articles 
within the various databases. Free-text fi lters are preformulated search 
strategies that have been developed by librarians to help retrieve articles 
in databases that deal with qualitative research. Examples of free-text com-
binations for qualitative research are presented in Boxes 6.1 and 6.2. These 
fi lters commonly use terms to describe qualitative methods (e.g., “grounded 
theory,” “ethnography,” or “phenomenological”) and data collection 
methods relevant to qualitative research (e.g., “interviews,” “purposive 
sampling,” “focus groups,” or “observations”). However, given that many 
qualitative studies do not specify methods or data collection designs 
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    Box 6.1     Example of a Free-Text Filter for Qualitative Research for MEDLINE       

   Ovid Medline   

 (qualitative [tw] OR ethnolog *  [tw] OR ethnog *  [tw] OR ethnomethodolog *  
[tw] OR emic [tw] OR etic[tw] OR phenomenolog * [tw]) OR (hermeneutic *  
[tw] OR participant observ *  [tw] OR constant compar *  [tw]) OR (focus 
group *  [tw] OR grounded theory [tw] OR narrative analysis [tw] OR lived 
experience *  [tw] OR life experience *  [tw]) OR (maximum variation [tw] OR 
snowball [tw]) OR (theoretical sample *  [tw] OR theoretical sampling [tw] OR 
purposive sample *  [tw] OR purposive sampling [tw] OR (Nursing 
Methodology Research [mesh]) OR (metasynthes *  [tw] OR meta-synthes *  
[tw] OR metasummar *  [tw] OR metastudy [tw] OR metastudies [tw] OR 
meta-study [tw] OR meta-studies [tw]) OR (tape recording OR “tape 
record * ” [tw] OR “video record * ” [tw] OR taperecord *  [tw] OR audiorecord *  
[tw] OR videotap *  [tw] OR videorecord * [tw] or “action research” [tw]) 

   *  tw = title word.   

    Box 6.2     Example of a Free-Text Filter for Qualitative Research for PsychInfo       

   CSA PsychInfo   

 (qualitative OR ethnol *  OR ethnog *  OR ethnonurs *  OR emic OR etic OR 
fi eld note *  OR fi eld record *  OR fi eldnote *  OR fi eld stud *  participant 
observ *  OR participant observation *  OR hermaneutic *  OR phenomenolog *  
OR lived experience *  OR grounded theory OR constant compar *  OR 
theoretical sampl *  OR content analy *  OR thematic analy *  OR narrative *  OR 
unstructured categor *  OR structured categor *  OR unstructured interview *  
OR semi-structured interview *  OR maximum variation *  OR snowball OR 
audio *  OR tape *  OR video *  OR metasynthes *  OR meta-synthes *  OR 
metasummar *  OR meta-summar *  OR metastud *  OR meta-stud *  OR 
meta-ethnograph *  OR metaethnog *  OR meta-narrative *  OR metanarrat *  
OR meta-interpretation *  OR metainterpret *  OR qualitative meta-analy *  OR 
qualitative metaanaly *  OR qualitative meta analy *  OR purposive sampl *  OR 
action research OR focus group * ) 

 Filters adapted from Linda Slater, Liaison Librarian, Faculty of Nursing and the Centre for Health 
Promotion Studies University of Alberta Libraries John W. Scott Health Sciences Library in 2008 
( http://www.ualberta.ca/~lslater/QualFilters.html ).   

within titles and abstracts, it is diffi cult to assess the sensitivity of these 
fi lters to capture all the relevant qualitative studies for a review question. 
In the MEDLINE search (box   6.1  ), for example, each of the “tw” or title 
word searches are separated by OR rather than AND in order to capture 

http://www.ualberta.ca/~lslater/QualFilters.html
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more terms rather than limit them. In addition, a truncation wildcard ( * ) 
is used for base terms that can have multiple meanings. Truncation 
instructs the database to return all words with the root term to the left of 
the wildcard. For instance, the term “ethnog * ” will return articles using 
the words ethnography, ethnographic, ethnographer, ethnogrophers, 
and ethnographies, for example.       

   The Use of Broad-Based Terms   
 Broad-based terms or the choosing of common terms used in qualitative 
research such as “qualitative” or “interview * ” can also be included within 
information-retrieval strategies. Flemming and Briggs (  2007  ) report 
that simple search strategies using broad-based terms were as effective 
as complex ones (free text) in locating qualitative research examining 
patients’ experiences of living with a leg ulcer.     

   The Need for a Comprehensive Approach for Searching 
Electronic Databases   
 Shaw et al. (  2004  ), in their attempt to determine recall (potentially rele-
vant records found) and precision (actual relevant records found), used 
six electronic databases to search for qualitative studies using indexing 
terms, free-text terms, and broad-based terms. Overall, they found that 
limiting their search strategy to one strategy (indexing terms, free-text 
terms, or broad-based terms) missed relevant hits. Indexing had the 
highest precision and broad-based searching had the highest recall. The 
investigators concluded that their fi ndings confi rm that all three strate-
gies are likely to result in a large number of false positives and irrelevant 
hits. They further suggested that searching for qualitative research should 
not rely on a singular method, but should include a range of search strat-
egies to increase the positive hits. Given the rather sparse empirical test-
ing of indexing, fi lters, and broad-based searches for qualitative research, 
caution and, perhaps, liberal or inclusive search strategies are needed 
when developing searches for systematic reviews.     

   Searching Indexes for Study Design by Using Methodological Filters   
 Because many, if not most, electronic databases do not adequately index 
by study design, it is generally recommended to avoid searching with 
methodological fi lters (this applies for both quantitative and qualitative 
methods) until such methods for indexing by design improve and 
have been suffi ciently tested for sensitivity (the fl exibility of terms used 



100  Systematic Approach to Qualitative Synthesis

to capture the maximum relevant studies) and specifi city (the accuracy 
of terms used to locate relevant studies) (Wade et al.,   2006  ).      

   Other Searching Strategies   

 Search strategies for systematic reviews commonly include other methods 
in addition to electronic searching (Figure   6.1  ), including footnote chasing, 
hand searching, consultation, and fugitive searching (Wade et al.,   2006  ). 

Footnote
chasing

Electronic
databases

Consultation

Hand
searching

Strolling the
library

Selected
journals

Practitioners

Authors

Colleagues

Medline

ASSIA

Pych
Info

Reference
lists

Bibliographies

DA

ERIC

CINAHL

WS

SSWA

SSA

Age line

CL

Fugitive
searching

Conference
proceedings

Dissertations

Government
reports

CV

Unpublished
reports

Information retrieval
sources

     Figure 6.1  Comprehensive Information Retrieval Strategy. Please see Text for 
Database Explanations. CV = Curriculum Vitae, DA = Dissertation Abstracts, 
CL = Cochrane Library, SSA = Social Science Abstracts . Adapted from The 
Handbook of Research Synthesis, by H. Cooper and L. Hedges,   1994  . Copyright 
1994 by Sage Foundation.    
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These additional search methods are needed to locate studies that might 
have been missed by electronic searching. Despite the apparent utility of 
employing these strategies, Flemming and Briggs (  2007  ) note that none 
of these methods have been adequately tested to determine whether they 
add additional value to information-retrieval procedures for qualitative 
studies.     

   Footnote Chasing   
 Reviewers should check the reference lists of all relevant articles that are 
obtained, including those from previously published reviews. Potentially 
relevant articles that are identifi ed should be retrieved and assessed for 
possible inclusion in the review.     

   Consultation   
 Face-to-face discussions at meetings, e-mails, requests on Listservs, 
and formal letters of request for information from authors, presenters, 
and experts should be solicited to assist the review team to locate relevant 
studies. A list of the inclusion criteria for the review, along with a sample 
of relevant articles, should be sent to these key informants along with the 
request for additional studies.     

   Hand searching   
 Hand searching involves conducting manual searches of highly relevant 
journals to uncover potentially eligible studies that might have been 
missed through electronic searches. Potential studies might be missed 
by electronic database searching given that titles and abstracts are often 
insuffi cient for identifying eligible studies in quantitative systematic 
reviews (Higgins & Green,   2006  ; Littell et al.,   2008  ), and this problem 
may be even worse for titles and abstracts of qualitative studies (Evans, 
  2002  ). Although no studies have compared the hits between electronic 
database searches and hand searching for qualitative research, Turner 
et al. (  2003  ) found that electronic databases missed almost two-thirds of 
RCTs identifi ed by hand searching.     

   Gray Literature Searches   
 Gray literature searches are also known as  fugitive literature  because they 
attempt to locate studies that are not normally found and are diffi cult 
to retrieve through conventional methods, such as electronic database 
searches. These can include conference proceedings, research reports, 
government reports, book chapters, dissertations, policy documents, and 
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research organizations’ Web sites. Special attention should be made to 
search and collect relevant studies captured in the gray literature. Locating 
gray literature is an important step in conducting systematic reviews 
(Wade et al.,   2006  ) and the search for fugitive literature is one of the key 
distinguishing features of systematic reviews (both qualitative and quan-
titative) of search engines (e.g., Google) that can be performed for this 
task, but it is important to consult with a librarian to develop the neces-
sary skills to sift through the many hits that are sure to result from such 
an endeavor. For examples of gray literature, see Box   6.3  .  

       Screening for Relevant Studies   
 The screening of potentially relevant studies helps to assess which studies 
should be included in the review. A predeveloped set of inclusion criteria 
ensures transparency and helps guarantee the credibility of the screening 
process. During the systematic review process, an article must pass 
through various checkpoints to assess whether it should be included in 
the fi nal review. Establishing clear checkpoints allows multiple reviewers 
(at least two) to score articles based on preexisting criteria, and these 
scores can be checked for interrater agreement at each stage. Although 
there are a variety of ways to screen for the inclusion of studies, we have 
found that using checkpoints of increasing scrutiny is the most effi cient 
way to proceed. Although each systematic review will vary regarding the 
number of checkpoints needed during the review, we recommend that 
three general screening points should be a part of every review process: 
(a) initial screening, (b) strict screening, and (c) data extraction form.     

   Initial Screening (level 1)   
 The fi rst stage consists of an initial screening to quickly determine whether 
a study might be appropriate for the review based on the study’s title, 
abstract, and bibliographic information. Again, screening qualitative stud-
ies from titles and abstracts can be diffi cult because there is often insuffi -
cient information in the titles and abstracts to suggest the study design 
(Evans,   2002  ). The same, though, can be said for quantitative studies, and 
there is a growing interest in developing standard abstracts to include 
information about the study designs (Hartley, Sydes, & Blurton,   1996  ; 
McIntosh,   1994  ). Therefore, the purpose of this initial screening is to 
include all possible relevant studies related to the objectives of the system-
atic review and the inclusion and exclusion criteria. Given the problems of 
locating and screening studies based simply on abstracts, we suggest that 
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    Box 6.3     Example of Select Gray Literature Web Sites       

   Gray Literature Web sites   

      •  GreyNet Listserv:  listserv@greynet.org   
   •  GrayLIT:  http://www.osti.gov/graylit/   
   •   The Grey Literature Report:  http://www.nyam.org/library/pages/grey_

literature_report   
   •  NHS Evidence:  http://www.evidence.nhs.uk/   
   •   System for Information on Grey Literature in Europe:  http://

opensigle.inist.fr/   
   •  MedlinePlus:  http://www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/          

   Conference proceedings and abstracts   

      •  PapersFirst:  http://www.oclc.org/ca/en/global/default.htm   
   •  NLM Gateway:  http://gateway.nlm.nih.gov/gw/Cmd          

   Theses and dissertations   

      •  British Library Electronic Theses Online Service:  http://EThOS.bl.uk   
   •   Networked Digital Library of Theses and Dissertations (NDLTD):  http://

www.theses.org/          

   Research Reports   

      •   Research reports ( http://www.evaluationcanada.ca/site.cgi?s=6&ss=8 ); 
Government reports and policy documents  

   •   http://www.gc.ca/publications/publication-eng.html   
   •   http://publications.gov.au/   
   •    http://www.natlib.govt.nz/collections/types-of-items/

government-publications   
   •   http://europa.eu/index_en.htm          

   Synthesis organizations   

      •   Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s (CDC) Guide to 
Community Preventative Services:  www.thecommunityguide.org   

   •   Database of Abstracts of Reviews of Effects (DARE):  www.york.ac.uk/inst/
crd/darehp.htm   

   •  HTA Database:  www.york.ac.uk/inst/crd/htahp.htm   
   •   NHS Economic Evaluation Database (NEED):  www.york.ac.uk/inst/crd/

nhsdhp.htm   
   •  Cochrane Collaboration:  www.cochrane.org   

http://www.osti.gov/graylit/
http://www.nyam.org/library/pages/grey_literature_report
http://www.nyam.org/library/pages/grey_literature_report
http://www.evidence.nhs.uk/
http://opensigle.inist.fr/
http://opensigle.inist.fr/
http://www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/
http://www.oclc.org/ca/en/global/default.htm
http://gateway.nlm.nih.gov/gw/Cmd
http://EThOS.bl.uk
http://www.theses.org/
http://www.theses.org/
http://www.gc.ca/publications/publication-eng.html
http://publications.gov.au/
http://www.natlib.govt.nz/collections/types-of-items/government-publications
http://www.natlib.govt.nz/collections/types-of-items/government-publications
http://europa.eu/index_en.htm
www.thecommunityguide.org
www.york.ac.uk/inst/crd/darehp.htm
www.york.ac.uk/inst/crd/darehp.htm
www.york.ac.uk/inst/crd/nhsdhp.htm
www.york.ac.uk/inst/crd/nhsdhp.htm
www.cochrane.org
http://www.evaluationcanada.ca/site.cgi?s=6&ss=8
www.york.ac.uk/inst/crd/htahp.htm
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reviewers do not screen for study design, but that consideration should be 
made for study design once all potentially relevant studies relating to the 
substantive question are included and full text articles are retrieved. 
Questions appropriate at this fi rst level of screening include:  

   1.  Does this article describe a research study (e.g., contains a sample 
and is not a commentary, theory paper, program description)?  

   2.  Is the population related to the purpose of the review?  
   3.  Is the experience/phenomenon/intervention/prevention/tool 

related to the purpose of the review?     

 The two raters are trained to assess reliability on a small number of cases 
and to quickly review article titles and abstracts for inclusion on this small 
and easily discernible set of questions. Four outcomes for each screen are 
possible: both agree “no”; both agree “yes”; the raters disagree; or at least one 
of the raters is unsure. Both agree “yes,” both agree “unsure,” and disagree-
ments should proceed to the level 2 screening. It is crucial, at each screening 
level, to save records and to document all decisions, including which studies 
were passed to the next screening level and which were dropped.     

   Strict Screening (level 2)   
 The second stage consists of a strict screening form where reviewers are 
given full copies of articles to determine whether studies should remain 
in the review. If the systematic review is considering a qualitative ques-
tion, then specifi c questions will need to be developed to explore the 
types of methods that will be included in the review. If the research ques-
tion includes both quantitative and qualitative designs, then this stage 
may be the most appropriate time to separate the results by whether the 
study is quantitative or qualitative (see Figure   6.2  ).  

   •  Campbell Collaboration (C2):  www.campbellcollaboration.org   
   •  Evidence for Policy and Practice Information and Co-ordinating Centre 

(EPPI-Centre):  http://eppi.ioe.ac.uk   
   •  Joanna Briggs Institute:  http://www.joannabriggs.edu.au   
   •  Centre for Public Health Excellence Nice (National Institute for Health 

and Clinical Evidence):  www.publichealth.nice.org.uk   
   •  New Zealand Health Technology Assessment (NZHTA):  http://nzhta.

chmeds.ac.nz/publications.htm#review        

www.campbellcollaboration.org
http://eppi.ioe.ac.uk
http://www.joannabriggs.edu.au
www.publichealth.nice.org.uk
http://nzhta.chmeds.ac.nz/publications.htm#review
http://nzhta.chmeds.ac.nz/publications.htm#review
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 Differences between coders should be identifi ed and resolved to 
ensure consistent screening of the studies and to establish interrater reli-
ability. Any discrepancies should be subsequently resolved by referral 
back to the source of the material and confl icts resolved by a third 
reviewer based on the original source. If vital information is missing 
from the original reports, reviewers should contact the corresponding 
author by e-mail in an attempt to retrieve the necessary data for the 
screening. 

Apply level 1
screening

Exclude
Retrieve full

article

Is the population related?
Is the intervention/phenomena related?

Is this a study (quantitative/qualitative/both)?

Apply level 2
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     Figure 6.2.  Screening for Relevant Studies in a Systematic Review.    
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       Data Extraction Form (level 3)   
 The third stage consists of a data extraction form to log data from 
the articles that have made it past the fi rst two screenings. For reviews 
that include both quantitative and qualitative designs, reviewers will 
want to read Littell et al.’s (  2008  ) pocket guide for systematic reviews 
and meta-analysis in which they provide a clear and descriptive process 
for formatting and developing the contents of data extraction forms 
for quantitative data to be used in meta-analysis. The strategies and 
methods for data extraction for qualitative analysis will depend on the 
method chosen for synthesizing the primary studies. Generally, data 
extraction of qualitative studies should include: (a) the source, (b) date 
of publication, (c) location of the study, (d) setting of the study, (e) pur-
pose of study, (f) theoretical orientation, (g) sampling procedures, 
(h) sample size, (i) method for data collection, (j) methods for data anal-
ysis, (k) strengths of the study, (l) limitations of the study, and (m) major 
fi ndings.       

   SEARCH STRATEGIES FOR STUDIES RELEVANT TO A 
SYSTEMATIC REVIEW — AN ILLUSTRATION   

 As an illustration of these strategies, we present an information-retrieval 
strategy that we conducted for all potential studies (both quantitative 
and qualitative) that explored family group decision making (FGDM). In 
this case, following guidelines for conducting information retrieval as 
part of Cochrane and Campbell Collaboration systematic reviews, we 
searched multiple databases for studies relevant to child welfare, child pro-
tection, and social care, including: Cochrane Central Register of Controlled 
Trials (CENTRAL), MEDLINE, PsychInfo; EMBASE, Data base of Reviews 
of Effectiveness (DARE online), Applied Social Sciences (ASSIA), ERIC, 
CINAHL, International Bibliography of the Social Sciences, Caredata 
(social work), Social Work Abstracts, Social Sciences Abstracts, Child 
Abuse and Neglect Database Instrument System (CANDIS), Australian 
Family and Society Abstracts Database, and Dissertation Abstracts 
Inter national (DAI). We used a combination of controlled vocabulary 
and free-test strategies for identifying studies relevant to FGDM, and, 
because we were interested in both quantitative and qualitative studies, 
we did not limit our search by including methodological search terms 
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(e.g., qualitative, ethnog). An example of the search terms used in 
MEDLINE is presented in box   6.4  .  

 In addition to electronic searching, other sources were used to retrieve 
an exhaustive list of all potential studies, including reference checking, 
personal communications, hand searching of journals, and gray literature 
searches. For  reference checking , we looked at reference lists of all relevant 
articles that were obtained, including those from previ ously published 
reviews on FGDM. Potentially relevant articles were identifi ed and 
retrieved for potential inclusion in the review.  Personal communication  
was conducted by both e-mail and telephone correspondence with authors, 
presenters, and experts to fi nd any relevant studies not located by other 
methods.  Hand searching  included searches of journals specifi c to child 
maltreatment. Journals hand-searched included:  Child Welfare, Children 
and Youth Services Review, Social Service Review, Child Maltreatment, Child 
Abuse and Neglect, Journal of Social Services Research, Social Work, Research 

    Box 6.4     Search Terms Used for FGDM Systematic Review in MEDLINE    

       1.  family group.tw.  
    2.  family decision.tw.  
    3.  family decisionmaking.tw.  
    4.  family conferenc$.tw.  
    5.  family unity.tw.  
    6.  family team.tw.  
    7.  group conferenc$.tw.  
    8.  group decision.tw.  
    9.  group decisionmaking.tw.  
   10.  team conferenc$.tw.  
   11.  team decision.tw.  
   12.  team decisionmaking.tw.  
   13.  or/1–12  
   14.  exp child/  
   15.  adolescent/  
   16.  exp infant/  
   17.   (child$or adolescen$or boy$or girl$or infant$or toddler$or 

baby or babies or preschool$  
   18.  or pre-school or teen$).tw.  
   19.  or/14–17  
   20.  13 and 18      
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on Social Work Practice, Social Work Research,  and  Child Abuse Review. 
Gray literature  sources of potentially relevant studies were also conducted 
using gray literature searching techniques and also included search engines 
(e.g., Google), selected Web sites relevant to child welfare (e.g., Canadian 
Child Welfare Research Portal), clearinghouses for research relevant to 
child welfare (e.g., Child Welfare Information Gateway), as well as govern-
ment Web sites (e.g., The Children’s Bureau). 

 Based on our comprehensive search, we located 1,367 potential hits 
relevant to FGDM. Of these, 94 studies were included based on passing 
the fi rst-level screening questions, which included: Did the article include 
a child protection population? Did the article include a version of family 
group conferencing? Is this a study (quantitative/qualitative or both)? 
After initial and secondary screening by at least two readers per article, 
the fi nal sample contained six quantitative studies (two randomized 
and four nonrandomized) that met the inclusion criteria. Fifteen qualita-
tive studies were included in the data extraction phase, each of which 
described participants’ experiences based on their involvement and per-
ception of FGDM (see Table   6.2  ).      

     Table 6.2  Included FGDM Qualitative Studies  

 Study  Qualitative Approach 

 Barrera (  2006  )  Qualitative analytic strategy/content analysis 
 Bell (2009)  Qualitative summary of interviews 
 Bell & Wilson (  2006  )  Theme-based qualitative analysis 
 Brodie (  2008  )  Grounded theory 
 Brown (  2007  )  Case study analysis 
 Connolly (  2004  )  Grounded theory 
 Connolly (  2006  )  Grounded theory 
 Crea & Berzin (  2008  )  Qualitative summary of interviews 
 Dawson & Yancey (  2006  )  Theme-based qualitative analysis 
 Gallagher & Jasper (  2003  )  Husserlian phenomenological approach 
 Holland & O’Neil (  2006  )  Grounded theory 
 Holland & Rivett (  2008  )  Grounded theory 
 Laws & Kirby (  2007  )  Theme-based qualitative analysis 
 McCready & Donnelly (  2005  )  Theme-based qualitative analysis 
 Neff (  2006  )  Grounded theory 
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   KEY POINTS TO REMEMBER      

   •  There is a long-standing debate among qualitative scholars with 
respect to the utility and infl uence of literature reviews within 
qualitative research.  

   •  Similar to the debates involving literature reviews of primary 
studies, there is no consensus with respect to whether primary 
qualitative studies should be synthesized and, if so, how this 
should be done. Some argue for purposive sampling of qualitative 
studies, and others suggest that systematic reviews of literature 
provide a comprehensive and transparent process for the 
identifi cation of all potentially relevant studies.  

   •  Challenges arise when attempting to search for qualitative studies 
due to limited reporting standards, insuffi cient indexing for 
qualitative studies, and untested procedures for using multiple 
strategies for searching for qualitative studies.  

   •  Because there continue to be many fl aws in searching 
for qualitative methods, it is recommended that, where 
possible, reviewers avoid indexing and fi ltering for 
qualitative designs.  

   •  As demonstrated in our FGDM example, searching within 
systematic reviews may best be addressed by searching for 
the substantive research question rather than by study design. 
With the use of screening levels, qualitative studies can then be 
separated from other designs for qualitative synthesis.  

   •  Screening should follow systematic review guidelines established 
by the Cochrane and Campbell Collaborations (e.g., two raters) 
and should proceed through three stages: (a) initial screening of 
titles and abstracts, (b) more stringent screening of retrieved 
texts, (c) data extraction.           
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 We have the unappealing double bind whereby qualitative studies can’t 

be verifi ed because researchers don’t report on their methodology, and 

they don’t report on their methodology because there are no established 

cannons or conventions for doing so. 

  — (Miles & Huberman,   1994  , p. 244)       

       Debates about the inclusion of qualitative research within systematic 
reviews are nowhere more pronounced than when considering whether 
common criteria should be developed to assess rigor and credibility 
of primary studies and what standards should be used to assess the qual-
ity of studies. In this chapter, we fi rst offer a sketch of the continuum 
of views regarding criteria for assessment of quality and rigor paying 
attention to Padgett’s warning (  1998  ) that the use of labels “often 
obscures the blurriness of categories and can easily verge into name call-
ing” (p. 89). This brief discussion is then followed by our presentation of 
an assessment tool that we argue allows a researcher to disentangle her-
self from the thornier and more contentious parts of the debate. 

 On one end of the continuum, post-positivist positions adopt con-
ventionally established “scientifi c” criteria of reliability and validity and 
hold that these standards should be the same for both quantitative and 
qualitative research. The post-positivist positions promote separate but 
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parallel sets of criteria for qualitative research and quantitative studies, 
arguing that criteria for assessing qualitative research should relate to the 
potential for generalizability of fi ndings and the minimization of bias 
(Hammerley, 1992, qtd in Padgett,   1998  ). 

 Given that an interpretivist position begins from the premise that 
knowledge is both created and contextual as opposed to discovered 
(Padgett,   1998  ), for some adherents, this epistemological frame precludes 
the possibility of developing standardized criteria that can be made appli-
cable across different research contexts. Others within a interpretivist 
camp have acknowledged the utility of establishing a set of criteria that 
are unique to qualitative inquiry, and some interpretivist researchers 
have made attempts to establish general guidelines for assessing quality 
and rigor in the qualitative research process using such notions as trust-
worthiness, transferability, and authenticity (see Table   7.1   as an example 
of one such construction) (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen,   1993  ; 
Lincoln,   1995  ; Lincoln & Guba,   1985  ). However, even within this group 
of researchers, there remains no consensus on an actual tool to guide 
decision making in the process of establishing quality. Indeed, there are 
now over 100 quality appraisal forms to evaluate qualitative research. 
Many do not distinguish between different epistemological and onto-
logical differences, theoretical frameworks, study designs, and standards 
for rigor, credibility, and relevance, nor have they themselves been sys-
tematically evaluated or explored for relevance to qualitative research  

 Our position, as we have been proposing throughout, is pragmatic in 
its orientation and leads us to argue, along with Drisko (  1997  ), for the 
development of clear evaluative criteria that are responsive to the unique 
nature of qualitative inquiry.     

   RELEVANCE OF AN APPRAISAL TOOL ACROSS METHODS   

 A question remains in the literature whether a single standard of quality 
can be used for different types of methods or whether different rating 
criteria are more appropriate for different types of methods, such as 
ethnography, grounded theory, or phenomenology. Although the devel-
opment of appraisal tools should involve multiple variations of qualita-
tive methods, we propose that qualitative appraisal tools are important 
for shedding light on the merits and limitations of qualitative studies on 
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their own terms (Drisko,   1997  ), and that they can be employed to more 
reliably gauge the quality of a given study.     

   THE USE OF APPRAISAL TOOLS TO ASSESS QUALITY   

 As Sandelowski and Barroso (  2007  ) point out, qualitative synthesis is 
plagued by the lack of even modest degrees of concordance in reporting 
styles across peer-reviewed journals, and there is limited journal space in 

     Table 7.1  Establishing Quality in Qualitative Research  

 Criterion  Techniques Used to Establish Quality 

 Truth value/
credibility 

 Prolonged engagement 
 Persistent observation 
 Triangulation 
 Peer debriefi ng 
 Negative case analysis 
 Referential adequacy 
 Member checks 
 Confi rmability 

 Applicability/
transferability 

 Sample size addressed 
 Thick description 
 Refl exive journal 

 Consistency/
dependability 

 Audit train 
 Congruency in research process 
 Consistency of themes and quotes 

 Neutrality/
confi rmability 

 Use of quotes and examples to support themes 
 Consistency of themes and quotes 
 Transparency of research process 

 Face validity/
congruency 

 Consistent and logical fl ow of emerging knowledge 
and experiences 

 Refl exivity  Researcher’s self-awareness 
 Attention to personal bias 
 Refl exive journaling 

 Fairness  Reciprocity with participants 
 Partnerships with participants in generating knowledge 
 Equal access to research process and results 

 Authenticity  Identifi cation of participants stories, narratives, voices 
 Experiences emerge from the participants 
 Participant is a “true” participant in research process 

  Adapted from Quality in qualitative research by L. Lach, T. McNeil, and D. Nicholas,   2005  . 
Unpublished manuscript.  
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which to adequately address qualitative standards of reporting. Excluding 
studies based on a rating of quality or on a type of method used in the 
primary study would present a danger of including inappropriate studies 
and excluding appropriate ones (Lemmer, Grellier, & Stevens,   1999  ), 
given that many articles provide inadequate information about the choice 
and application of qualitative methods. Not surprisingly, these very same 
issues come up in quantitative synthesis, and similar methods for coping 
with inadequate information seem appropriate here. These include con-
tacting authors of highly relevant papers and asking them to fi ll in the 
missing pieces that may have been lost during the editing process and 
attempting to fi nd the larger, more detailed reports on which many 
published articles are based. Apart from a consideration of these meth-
ods for addressing missing information, we present a model that does 
not exclude studies based on quality, but one in which interpretation of 
quality itself becomes part of the overall analysis.     

   QUALITATIVE RESEARCH QUALITY CHECKLIST (QRQC): A MODEL FOR 
ASSESSING RIGOR AND QUALITY IN QUALITATIVE RESEARCH   

 The Qualitative Research Quality Checklist (QRQC: Saini,   2011  ) is a 
25-point quality appraisal form designed to evaluate credibility, depend-
ability, confi rmability, transferability, authenticity, and relevance of 
qualitative studies. The QRQC form was created based on existing 
research regarding the standards for measuring qualitative designs as 
well as on consultation with experts in the fi eld of qualitative research. 
The tool was pilot tested at the Factor-Inwentash Faculty of Social Work 
at the University of Toronto in 2007, and fi ndings were then presented 
at the Seventh Annual Campbell Collaboration Colloquium in London, 
England. The pilot study included an analysis of interrater agreement 
of responses using four masters-level social work classes that completed 
a QRQC after reading a qualitative study. Modifi cations were made based 
on the interrater agreement and on further considerations from the 
literature regarding indicators of quality in qualitative methods. In fact, 
like good qualitative research, the development of the QRQC has been 
an evolving process (see suggested readings at the end of this chapter 
for a number of articles written about quality and rigor in qualitative 
research). 
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 The QRQC appraises qualitative studies in terms of their epistemo-
logical and theoretical frameworks, study setting, study design, sampling 
procedures, data collection, ethical issues, refl exivity of the researcher, 
data analysis, and reporting of the fi ndings. In addition, fairness and pro-
motion of justice are included to evaluate studies for which the central 
purpose is to empower participants through participant action research. 
 Not all quality appraisal indicators will be relevant to a study due to differ-
ences in the epistemological and ontological stances taken by the authors.  
For this reason, QRQC includes three columns for each quality appraisal 
item. The fi rst column questions whether the quality domain is relevant 
to the particular study. The second column questions whether there is 
suffi cient information in the study to suggest that it has been addressed 
in the specifi c domain of quality. The third column is an open comment 
box so the reviewer can make interpretive comments about the study 
and/or of the qualitative domain being assessed and its relevance. 

 The purpose of these text boxes is to provide the reviewer with the 
opportunity to write commentaries and explanations of appraisal for 
each dimension and, at the end, to integrate these into an overall impres-
sion of quality. These narrative refl ections are important when compar-
ing the quality of multiple qualitative studies, and they can easily be 
incorporated into the text of the review.     

   UNDERLYING ASSUMPTIONS OF QRQC   

 The underlying assumption of this critical appraisal tool is that, regard-
less of the epistemological or ontological assumptions guiding a particu-
lar qualitative study, the “story” should be told in a consistent, transparent 
way and should adhere to the highest standard of methods associated 
with the philosophical traditions the investigators purportedly draw 
from. The story matters, not the discrete ratings of quality. The appraisal 
tool is not a means of excluding studies based on “quality,” but it pro-
vides the opportunity to evaluate the quality of studies based on dimen-
sions that have been agreed on by the scientifi c community. 

 Discretion, refl ection and fl exibility remain central, and this provides 
“guideposts” for evaluating the quality of studies. As such, the interpre-
tation of “quality” becomes part of the reviewer’s interpretation of the 
studies. It is important to move away from the blind utilization of quality 
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tools to justify credibility. At the same time, there is a need for further 
guidance on ways to assess quality and integrate these interpretations 
into the analysis. We propose that an interpretative tool with selected 
guideposts for quality may provide reviewers with the needed fl exibility 
within common standards of quality. The purpose of rating quality in 
each of these dimensions is not to come up with a total score, nor is the 
purpose to weigh certain dimensions over others. The QRQC is a method 
to guide interpretive curiosity about the quality and rigor of included 
studies, which then contributes to the overall interpretation and synthe-
sis both within and across included studies.     

   ASSESSING FOR QUALITY USING THE QRQC   

 The methods for appraisal of qualitative research are based upon an 
appreciation of different approaches unique to qualitative inquiry cou-
pled with an evaluation (Sandelowski & Barossa,   2007  ) of quality within 
qualitative studies. Assessing quality dimensions is based on whether the 
quality dimension was addressed in the qualitative study and whether 
the quality dimension was applicable and relevant to the overall focus, 
approach, and/or design of the study. Including columns for recording 
whether information was both addressed and applicable provides the 
opportunity to use the QRQC for a variety of qualitative research meth-
ods. For example, if prolonged engagement is not relevant to a grounded 
theory study, then this dimension would not be applicable to an assess-
ment of quality. Given the complexity of this type of critical assessment 
of qualitative studies, it is vital that research teams conducting qualitative 
synthesis include qualitative experts so that this information can be dis-
cerned from the primary studies.     

   QUESTIONS CONSIDERED IN THE QRQC   

 By proposing an overview of critical appraisal for qualitative research 
methods, we outline the variations in how quality and credibility 
are assessed across various qualitative methods. Each question in the 
QRQC provides a framework for assessing the overall quality of the 
included studies. Not all questions will be answered by the content in 
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the published reports, given the limits imposed on authors by journal 
guidelines for publication. Therefore, reviewers are encouraged to con-
tact the authors of the included studies to gather additional information 
not found in the published reports (see Box   7.1   for a proposed template 
for requesting information from authors).  

 We present our assessment of quality of two qualitative studies (Bell 
& Wilson,   2006  ; Holland & O’Neil,   2006  ) included in our FGDM review. 
The fi rst, by Bell and Wilson (  2006  ), reported on a qualitative study using 
a theme-based qualitative analysis to explore the experiences of 20 fami-
lies who participated in a family group conference pilot project in the 
United Kingdom. The second study, by Holland and O’Neill (  2006  ), 
recorded the fi ndings from a qualitative research initiative exploring 
family group conferencing in Wales. We e-mailed the primary authors of 
both studies to ask specifi c questions about: (a) the qualitative method 
guiding the study, (b) the philosophical framework guiding the inquiry, 
(c) the characteristics of the sample, (d) additional information about the 
data collection methods, (e) the process for data analysis, (f) the authors’ 
subjective experience, and (g) whether there were any other contextual 
factors that were important but were not expressed in the report.    

   Is the Purpose and Research Question Stated Clearly?   

 The fi rst question relates to the overall purpose of the research question 
and allows the researcher to determine whether the topic is important, 

    Box 7.1     Template for Requesting Information from Authors of 
Included Studies    

 Dear author, 
 Along with my colleagues, I am participating in a qualitative synthesis 
on (name of project). The purpose of the qualitative synthesis is to explore 
(include purpose of the project). We have included your qualitative study 
(name of study) in our sample of included studies. We have a some 
questions about your study that we hope you could answer for us so we 
can better understand the context of the study and the factors that are not 
clear to us (we fi nd that journals often put limits on the length of qualitative 
papers, which leaves the authors deciding what to include and what to leave 
out). We hope you can take the time to reply to these questions so we can 
integrate your comments into our analysis.  
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relevant, and of interest for a given question. It is common for authors 
to briefl y state the research question in the abstract of the article and 
again in more detail in the introduction. It may be phrased as a research 
question or it may be described as the general purpose for conducting 
the study. The purpose of qualitative research is often concerned with an 
exploration and/or observation of a phenomenon, a discovery of needs, 
and/or an in-depth understanding of experiences and perceptions. 

 We indicated that the article from Bell and Wilson (  2006  ) did pose 
a clear research question, which we found to be applicable to the study. 
The study focuses specifi cally on the views of the children who attended 
the FDGM conferences and discusses the issue of how to involve them 
and address their needs within the conference process. The issue to be 
addressed in this study is how or whether children can be involved in 
the process of decision making and planning to achieve change in a way 
that is empowering to them. A more specifi c aim was to assess the experi-
ences of the children and to evaluate whether their attendance at the con-
ference was helpful and led to improvements in family relationships 
and in their relationships with professionals. Holland and O’Neill (  2006  ) 
also posed a clear statement for their qualitative study. In this study, the 
authors sought to consider the children’s perspectives of being involved 
in FGDM and to learn about their experiences.     

   Is a Qualitative Approach Appropriate to Answer the Research Question?   

 This question relates to whether using qualitative methods is the most 
appropriate research to answer the research question. Qualitative meth-
ods are infl uenced by various theoretical perspectives, but most qualitative 
research methods are used to interpret, illuminate, illustrate, and explore 
meaning, context, unanticipated phenomena, process, opinions, attitudes, 
actions, and to assist the researcher to learn about people who are few or 
hard to reach. Qualitative research is also best for answering questions 
that: explore a topic about which little is known, pursue topics of sensitiv-
ity and emotional depth, capture the “lived experience” of those in a 
particular situation, are geared toward getting inside the “black box” of 
programs and interventions, move the fi eld beyond a quantitative impasse 
in explaining fi ndings, and seek to merge activism with research (Padgett, 
  1998  ). Drisko (  1998  ) states that identifying the philosophical framework 
underpinning the study is considered an important criterion for assessing 
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the internal consistency of the study. Once a philosophical framework is 
selected, the research should then be consistently linked to the chosen 
framework. In these studies, however, no framework was put forward 
and no guiding method was chosen. However, discourse analysis can be 
used as a method to reveal this latent content of the philosophical stance 
and its consistency of application. Another strategy may be to contact the 
primary authors to request this information. 

 Holland and O’Neill (  2006  ) provide a clear case for the need to 
include children’s views within the current knowledge base of FGDM. 
They report that most research in this area has focused on quantitative 
outcomes of whether the intervention works. Consequently, there has 
been little attention made to the inclusion of children’s voices and their 
perspectives of being involved in these interventions. Based on a critical 
realist approach, the authors interviewed several attendees from each 
conference in an attempt to gain access to a balanced picture of what 
“really” happened at the conference. Nonetheless, there was an overt 
acknowledgment that the style of interviewing would explore partici-
pants’ social constructions of the event and its place in their lives, rather 
than a simple factual recall. In assessing the article from Bell and Wilson 
(  2006  ), it seems that using qualitative research was consistent with the 
research questions of the study, given that the purpose was to explore the 
views of the children involved in FGDM. The authors point out that 
more research is needed to explore the actual benefi ts and costs to chil-
dren of active involvement, and to identify how safe and effective engage-
ment can be achieved.     

   Is the Setting of the Study Appropriate and Specifi c for 
Exploring the Research Question?   

 The contextual focus of qualitative research suggests that a qualitative 
study should provide enough information about the setting of the study to 
provide a rich description of where the study was conducted, who was 
involved in the study, the length of time in the setting, and the contextual 
factors of the setting to allow consumers to consider the transferability of 
fi ndings to other similar settings (Drisko,   1998  ; Greene,   1994  ). Moreover, 
the relevancy of the setting or context to the task of assessing transferability 
is further explored by taking into consideration the objectives, purposes, 
expected audiences, and the philosophical framework guiding the study. 
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 Holland and O’Neill (  2006  ) and Bell and Wilson (  2006  ) both make 
compelling arguments that research is needed to consider the views of the 
children involved in FGDM within the background of increased empha-
sis on children’s participation and views. For both studies, more atten-
tion to the philosophical frameworks guiding these studies would have 
assisted in distilling the range of viewpoints of children’s experiences.     

   Is There Prolonged Engagement to Render the 
Inquirer Open to Multiple Infl uences?   

  Prolonged engagement  refers to both (a) the history of involvement with 
the groups under study, with the presumption that increased involve-
ment allows for trust building and a consequent comfort of participants 
in sharing more nuanced and “truthful” stories, and (b) a lengthy pro-
cess of data collection that can enhance breadth and nuance of perspec-
tive (Padgett,   2008  ). 

 Holland and O’Neill’s (  2006  ) interviews were between 50 and 
90 minutes, although not all of the time would have been taken up with 
the formal interview part. Holland (e-mail correspondence, June 8, 2011) 
notes that the interviewer had the challenge of interviewing children 
she had not met before, so she needed to build trust and dialogue very 
quickly prior to the interview. She played some simple games with the 
younger ones to begin this process. Of the interviews that took place 
with the parents in the home, the majority of the adults left the room 
when the interview took place. Those who stayed for part of the inter-
views encouraged the children to speak and have their say. The authors 
note that this seemed to help the younger children as it seemed to give 
them permission to engage. Some of the interviews had other children 
in the room or another adult (e.g., aunt). However, there is the possibil-
ity that children did not feel at ease with sharing their experiences of 
being involved in the FGDM process, given that they were interviewed 
only once with adults present.     

   Is There Persistent Observation in the Setting to Focus on the Issues 
Relevant to the Research Question?   

  Persistent observation  refers to there being enough information to allow 
the reader to assess whether there is suffi cient depth of data collection to 
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permit an appreciation of the complexity of a phenomenon. Lincoln and 
Guba (  1985  ) describe persistent observation stating that: 

 If the purpose of prolonged engagement is to render the inquirer open 

to the multiple infl uences — the mutual shapers and contextual factors —

 that impinge upon the phenomenon being studied, the purpose of per-

sistent observation is to identify those characteristics and elements in the 

situation that are most relevant to the problem or issue being pursued 

and focusing on them in detail. If prolonged engagement provides scope, 

persistent observation provides depth (p. 304).   

 Bell and Wilson (  2006  ) interviewed children 6 weeks after involve-
ment in the intervention. The duration of time on the children’s experi-
ences have unknown infl uences, especially given that younger children 
(as young as 6 years old) may have had diffi culty recalling their previous 
experiences and their perception of these experiences may have changed as 
time passed. Holland and O’Neill (  2006  ) interviewed all children once, 
1 month after the intervention and then interviewed 13 of the children a 
second time, 6 months later. Holland (e-mail correspondence, June 8, 
2011) notes that sometimes it worked better if interviews took place 
soon after the conference, as this helped minimize the diffi culties some 
children had recalling the process when interviews were conducted 
sometime after the conference. However, some children were negative 
immediately after the conference as the event was still raw. In this case, 
leaving a gap between the conference and interview may have helped 
because many of the actions that young people were pessimistic about 
happening did happen, as was refl ected in the review meetings.     

   Is There Compatibility Between Research Question, Method Chosen, 
and Research Design?   

 The research question should guide the qualitative approach, the meth-
ods used in the study, and the overall research design, including the 
nature of the sample, data collection, and methods of analysis (Drisko, 
  1998  ; Padgett,   2008  ). Coffey and Atkinson (  1996  ) report, “there is a vari-
ety in techniques because there are different questions to be addressed 
and different versions of social reality” (p. 14). Indeed, as we have been 
emphasizing throughout, qualitative research is not a single unifi ed 
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tradition, but instead it is a family of related approaches with different 
purposes, epistemologies, and methods (Drisko,   1998  ). 

 Holland and O’Neill (  2006  ) state that they used “mainly qualitative 
research methods” (p. 97). Bell and Wilson (  2006  ) do not follow a formal 
method of inquiry for the study. Not including a method to guide the 
inquiry makes it diffi cult to assess the study’s consistency with any single 
philosophical framework (Drisko,   1998  ).     

   Is the Process of the Sample Selection Adequately Described and Consistent 
With the Research Design/Research Question?   

 Sampling in qualitative research is often purposeful and the process used 
to select participants should be clearly described. Purposive sampling 
selects participants for a specifi c reason (e.g., age, culture, experiences), 
based on the purpose of the study and the methods chosen to guide the 
data collection and analysis. There is a range of sampling techniques used 
in qualitative research, depending on the purpose of method the qualita-
tive study (Miles & Huberman,   1994  ; Onwuegbuzie & Leech,   2007b  ). 
In  quota sampling,  the researcher selects specifi c characteristics for the 
study and then samples potential participants, based on these, for inclu-
sion in the study.  Quota  refers to having a set number of participants 
with specifi c characteristics (e.g., 5 mothers and 5 fathers receiving par-
enting education).  Snowball sampling , also known as network sampling, 
involves asking participants already selected for the study to refer other 
potential participants.  Maximum variation sampling  selects a wide range 
of individuals, groups, or settings.  Homogenous sampling  uses a small 
sample with similar characteristics.  Critical case sampling  employs key 
participants to bring out the experiences of a critical case.  Theory-based 
sampling  includes participants based on theory development.  Extreme 
case sampling  includes participants with more extreme characteristics. 
 Typical case sampling , in contrast to extreme case sampling, samples par-
ticipants with typical experiences in order to gain consensus. The sam-
pling strategy used should depend on the purpose and method of the 
qualitative study. For example, phenomenological methods to explore 
participants’ experiences of a single event may require only a few selected 
individuals who have experienced the event. Grounded theory methods 
to explore a theoretical understanding most often include a range of 
experiences and views about the event (Drisko,   1998  ). Regardless of the 
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chosen sample strategy, the study should explicitly state the method used 
and the rationale of the sampling strategy should fi t with the study ques-
tion and the method guiding the study. 

 In the study by Holland and O’Neill (  2006  ), 17 family group confer-
ences (FGCs) were evaluated in depth. The sample frame was a prospec-
tive, universal sample of all FGDMs that took place in a 12-month period 
of one FGDM project. This project provided all FGDM services to three 
local authority geographical areas. There were 18 FGDMs during the 
time period, and in all but 1 of these, the families consented to take part 
in the research. Inclusion criteria were: (a) consent from the child, young 
person, and main caregiver to be interviewed, and (b) interventions that 
went to a full conference (Holland, e-mail correspondence, June 8, 2011). 
In the study by Bell and Wilson (  2006  ), the fi rst 20 families offered FGDM 
were included in the sample. It remains unclear what infl uence the sample 
selection may have had on the fi ndings. Because there is no qualitative 
method to guide the study, it is unclear whether the strategy of choosing 
the fi rst 20 families fi t with the research question or method.     

   Is the Sample Size and Composition Justifi ed and Appropriate 
for the Method/Research Design/Research Question?   

 Most qualitative studies use small-scale sample sizes but the actual 
number of participants will range based on the chosen method of the 
study. Qualitative sampling is often fl exible, and it usually evolves as 
the study progresses until the point of redundancy in emerging themes 
has been reached. In general, qualitative samples should not be too small 
so to achieve redundant themes, but they should not be too large so to 
make rich case analysis diffi cult (Onwuegbuzie & Leech,   2007c  ; 
Sandelowski,   1995  ). Creswell (  1998 ,  2002  ) recommends guidelines for 
qualitative sample sizes: ethnography might include 1 cultural sharing 
group; case studies might include 3 to 5 cases; grounded theory may 
include 20 to 30 people; and phenomenological studies may include 10 
participants in in-depth interviews.  Composition justifi cation  refers to the 
appropriateness of the sample “study parameters, including settings, 
context, locations, times, events, incidents activities, experiences and/or 
social processes” (Onwuegbuzie & Leech,   2007a  , p. 117). The composi-
tion of the study considers who was, and who was not, included in the 
sample and a consideration for why (e.g., age, gender, ethnicity, relation-
ship status) some participants were included and others not included. 



 Appraising the Evidence of Qualitative Studies 125

 In the study by Holland and O’Neill (  2006  ), they began by interview-
ing 25 children 1 month after the FGC and then 13 of these children 
6 months later. Children’s ages ranged between 6 and 18 years and 
none of these children were involved in formal child-protection cases. 
The investigators note that several of the children had learning disabili-
ties, and one child was profoundly deaf. In the study by Bell and Wilson 
(  2006  ), 20 families were selected for the interviews. Of the included chil-
dren, two were aged 6 years; seven were aged between 10 and 16 years. 
No information was provided regarding culture, race, socioeconomic 
status, the nature of the families’ involvement with child-protection 
services, the children’s residency, location, whether the children were 
attending school, and so on. Overall, this lack of detail about the sample 
composition makes it diffi cult to get a sense of the samples included in 
these studies, which has implications for later synthesis.     

   Are the Methods for Data Collection Consistent With the Research Question?   

 In qualitative research, data are collected through a variety of strategies, 
including interviews, focus groups, participant observations, reviews of 
published reports, historical records, textual analysis, memos, and arti-
facts. A central issue in the credibility of qualitative studies is the descrip-
tion of how and under what conditions the research data was collected 
(Drisko,   1998  ). Reporting offered by the researcher should include suf-
fi cient information regarding the data collection methods and should 
describe how these methods were used in the data collection phase. 

 Holland and O’Neill (  2006  ) completed in-depth interviews with the 
children, usually at the children’s home. In Bell and Wilson’s (  2006  ) 
study, they conducted interviews 6 weeks after the children attended 
FGDM. They report that other data collection efforts included referral 
information for the families and whether they had previous contact with 
social services. Another data collection method included receiving copies 
of all FGDM completed plans.     

   Are the Methods for Data Collection Consistent With the Method/Research 
Design/Research Question?   

 There are no steadfast rules about methods for data collection; however, 
some guiding assumptions can be made within the various research 
designs that are associated with different methods, and this leads toward 
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congruency. For  phenomenological  studies, data collection methods usu-
ally include in-depth interviews, each lasting approximately 2 hours and 
followed by self-refl ections of the researcher. In  ethnographic  studies, the 
researcher usually collects descriptions of behaviors through observa-
tions, interviews, documents, and artifacts. In  case study  analyses, the 
researcher builds an in-depth picture of the case by using documents, 
archival records, interviews, and observations. In  grounded theory  meth-
ods for collection, the researcher develops a model or theory with satu-
rating categories and often uses interviews, refl ective journals, focus 
groups, and observations. 

 In Bell and Wilson’s (  2006  ) study, the children were given a “child-
friendly, brief questionnaire comprising straightforward questions about 
how comfortable and happy or sad they felt about their experience of the 
conference, their degree of understanding of what was happening, their 
sense of involvement in the process and whether they felt they could 
say everything they wanted” (p. 675). Six weeks after a conference, inter-
views were held to gain richer and more detailed accounts of the chil-
dren’s experience and views after some time had passed. Although both 
questionnaires and interviews were used, it is unclear how these were 
integrated or interpreted and whether they were combined or considered 
separately. Holland and O’Neill (  2006  ) completed a range of interview 
methods designed to engage the children. These included a facial expres-
sions exercise to relay their emotions and feelings on different aspects 
and stages of their FGDM, and to gain insight into participation levels 
and roles within the FGDM. Drawing materials, stickers, fi gurines, and 
other techniques were also used. In addition, children were asked to 
develop their ideal forum for decision making and to give advice to a 
friend about FGDMs. All children agreed to complete a questionnaire at 
both interviews and to conduct a card-sorting exercise expressing their 
priorities for a family meeting.     

   Is a Range of Methods Used for Triangulation?   

 Triangulation occurs when researchers seek corroboration between two 
or more sources for data interpretation. Padgett (  2008  ) describes triangu-
lation as a reliance on multiple sources of information to achieve a com-
prehensive picture of a fi xed point of reference. Although Padgett (  2008  ) 
points out that triangulation has been rejected by some interpretivist 
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researchers on the grounds that there is no singular reference point to 
consider, she notes that triangulation remains a common method used 
in social work to enhance rigor in qualitative research. Triangulation 
methods include: data analyzed by colleagues who hold contrasting theo-
retical orientations; use of more than one qualitative method (or mix-
method); use of multiple observers/multiple coders; use of more than 
one data source (e.g., interviews and observations); and use of interdisci-
plinary triangulation by using a team of researchers from different fi elds 
(Denzin,   1978  ; Padgett,   2008  ). 

 Bell and Wilson (  2006  ) used two methods for data collection, inter-
views and questionnaires, and it appears that some integration of these 
was completed in the analysis. For example, they state that “those who 
felt positive had, as described in their questionnaires, found the atmo-
sphere comfortable, had enjoyed the food and had clearly benefi ted from 
seeing the family trying to solve some of their problems together” (p. 676). 
Methods for triangulation provide suggestions of consistency across 
methods chosen, and these seem compatible with the aims of the studies. 
In Holland and O’Neill’s (  2006  ) study, Holland (e-mail correspondence, 
June 8, 2011) noted that there was an element of triangulation in that the 
semistructured interviews included the gathering of baseline data, includ-
ing a scale to assess strengths and diffi culties and school attendance. 
Young people’s views of how their lives had been affected in the follow-
up interviews were compared with their responses to these measures at 
follow-up. They also used a diamond ranking exercise regarding priori-
ties in a FGDM that provided a reasonably effective way of displaying 
differences and similarities of views across different participant groups.     

   Is There an Articulation of Who Collected the Data, When the Data Was 
Collected, and Who Analyzed the Data?   

 In qualitative research, transparency of data collection method is impor-
tant, given the subjective location of experiences in qualitative research 
and the connections with the researcher to the process and interpre-
tations of the results. Transparency of data collection methods includes 
providing information about who was involved in each phase of the 
study. For example, if researchers hire research assistants — individuals 
who may or may not have adequate prior knowledge of the phenome-
na — to complete interviews, the authors of the study should clearly 
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indicate how this may have infl uenced the data collection and subse-
quent analysis. By remaining transparent, the reader can better assess the 
level of refl ective analysis at each of these stages. 

 All interviews in the studies conducted by Holland and O’Neill (  2006  ) 
and Bell and Wilson (  2006  ) were completed by one of the authors. This 
information is particularly important for this study given the required 
skills needed to interview young children about their experiences. Special 
considerations for interviewing children include: the timing of the inter-
views, the types of questions being asked, the level of comprehension 
required to understand and respond to the questions, the ability of the 
researcher to ask questions at a comfortable pace for the children 
involved, and the ability of the researcher to engage children without 
infl uencing their experiences with misleading questions (Parkinson & 
Cashmore,   2007  ).     

   Is There an Audit Trail Regarding Data Collection Including Tapes, Memos, 
and Note Taking of Decisions Made in The Study?   

 Leaving an audit trail refers to the researcher leaving a paper trail of fi eld 
notes, transcripts of interviews, refl ective journals, administrative jour-
nals, and memos documenting decisions. The purpose of the audit trail is 
to provide a transparent data collection process for others to scrutinize 
the steps taken in the research and for others to confi rm fi ndings based on 
the documents provided (Lincoln & Guba,   1985  ). Audit trails help to 
assess whether reactivity and biases of the researcher were adequately 
addressed during the study and what infl uences these may have had on 
the overall fi ndings. Padgett (  2004  ) states that leaving an audit trail is 
done in the spirit of openness. Audit trails also allow others to consider 
the rigor of the study. Inui and Frankel (  1991  ) suggest that auditing the 
work of others allows for verifi cation that the fi ndings are grounded in 
the data, that the coded themes are logical and credible, and that steps in 
the research process are fully explained and a strong rationale is provided. 

 Holland and O’Neill (  2006  ) used qualitative data analysis software 
(Atlas.ti) for all qualitative data management and analysis. Bell and 
Wilson (  2006  ) used a few verbatim comments in the fi ndings section. 
These authors make no mention of using an audit trail. Not using an 
audit trail has implications for the overall credibility of the fi ndings. 
Moreover, in this study, it would have been particularly important to use 
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an audit trail given that there is limited description of the steps taken in 
the study and because there appears to be no guiding method to frame 
this inquiry.     

   Is There Adequate Consideration of Ethical Issues, Such as Informed Consent, 
Privacy, and Confi dentiality and Protection From Harm?   

 Qualitative studies should conform to research ethics (Drisko,   1998  ). 
Researchers should describe steps taken regarding ethical considerations, 
including how informed consent was obtained. If children or other vul-
nerable groups make up the sample, special provisions must often be 
made. A statement that an ethics review board has approved the study is 
sometimes suffi cient. Researchers might also describe procedures for 
ensuring privacy and confi dentiality, including how these were ensured 
and maintained during and after the study. 

 Holland and O’Neill (  2006  ) stated that ethical issues were considered 
especially important in their study given that it included a vulnerable 
population. Informed consent was achieved at a number of stages during 
the study. In Bell and Wilson (  2006  ) study, there is no indication of 
whether ethics was obtained for this study. Privacy in this study is ques-
tionable given that other people were coming into the interview location 
and making comments during the children’s interviews.     

   Has the Researcher Identifi ed Potential and Actual Biases 
(Both as Researcher and in the Research Design)?   

 Qualitative researchers need to explicitly identify sources of potential 
bias, including, for example, whether they have initial expectations 
of study results, as this strengthens the credibility and applicability of 
the fi ndings (Drisko,   1998  ). Researchers should provide enough descrip-
tion of their roles in the research design, their understanding of their 
roles within the production of knowledge, and how the process of the 
research might have shaped the results. Qualitative researchers seek to 
acknowledge biases and explore, through self-awareness, the potential 
infl uence that they may bring to the production of qualitative studies 
(Drisko,   1998  ). 

 According to the biographies reported in the two studies, the authors 
are both teachers and researchers. Holland (e-mail correspondence, 
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June 8, 2011) noted that the researchers were children’s advocates with 
a separate FGDM project at the time. This appeared to have had a posi-
tive infl uence, as the researchers were familiar with the FGDM process, 
which helped them probe for follow-on questions.     

   Did the Researcher(S) Use a Refl exive Journal in the Data Analysis 
and Interpretation?   

 One way to document the potential bias of researchers within a study is 
to use refl exive journaling prior, during, and after data collection. 
Identifi cation of potential biases recorded in refl exive journaling requires 
substantial self-refl ection and self-analysis to explore possible biases 
emerging from the journaling process. Therefore, credibility is enhanced 
when researchers document any potential biases and how these many 
have infl uenced or contributed to the limitations of the fi ndings (Drisko, 
  1998  ). 

 There was no mention of refl exivity in the studies conducted by Bell 
and Wilson (  2006  ) and Holland and O’Neill (  2006  ) and no indication 
that either study used a refl exive journal. Holland (e-mail correspon-
dence, June 8, 2011) stated that memos were used following each inter-
view to record impressions and feelings about each encounter and these 
were explored, with the principal investigator, in regular supervision ses-
sions in which issues of bias were discussed.     

   Is the Process of Data Analysis Presented With Suffi cient Detail and Depth to 
Provide Insight Into the Meanings and Perceptions of the Sample?   

 In qualitative data analysis, codes serve to label, separate, compile, 
and organize. Methods for transforming raw data into codes will depend 
on the method used in the analysis and the purpose of the research. 
For example, in  phenomenological analysis,  the researcher begins with a 
full description of the phenomenon. Individual experiences are listed; each 
statement is treated as having equal worth; and the researcher works to 
develop a list of nonrepetitive, nonoverlapping statements. These state-
ments are then grouped into “meaning units.” The researcher then con-
structs an overall description of the meaning and the essence of the 
experience. In  ethnographic analysis , the analysis often begins with a descrip-
tion of the setting and events, then searches for patterned regularities in the 
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data, followed by interpretation of the culture-sharing group. In  case 
study analysis,  the researcher often fi rst describes the boundaries and 
characteristics of the case, then collects instances from the data so that 
issue-relevant meanings will emerge. This is often followed by direct 
interpretation where meanings emerge from pulling the data apart 
and then by establishing patterns and looking for correspondence 
between two or more categories. In  grounded theory,  the researcher often 
begins with open coding by developing categories of information and 
reducing the data to a set of concepts. This is followed by axial coding 
whereby the researcher creates a coding paradigm that visually portrays 
the interrelationships of these axial coding categories of information. 
The researcher then conducts selective coding by building a story that 
connects the categories and abstracted theoretical constructs based on 
these relationships. Regardless of the method used for data analysis, there 
should be suffi cient description to allow the reader to assess whether data 
analysis was based on and was consistent with the method and purpose 
of the study. 

 Bell and Wilson (  2006  ) described their data analysis as “theme-based 
qualitative analysis” (p. 675). This leaves a gap in the connection of their 
data analysis to a qualitative method and epistemological stance. Holland 
and O’Neill (  2006  ) stated that initial codes were generated from a previ-
ous pilot study, relevant literature, and the team’s reading of the initial 
data. Codes were then added as the data analysis progressed. The investi-
gators used cross-coder reliability by double-checking some of the initial 
interviews. The analysis was carried out on a cross-case and intracase 
basis with a search for exceptions.     

   Are Quotes Used to Match Concepts and Themes Derived From the Raw Data?   

 Quoted words and phrases from participants are a common feature of 
qualitative research studies (Sandelowski,   1994  ). Quotes allow the reader 
to assess whether these quotes match concepts and themes presented by 
the researchers. Corden and Sainsbury (  2006  ) identify common reasons 
for including quotes in qualitative reports: (a) qualitative studies are tied 
to narrative traditions so including quotes is consistent with this method 
of inquiry; (b) quotes can be included as evidence of the consistency 
of the interpretations with the words and phrases expressed by the par-
ticipants; (c) quotes can also help to further explain and illustrate key 
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messages in the fi ndings; (d) using the verbatim comments from the par-
ticipants can also lead to a deeper understanding of the themes;(e) quotes 
give participants a voice in the report; and (f) verbatim comments serve 
to enhance the readability of the reports. 

 Bell and Wilson (  2006  ) and Holland and O’Neill (  2006  ) both provide 
short quotes to illustrate the major themes in the studies. The use of 
quotes in these studies seems to support other fi ndings that emerged 
from other sources (e.g., questionnaires).     

   Do the Findings Emerge From the Experiences of the Sample?   

 The fi ndings should help the reader understand how the themes emerged 
from the experiences of the participants or from the infl uences of the 
researcher. Lincoln and Guba (  1985  ), for example, state that the “design 
of a naturalistic inquiry  . . .  can not be given in advance; it must emerge, 
develop and unfold” (p. 225). In other words, a researcher’s preconceived 
notions and personal opinions can dramatically infl uence fi ndings if 
these biases and assumptions emanating from subjective positioning 
remain unexplored throughout the research process (Padgett,   2008  ). 

 Holland and O’Neill (  2006  ) only report on the fi ndings from the fi rst 
interviews conducted with the children within 1 month of the FGDM. 
The data from the 6-month follow-up is reported elsewhere. In the study 
from Bell and Wilson (  2006  ), there are many unanswered questions about 
the researchers’ involvement in the study, their personal opinions about 
FGDM, and whether they have any connection to the FGDM program 
that may infl uence their thoughts about the program. More information 
about these important questions are needed, especially given that fi ndings 
were mostly positive, even though some children did not seem to benefi t 
as much as others. These negative cases were not adequately addressed in 
the fi ndings and did not adequately emerge from the fi ndings.     

   Was Member Checking Employed?   

  Member checking  includes asking participants to confi rm or disconfi rm 
the accuracy of the researcher’s observations and interpretations and to 
solicit their views about the credibility of the fi ndings and interpretations 
(Creswell,   1998  ). Member checking involves presenting the themes and 
fi ndings derived from the data analysis back to the participants for their 



 Appraising the Evidence of Qualitative Studies 133

assessment of the accuracy of the interpretations and fi ndings. Lincoln 
and Guba (  1985  ) consider member checking to be “the most critical 
technique for establishing credibility” (p. 314). 

 There is no indication that Bell and Wilson (  2006  ) used member 
checking with the children in their study. Holland and O’Neill (  2006  ) 
shared emerging conclusions at a project management meeting com-
posed of professionals and family members as a means of providing an 
informal element of participant validation.     

   Does the Researcher Provide a “Thick Description” of the Sample 
and Results in Order to Appraise Transferability?   

 Thick description allows the reader to make decisions regarding the 
transferability of fi ndings (Creswell,   1998  ; Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & 
Allen,   1993  ; Lincoln & Guba,   1985  ; Merriam,   1988  ) by providing suffi -
cient details about the context, setting, and participants included in the 
study. For example, by carefully describing the sample and using exam-
ples from the text (e.g., quoting the participants) to support conclusions, 
the reader is provided with the context needed to assess whether the fi nd-
ings emerged from the data and whether these fi ndings might be appli-
cable to samples in similar settings. In determining whether these fi ndings 
can be transferred to settings, there must be suffi cient detail about the 
study sample and how such details relate to the fi ndings. 

 In both the studies by Bell and Wilson (  2006  ) and Holland and 
O’Neill (  2006  ), the authors do not provide adequate information to 
assess the potential transferability of fi ndings to other similar settings. 
There are many missing pieces of these stories, so it is diffi cult to assess 
the potential for transferability of themes to other similar contexts. 
Caution must be made before integrating these fi ndings with other inter-
views with children, given the concerns raised throughout this appraisal.      

   ADDITIONAL ITEMS (IF APPLICABLE TO PURPOSE OF THE STUDY) FOR 
EXPLICITLY JUSTICE-ORIENTED OR PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH   

 When one of the study’s purposes is to empower people to take effective 
action toward improving conditions in their lives, such as in partic-
ipatory action research, additional criteria for evaluating the quality of 
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qualitative studies would be considered, including a focus on authentic-
ity, fairness, and justice. As these were not included as intentions for Bell 
and Wilson’s (  2006  ) study, none of these are applicable in the appraisal 
of their study.    

   Were Stakeholders Involved in the Project?   

 Qualitative studies involving stakeholders should describe the involve-
ment of stakeholders throughout the project. For the study to be partici-
patory, stakeholders should be involved in the decision processes to 
identify the issue/problem/need examined by the study and the best 
research question to understand the issue/problem/need of those affected. 
Stakeholders should also be involved in all parts of the research design, 
implementation, collection of data, analysis, fi ndings, and dissemination 
of the results. Community-based participatory research often produces 
competing explanations that refl ect multiple perceptions of reality, and 
the presentation of fi ndings should refl ect these differences.     

   Did all Stakeholders Have Equal Access to the Research Process and Benefi ts?   

 Knowledge produced by social science research is a powerful and effec-
tive means to infl uence decisions about everyday lives (Guyette,   1983  ; 
Hall,   1979  ; Reinharz,   1979  ; St. Denis,   2004  ). Whether the infl uence of 
research is detrimental or supportive to a group often depends on who 
controls the research process (St. Denis,   2004  : 292). Within this frame-
work, communities without sociopolitical power can use research to 
support their struggles for self-determination and gain control of infor-
mation that can infl uence decisions about their lives. Community-based 
participatory research is rooted in justice-oriented human interactions. 
If the community is actively involved in developing recommendations, 
the process is more likely to have an impact on the community.     

   Did Stakeholders Enhance Their Understanding of Their Own Reality 
as Part of the Research Process and Results?   

 Within this framework, knowledge for the sake of knowledge is futile 
and social science must be committed to social change. The study should 
address how the research considers the welfare of the people involved 
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and how this is related to community need. In this regard, researchers 
are challenged to do research for and with people rather than on or about 
the people.     

   Are the Stakeholders Empowered to Act as a Result of the Research Process?   

 Within this framework, the study should demonstrate how people were 
empowered to take effective action toward improving conditions in their 
lives (Park, Brydon-Miller, Hall, & Jackson,   1993  ). Evidence of action 
within the qualitative study may include: (a) nurturing growth in people, 
(b) abolishing unjust policies, and (c) constructing new ideas and struc-
tures. Participatory action research is not neutral. Participatory action 
research studies should demonstrate how the research is being used to 
eliminate injustice and oppression. In this sense, action research is explic-
itly understood as being politically motivated and driven.      

   OVERALL IMPRESSIONS OF THE QUALITY OF THE INCLUDED STUDIES   

 In the implications section of the study by Bell and Wilson (  2006  ), the 
researchers state that “on the evidence of the children involved in this 
small study, FGCs [FGDM] can provide a valuable and valued resource” 
(p. 675). Based on our appraisal of the quality of this study, a more tenta-
tive and cautious tone is needed when discussing the implications due 
to the presence of several critical methodological limitations, as well as 
the lack of detail regarding the context, setting, and experiences of the 
children. Similarly, when the researchers state that “based on the experi-
ences of the children in this project, children’s inclusion in FGCs [FGDM] 
is generally to be encouraged” (p. 675), this seems to be a generalization 
that cannot and should not be made given that this is a qualitative design 
that does not adequately address the potential for the transferability 
of knowledge to other similar children. Also of interest are the negative 
cases that were presented but not explained. In a high quality qualita-
tive  analysis, it is important to explore these experiences. For example, 
the statement that revealed that the child respondent was “feeling just 
mixed up” (p. 678) after attending the intervention is worthy of com-
mentary and further analysis. Findings, although largely positive, did not 
explore the full range of experiences shared by the children. There are a 
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number of methodological issues that raise substantial concerns, as explored 
herein, and it would be important to consider these issues when deciding 
how to integrate this information with other studies that have similarly 
explored the experiences of children involved in this intervention. 

 Holland and O’Neill (  2006  ) provide an in-depth study of a small 
number of children involved in FGDM. The fi ndings are exploratory but 
demonstrate insightful themes about children’s participation. Although 
most experiences they cite are positive, other participants felt distressed 
or disempowered by their participation in FGDM, especially those who 
witnessed serious arguments in the meetings. This study also sheds light 
on the difference between children’s experiences of being listened to 
being involved in the decision making.     

   SUMMARY OF QUALITY APPRAISAL   

 Within the family of qualitative methods, epistemological frameworks 
often shape how quality is assessed (Padgett,   1998  ). There is no universal 
standard for assessing qualitative criteria and there are ongoing debates 
about how to assess the rigor and credibility of qualitative studies. We 
have proposed an overarching approach for assessing quality that requires 
careful consideration for the uniqueness of various methods, designs, 
purposes, and epistemological frameworks. Depending also on the pur-
pose of the qualitative synthesis, researchers may place more or less 
emphasis on different aspects of quality. Although we have tried to detail 
some of the more common elements, it remains the responsibility of the 
consumer of research to assess the potential transferability of fi ndings 
based on a careful analysis of the applicability of fi ndings from one 
setting to the another.     

   KEY POINTS TO REMEMBER      

   •  Assessing the quality of qualitative studies remains a contested 
area of debate among researchers.  

   •  There are now over 100 quality appraisal forms to evaluate 
qualitative research, but few have been tested in terms of their 
ability to appraise the quality of qualitative research.  
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   •  Including some assessment of quality is important for conducting 
qualitative synthesis given that some decisions will need to be 
made on how to include studies of various qualities.  

   •  We propose the use of an overarching appraisal guide that is 
fl exible enough to accommodate various qualitative methods.  

   •  Studies should be appraised according to the required elements 
of their respective epistemologies and methods. Failure to 
identify core stances and methods often means that quality is 
diffi cult to appraise (and may be considered by some to indicate 
lower quality).  

   •  Studies of lesser quality should not be excluded in the analysis. 
Rather, they should be included in order to add to the richness 
of the fi ndings, keeping in mind the strengths and limitations of 
each included study.        
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   ORGANIZING AND PRESENTING THE EVIDENCE   

 Transparency of the review process, a hallmark of qualitative synthesis 
that allows others to assess the review’s quality and rigor, acts as a driving 
principle when considering how to organize and present the results of 
qualitative synthesis within systematic reviews. In this chapter, we illus-
trate strategies for detailing the organizing principles and techniques for 
reporting systematic qualitative synthesis. Findings in a systematic review 
approach should detail a clear process of the review and contextualize the 
presentation of the evidence to inform those who may want to use the 
fi ndings. Moreover, a comprehensive presentation of the review means 
keeping detailed and accurate records throughout the review process 
(Pope, Mays, & Popay,   2007  ).  Record keeping  means recording: (a) all 
decision points made during the review, (b) a list of key questions for the 
review, (c) a list of search terms used, (d) the time period for conducting 
the search, (e) the number of hits located, (f) a detailed listing of the 
screening process and decisions to include or exclude studies, (g) the list 
of included studies, and (h) clear articulation of the steps taken for the 
data analysis and report writing.     

 8 

 Reporting Systematic 
Qualitative Synthesis        
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   DOCUMENTING THE SEARCH STRATEGY   

 To be transparent and systematic in the information-retrieval process, it is 
important that all search activities (e.g., search terms used, databases 
searched, journals hand searched, personal contacts) are documented in 
such detail that others know exactly the steps taken and can replicate them. 
For electronic searches, we developed a systematic information retrieval 
coding (see appendix A) to record each search for the review and to log 
results for each database and all gray literature searched. The systematic 
information-retrieval coding records: (a) the date(s) of the search, (b) the 
name of the researcher completing the search, (c) the database used for the 
search, (d) the specifi c search terms used in combination (including limit-
ers and expanders), and (e) the number of results for each search strategy. 
The purpose of the systematic information-retrieval coding is to allow 
for replication. Furthermore, this level of detail enables the reviewer to 
save, copy, and paste the search strategy into the review, avoiding transla-
tion errors. To document the search strategy, it is important to use charts 
(see Figure   8.1  ) to show the various decision points and the resulting 
number of included and excluded studies at each of these decision points.      

   DESCRIBING THE INCLUDED AND EXCLUDED STUDIES   

 Included studies should be described in both chart and table formats so that 
the reader has a quick description of the studies. Columns in the tables of 
included studies should record the following for each study: the author, year 
of publication, study objectives, theoretical lens, sample recruitment, sample 
composition and size, location of sample, methodology, main results, 
strengths and limitations, and implications for practice and/or policy. These 
headings may change depending on the focus and purpose of the review. 
The purpose of the table is to provide the range of volume and range of evi-
dence covered by the included studies in the review (Pope et al.,   2007  ). Also 
important is to indicate which studies were excluded from the review pro-
cess and to provide a detailed description of the reasons for the exclusion.    

   Illustrating the Recording Process: The FGDM Case   

 In our case illustration, a combination of completing a comprehensive 
search and revisiting gray literature searches resulted in the selection of 
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15 qualitative studies relevant to FGDM. By placing the included studies 
in table format (see Table   8.1  ), it became quickly apparent that most 
qualitative studies had been conducted in the United States, the 
United Kingdom, and New Zealand. A variety of methods were used in 
the primary studies including grounded theory ( n  = 6), Husserlian phe-
nomenological approach ( n  = 1), case study analysis ( n  = 1), theme-based 
qualitative analysis ( n  = 3), qualitative summary of interviews ( n  = 1), 

1,367 Titles and abstracts

Apply level 1
screening

Apply level 2
screening

Apply level 2
screening

Data extraction
Quality appraisal
Data synthesis

Data extraction
Quality appraisal
Data synthesis

Sort by Study Type

1,273 excluded
(93%)

0 excluded
0%

75 excluded
92%

Comprehensive search
Electronic databases, Reference checking, Personal contacts, Hand searching, Gray literature search

81
quantitative

15
qualitative

6 included in the Final Analysis 15 included in the final analysis

94 included (Pass/Conflict)
0.95 interrater agreement

Meta-analysis Mixed-method Qualitative synthesis

Initial/ending processes

Decision point

Documents

Termination of involvement

Integration

Data management/synthesis

     Figure 8.1  FGDM screening process. Graphic symbols are adapted from Practice 
network: I-O psychology. com-the internet and I-O psychology by M. M. 
Harris,   1999  ,  The Industrial-Organizational Psychologist ,  36 , 89–93; copyright 
1999 by American Psychology Association;) and  Handbook for synthesizing 
qualitative research  by M. Sandelowski and J. Barroso,   2007  ; copyright 2007 
by Springer.    



     Table 8.1  Included FGDM Qualitative Studies  

  Study    Purpose    Location    Qualitative 
Approach  

  Sample    Data Analysis  

 Barrera (  2006  )  Focused on the relationship 
between family involvement in a 
structured therapeutic family 
intervention and the reduction 
of risk to the children 

 USA  Qualitative 
analytic strategy/
content analysis 

 20 child-
protection 
workers 

 Retrospective 
 interviews with child 
protection workers on 
their opinions of families 
to reduce risk to children 

 Bell (  1996  )  To evaluate the effects of 
involving families involved 
in FGDM 

 UK  Qualitative 
summary of 
interviews 

 40 mothers 
 23 fathers 
 8 children/
youth 

 Retrospective interviews 
with parents and children 
1 to 4 weeks after 
participating in FGDM 

 Bell & Wilson 
(  2006  ) 

 To explore the experiences 
of families who participated 
in FGDM 

 UK  Theme-based 
qualitative 
analysis 

 19 child-
protection 
workers 
 35 family 
members 
 9 children/
youth 

 Retrospective interviews 
and surveys of workers 
with parents and children 
6 weeks after participating 
in FGDM 

 Brodie (  2008  )  Examined the internal agency 
factors promoting and inhibiting 
family group conferencing and 
the reasons for the program’s 
discontinuation after 8 years of 
operation 

 USA  Grounded theory  7 child-
protection 
workers 

 In-depth interviews were 
conducted with 7 staff 
members 



 Brown 
(  2007  ) 

 3 exploratory case study 
sites selected to explore the 
factors affecting implementation 
of the model in practice 

 UK  Case study 
analysis 

 Managers, 
senior 
managers, 
and social 
workers 

 Retrospective 
semistructured 
interviews 

 Connolly 
(  2004  ) 

 To explore dynamics 
within FGDM in terms of 
both process and outcomes 

 New 
Zealand 

 Grounded 
theory 

 10 
coordinators 

 Qualitative 
interviews with 
care and protection 
coordinators who had 
been convening 
conferences 

 Connolly 
(  2006  ) 

 To explore experiences 
of coordinating conferences and 
changes in practice over time 

 New 
Zealand 

 Grounded 
theory 

 10 
coordinators 

 Focus groups 
involved a guided 
discussion by the author 

 Crea & 
Berzin (  2008  ) 

 To explore the level of support 
expressed by senior 
administrators as well 
as evidence of the allocation 
of suffi cient resources and 
support from frontline staff 

 USA  Qualitative 
summary of 
interviews 

 89 agency 
staff 
members, 
legal 
professionals, 
and 
community 
partners 

 Interviews and 
focus groups were 
conducted to capture 
the unique characteristics 
of implementation 

(Continued)



     Table 8.1  Included FGDM Qualitative Studies (Continued)  

  Study    Purpose    Location    Qualitative 
Approach  

  Sample    Data Analysis  

 Dawson & 
Yancey (  2006  ) 

 To share youth comments, 
based on their experience of 
FGDM 

 USA  Theme-based 
qualitative analysis 

 21 children/
youth 

 Retrospective in-person 
interviews were conducted 
between 3 months and 1 
year after FGDM 

 Gallagher & 
Jasper (  2003  ) 

 To identify good practice, 
recognizing the challenges 
of the approach and enabling 
recommendations for improved 
collaboration to be framed 

 UK  Husserlian 
phenomenological 
approach 

 4 health 
visitors 

 Semistructured interviews 
using phenomenological 
analysis 

 Holland & 
O’Neil (  2006  ) 

 To explore the views of 
children who have experienced 
an intervention designed to 
empower both them and their 
wider families 

 UK  Grounded theory  13 social 
workers 
 3 coordi-
nators 
 31 family 
members 
 25 children/
youth 

 Retrospective in-depth 
interviews 1 month after 
participating 

 Holland & 
Rivett (  2008  ) 

 To examine the process of 
FGDM involving children 
and youth 

 UK  Grounded theory  25 children/
youth 

 Retrospective 
semistructured interviews, 
analysis of documents, and 
collection of data on 
welfare outcomes. Children 
were reinterviewed after 
6 months 



 Laws & Kirby 
(  2007  ) 

 To study the best 
ways children and 
parents can take part 
in FGDM 

 USA  Theme-based 
qualitative 
analysis 

 20 parents 
 37 children/
youth 

 Retrospective 
consultation interviews 
with parents and children 
who had taken part in 
FGDM 

 McCready & 
Donnelly 
(  2005  ) 

 The identifi cation 
of key strengths and 
challenges of 
implementing FGDM 

 USA  Theme-based 
qualitative 
analysis 

 15 parents 
 10 children/
youth 

 Retrospective 
consultation interviews 
with parents and children 
who had taken part in 
FGDM 

 Neff (  2006  )  To explore process 
outcomes of FGDM 

 USA  Grounded 
theory 

 9 parents  Mixed-method 
comparison between 
child-protection 
clients in Hawaii 
receiving FGDM and 
child-protective services 
clients who had service 
plans developed using 
traditional means. 
Qualitative design 
included structured 
qualitative inquiry 
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and qualitative analytic strategy/content analysis ( n  = 1). Identifying the 
various methods included in the primary studies helped to plan which 
review method would be the most consistent with the goals and purposes 
of the qualitative synthesis.  

 A table of included studies can provide an overview of the scope of 
the fi ndings. In the FGDM example, data in the table suggested that a 
range of participants have been included in the qualitative studies rele-
vant to FGDM, including children, parents (mothers and fathers), child-
protection workers, health visitors, coordinators, and agency staff. 
Depending on the goals of the review, decisions need to be made whether 
to focus the review on one group of participants (e.g., the children), on 
groupings of participants (children and parents), or to include all par-
ticipant groups in the analysis.      

   DATA SYNTHESIS   

 Procedures for data analysis should be consistent with the chosen method 
for qualitative synthesis and should clearly distinguish the rationale, pur-
pose, and process of the selected method used for data analysis. If the 
synthesis includes only qualitative studies, the data analysis strategy 
should distinguish among aggregating results, integrating the original 
meaning of the primary studies and reconstructing the fi ndings into new 
interpretations of the data. In systematic reviews that include both qual-
itative and quantitative primary studies, the data analysis strategy should 
clearly report on the process of synthesizing quantitative and qualitative 
data within the review. Although methods for data analysis have been 
proposed for mixing and combining the results of both quantitative and 
qualitative data, we argue that separating the data analysis according to 
the type of studies included provides the most transparent method for 
detailing the specifi c analytical approaches.     

   REPORTING RESULTS   

 Depending on the method used for the qualitative synthesis, there are a 
range of options for reporting the results of the synthesis. Pope et al. (  2007  ), 
for example, suggest that concept maps can be powerful visual tools to 
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display concepts or categories of interest. Concept mapping includes mul-
tiple extracted evidence across studies to construct a model that highlights 
the key concepts relevant to the review question and it displays a relation-
ship among the concepts identifi ed (Pope et al.,   2007  ). Concept maps 
can be handwritten or can be produced using brainstorm shapes, such as 
those produced in Microsoft Visio (Redmond, Washington). Figure   8.2  , 
for example, maps the various concepts related to family engagement 
within the FGDM intervention based on the studies reviewed. In this 
example, the major concept of parent engagement is surrounded by minor 
concepts of voice, dynamics, climate, time, process, views, and plan. Each 
of these minor concepts have additional concepts connected to them that 
provide further insight into the barriers and facilitators of parent engage-
ment as experienced by parents and children.  

 Key insights from the primary studies can also be displayed in table 
format so that broad conceptual comparisons can be made across studies 
(Pope et al.,   2007  ). Depending on the complexity of these comparisons, 
these matrices can increase in complexity to demonstrate the various 
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     Figure 8.2  Concept Map of FGDM for Family Engagement.    
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connections among primary studies and to highlight differences between 
them. Table   8.2  , for example, displays some of the benefi ts and risks of 
including children in FGDMs, as identifi ed in the qualitative studies we 
reviewed.  

 Although charts, maps, and tables have the potential to oversimplify 
the complexity of the synthesis, nevertheless, they are useful for display-
ing fi nal results. The use of specifi c charts, maps, or tables should also 
depend on the method used for the synthesis. For example, a line-of-
argument graph is best to display a synthesis for a meta-ethnography 
study; vote counting is most consistent with meta-summary, as it 
provides an aggregative approach for tabulating the fi ndings; though this 

     Table 8.2  Concept of Child Inclusion in FGDM (Truncated)  

 Source  Theoretical 
Assumptions 

 Benefi ts of Child 
Inclusion 

 Risks of Child 
Inclusion 

 Bell & Wilson 
(  2006  ) 

 Child’s right to 
participate 

 FGDM provides 
a valuable and 
valued resource 

 Children can 
feel confused 
after attending 
the intervention 

 Holland & 
O’Neill (  2006  ) 

 The notion of 
empowerment of 
children and 
young people 

 Children can 
have positive 
experiences 
based on their 
participation 
in the family 
meetings. 
 The families can 
feel a sense of 
“togetherness” 
once they reach 
a plan 

 The risk that 
children or young 
people will not be 
heard; they may 
feel that they are 
not being listened 
to, or that their 
participation is 
tokenistic; and 
they may be 
exposed to 
existing family 
confl ict during 
the conference 

 Holland & 
Rivett (  2008  ) 

 The therapeutic 
and emotional 
aspects of the 
FGC 

 FGCs can have 
strong 
emotional 
elements during 
the meeting 
process, and 
these may 
prompt positive 
change 

 Children may 
not experience 
the expression 
of raw emotion 
as helpful 
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approach is not methodologically sound for quantitative meta-analyses, 
meta-narrative approaches may best be displayed using complex interac-
tions among concepts; and grounded theory formats may best be dis-
played using a matrix map of the interrelationships among concepts.     

   THE DISCUSSION   

 The focus of the discussion should be to explain how results answer each 
of the research questions identifi ed and any new fi ndings that emerge 
from the process of conducting the systematic review. When discussing 
the results of the qualitative synthesis, it is particularly important to focus 
on the context of the included studies to address issues of applicability 
and transferability. A discussion of the results should also be compli-
mented by integrating what is already known about the research ques-
tions and comparing and contrasting the results with this evidence. 
Given the diffi culty of writing the discussion in a coherent style, it may be 
useful to structure this section using subheadings to address the major 
points (Pope et al.,   2007  ). 

 The discussion should include key messages based on the major fi nd-
ings of the review that can be summarized in a couple of sentences for 
each key message. The strengths and weaknesses of the fi ndings should 
be discussed by exploring the population included in the primary reviews, 
the location of the studies, the inclusion of participants, the methods 
used in the primary studies, the sample characteristics, and the overall 
quality of the studies. Strengths and weaknesses of the systematic review 
should also be reported so as not to overemphasize the evidence and to 
discuss limitations of applicability and relevance based on the procedures 
used in the review process. Limitations can include language bias when 
only including English-language publications, publication bias when not 
including unpublished reports, selection bias when failing to be compre-
hensive in the information-retrieval strategy, and bias due to missing 
information and poor reporting in the primary studies. It is important to 
remember that all studies have limitations. The key is to articulate where 
and how substantial known biases may be infl uencing fi ndings. If con-
clusions cannot be drawn due to these biases or other diffi culties with 
the synthesis, then this should be clearly articulated in the discussion. 
Further, conclusions that are not drawn from the evidence should be 
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clearly identifi ed as such. Potential implications for social work practice 
and policy should be presented with caution and should avoid recom-
mendations that are not supported from the evidence. Lastly, full disclo-
sure of funding and confl icts of interest should be identifi ed in the 
discussion and these should clearly be linked to potential bias of report-
ing and interpreting the fi ndings.     

   DISSEMINATION OF RESULTS   

 As policy makers, service providers, and service users continue to demand 
the best available evidence, recent attention has turned toward develop-
ing models to best address the fl ow of information among these various 
stakeholders. There is growing concern that traditional strategies of dis-
semination of new evidence, which mainly involve journal publications 
and professional conferences, have limited infl uence on policy formation 
or services offered and delivered (Bate & Robert,   2002  ; Waddell et al., 
  2005  ). As the accessibility to information regarding issues and problems 
effecting consumers of knowledge increases, knowledge transfer and 
exchange has emerged as a potential conduit for translating evidence and 
fostering a more effective fl ow of knowledge to consumers (Tugwell, 
Robinson, Grimshaw & Santesso,   2006  ). 

 Knowledge transfer and exchange is a two-way process between 
researchers and stakeholders (Graham et al.,   2006  ), which include clients, 
researchers, journal editors, commission and funding organizations, guide-
line developers, international synthesis collaborations (e.g., Cochrane 
Collaboration, Campbell Collaboration), evidence-based practice centers 
(Joanna Briggs Initiative, EPPI-Centre, EVIPNET centers) (Grimshaw 
et al.,   2004  ). Grimshaw et al. (  2004  ) state that knowledge translation and 
exchange should ensure both that research fi ndings are brought to the 
attention of stakeholders and that the production of research is informed by 
the needs of all stakeholders. To increase the utility of knowledge creation 
based on systematic reviews for stakeholders, Grimshaw et al. (  2004  ) sug-
gest fi ve key questions that should be explored: To whom should research 
knowledge be transferred? What should be transferred? With what effect 
should research knowledge be transferred? By whom should research 
knowledge be transferred? How should research knowledge be transferred? 
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 Knowledge transfer and exchange fi t well with the strengths-based, 
patient-/client-centered approaches of both policy and service delivery. 
This is particularly true because such models can empower people to be 
critical consumers of knowledge, thereby affording them greater control 
over decisions relating to their well-being. As users are becoming more 
sophisticated at stating their needs and making progressive steps through 
new methods of networking and communication, they are increasingly 
better able to reach consensus on those needs and to articulate them. 
As better consumers of research, stakeholders take on a greater role in 
exploring the transferability and applicability of the new knowledge gained 
from the results of qualitative systematic reviews. By ensuring a transparent 
approach for knowledge transfer and exchange, results of systematic quali-
tative synthesis are put into the hands of stakeholders to assess both credi-
bility and relevance of fi ndings. It can also help to ensure that research has 
maximum impact; strengthen the relevance of research; provide a direct 
link to consumers; and facilitate a multidisciplinary approach to the cre-
ation, dissemination, and evaluation of knowledge. In short, knowledge 
transfer and exchange is a central component of systematic qualitative syn-
thesis because the process goes far beyond traditional knowledge dissemi-
nation practices in providing the tools necessary for consumers to explore 
the transferability of knowledge produced by qualitative synthesis reviews.     

   KEY POINTS TO REMEMBER   

      •  Transparency of the review process allows others to assess the 
review’s quality and rigor and to explore the transferability of the 
knowledge produced by the qualitative synthesis.  

   •  Transparency is also the key process for assessing the 
transferability and applicability of knowledge produced by the 
qualitative synthesis.  

   •  A comprehensive and transparent presentation of the review 
process means keeping detailed and accurate records throughout 
the project (Pope et al.,   2007  ).  

   •  Results should be displayed in several ways including topical 
tables and concept maps.  

   •  Findings should be grouped by method, linking back to the 
question(s) posed in the protocol.  
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   •  Knowledge transfer and exchange is a two-way process for 
ensuring qualitative syntheses have maximum impact and for 
attempting to meet the needs of stakeholders.  

   •  Knowledge transfer and exchange helps to facilitate a 
multidisciplinary approach to the creation, dissemination, 
and evaluation of knowledge.           
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 Qualitative knowledge is absolutely essential as a prerequisite foundation 

for quantifi cation in any science. Without competence at the qualitative 

level, one’s computer printout is misleading or meaningless. We failed in 

our thinking about programme evaluation methods to emphasize the 

need for a qualitative context.  . . .  To rule out plausible hypotheses we 

need situation specifi c wisdom. The lack of this knowledge (whether it be 

called ethnography or program history or gossip) makes us incompetent 

estimators of programme impacts, turning out conclusions that are not 

only wrong, but often wrong in socially destructive ways. 

  — (Campbell, 1984, p. 36)       

   SYSTEMATIC REVIEWS IN SOCIAL WORK   

 Social work is a relatively late adopter of systematic review methods. 
The Campbell Collaboration, whose current mission is to help people 
“make well-informed decisions by preparing, maintaining and disseminat-
ing systematic reviews in education, crime and justice, and social welfare” 
( www.campbellcollaboration.org ), has made an important contribution to 
the social work fi eld in promoting, developing, and providing guidance in 
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conducting social work–related reviews during the past decade. In other 
arenas as well, there is a growing emphasis on the role of systematic reviews 
for social work research, practice, and policy (e.g., Littell, Corcoran, & 
Pallai,   2008  ), and it is expected that systematic reviews will continue to 
play an important role in evidence-based practice in social work.     

   QUALITATIVE SYNTHESIS WITHIN THE EBP MOVEMENT   

 As the number of publications increases, social workers will be less able 
to keep up with the literature, even within specifi c areas of practice and 
policy. In addition, the large volume of research also presents challenges 
in terms of establishing the quality of such studies and how to contend 
with contradictory results. Systematic reviews have emerged as one of the 
most important tools for successfully conducting the process of EBP, 
providing comprehensive and transparent summaries of the research on 
a single question of relevance. These reviews use thorough and system-
atic search methods to bring together large numbers of individual studies 
in a single document, providing a clear appraisal of the literature in a 
straightforward manner. 

 To date, systematic reviews have largely focused on quantitative 
research, mostly related to examining the effi cacy and effectiveness of 
specifi c interventions. Similar to the health sciences (Popay,   2006  ), this 
has created an underutilization of accumulated qualitative studies that 
have the potential to inform, enhance, extend, and supplement quantita-
tive methods for conducting systematic reviews. We would argue that 
quantitative outcome measures, though clearly important, tend to be 
fairly crude in terms of providing an understanding of how clients expe-
rience their problems, successes, and their interactions with social work-
ers and other helping professionals. Often, the story is in the person and 
in the contexts in which people interact, and we have not yet seen any 
randomized controlled trials that speak to the lived experience of clients! 
Indeed, as we have proposed throughout, the systematic review process 
is a fruitful means of tapping into and harnessing this potential treasure 
trove of valuable insights into people’s experiences and into the mean-
ings of activities and events articulated within the sociocultural context 
being considered (Valadez & Bamberger,   1994  ). The purpose of a sys-
tematic synthesis of qualitative research is not to reach a singular “truth” 
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in regards to the evidence. Rather, it is designed to provide a more com-
prehensive understanding of the range of client and professional experi-
ences, contexts, and events, including commonalities and differences. 
Many times, these will be in the context of a social work intervention. 

 Importantly, we emphasize the necessity of exacting a fi t between the 
research question and the corresponding method — whether it is qualita-
tive or quantitative. This is crucial both for individual studies and for 
systematic reviews. For example, the diffi culties in conducting quantita-
tive research to investigate complex phenomenon, such as community 
initiatives within marginalized populations, might suggest that qualita-
tive approaches would be the more relevant method to answer such 
detailed and multifaceted questions. However, qualitative methods are 
not well-suited, on their own for exploring the effectiveness of large-scale 
interventions because of their unique focus on depth, rather than breadth, 
of understanding. Additionally, the suitability of using qualitative research 
to identify causal mechanisms remains controversial and underdeveloped 
(Johnson & Onwuegbuzie,   2004  ; Smith,   1995  ). The movement toward 
having individual practitioners and organizations conduct fi nely honed 
searches of the literature, an essential component of the process of EBP, 
requires that all evidence be considered and, where applicable, used. 
Qualitative research is surely an important part of the evidence base in 
terms of context about clients and the interventions themselves. The dif-
fi culty comes with trying to synthesize an often fragmented and incom-
plete body of literature, and we would argue that systematic reviews offer 
the most honest, transparent, and rigorous summaries of evidence for use 
in social work practice and policy.     

   MORE SEAMLESS INTEGRATION OF QUALITATIVE STUDIES 
WITH QUANTITATIVE SYSTEMATIC REVIEWS   

 Mixed-method research designs have been more popular in other 
disciplines, including nursing (Sandelowski,   2001  ), education (Johnson & 
Onwuegbuzie,   2004  ,), health sciences (Morgan,   1998  ), and program eval-
uation (Green, Caracelli, & Graham, 1989). In social work, mixed-method 
designs have a controversial history, possibly—because of the challenges 
of mixing methods from different epistemological worldviews (e.g., 
post-positivism and interpretivism). We concur with Padgett’s (  2008  ) 
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suggestion that mixed-method research is particularly relevant to social 
work because the profession is interested in effective outcomes for clients 
while also wanting to understand their lived experiences. Mixed-method 
can also provide fruitful information about how these outcomes are per-
ceived by others and about the potential social barriers and facilitators that 
may infl uence clients from achieving these desired outcomes. Although 
many social workers support the multimethod approach (Davis,   1994  ; 
Glisson,   1990  ; Grinnell,   1997  ; Harrison,   1994  ; Padgett,   2004 ,  2008  ), strong 
examples specifi c to social work are only now beginning to emerge. 

 Mixed-method approaches provide greater confi dence in a singular 
conclusion, and interpretations and conclusions can be modifi ed by 
information from both approaches. The rationale for the mixed-method 
approach is not to simply corroborate fi ndings but rather to expand our 
understanding. Mixed-method designs can help to identify overlapping 
and emerging features discovered from an initial method and can help 
to identify contradictions found from multiple sources (Greene et al., 
  1989  ). Mixed-method studies may also be generative, as inconsistencies 
and contradictions are engaged and “fresh insights, new perspectives, 
and original understandings” emerge (Greene,   2007  , p. 103). 

 Although the Cochrane Qualitative Research Methods Group (Higgins 
& Green,   2008  , chapter 20) has developed guidelines for integrating qualita-
tive research with randomized trials, no such guidance currently exists for 
integrating randomized controlled trials in qualitative systematic reviews 
nor for how to complete systematic reviews limited to qualitative studies. 
Nonetheless, the value of integrating evidence from multiple types of studies 
in systematic reviews is increasingly recognized (Thomas et al.,   2004  ). As we 
have argued, qualitative synthesis can complement quantitative reviews by 
helping to defi ne and refi ne the question, thus allowing for maximum rele-
vance and for synthesizing evidence from qualitative research identifi ed 
while looking for evidence of effectiveness. Qualitative synthesis can also 
address questions other than those related to effectiveness (Popay,   2006  ). 

 Key topics of interest to social work recently addressed in published 
syntheses of qualitative research include:  

   •  Parenting programmes: A systematic review and synthesis of 
qualitative research (Kane, Wood, & Barlow,   2007  )  

   •  Homeless adolescent mothers: A metasynthesis of their life 
experiences (Meadows-Oliver,   2006  )  



 Future Directions for Social Work Practice and Policy  161

   •  Cancer and disability benefi ts: A synthesis of qualitative fi ndings 
on advice and support (Wilson & Amir,   2008  )  

   •  The essence of healing from sexual violence: A qualitative 
metasynthesis (Draucker et al.,   2009  )  

   •  Understanding Australian rural women’s ways of achieving 
health and wellbeing: A metasynthesis of the literature 
(Harvey,   2007  )  

   •  Anorexia nervosa’s meaning to patients: A qualitative synthesis 
(Espíndola & Blay,   2009  )  

   •  Using qualitative assessment and review instrument software to 
synthesise studies on older people’s views and experiences of falls 
prevention (McInnes & Wimpenny, (  2008  )  

   •  Patients’ help-seeking experiences and delay in cancer 
presentation: A qualitative synthesis (Smith, Pope, & Botha, 
  2005  ).     

 As the interest in systematic synthesis gains traction, we expect that 
the fi eld will begin to embrace different methods for mixing and inte-
grating quantitative and qualitative primary studies in systematic reviews, 
and that we will see this area of research advance and achieve greater 
sophistication.     

   REGISTRY OF QUALITATIVE STUDIES WITHIN INTERVENTION RESEARCH   

 Because of the lack of consensus about which systematic review methods 
for integrating qualitative and quantitative studies should be adopted, 
the majority of qualitative syntheses within systematic reviews are cur-
rently not being registered with the Cochrane or Campbell Libraries. 
Systematic reviews that combine qualitative and quantitative studies 
have been published in a number of different journals and across a 
number of disciplines. To further enhance the development of methods 
for conducting qualitative synthesis within systematic reviews, a registry 
should be created so that there is a central place to compare and contrast 
the various approaches. In fact, a major new line of inquiry might be 
developed that compares these methods, articulating which approaches 
are best suited to the various questions, contexts, and populations of 
interest found in social work.     
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   MORE AGREEMENT ON FRAMEWORK FOR SYNTHESIS   

 Qualitative research is increasingly valued as part of the evidence for 
social work policy and practice, but the methods used for conducting 
qualitative synthesis of this evidence are still being contested. Although 
the area is developing rapidly, there remain many methodological chal-
lenges to consider. Our ideas about qualitative synthesis within system-
atic reviews will not resolve these debates. Our hope is that our efforts 
will be helpful in the exploration of the various decision points that still 
need to be debated and decided upon in the future.     

   CONCLUDING REMARKS: A WAY FORWARD   

 Social workers can and should avail themselves of the fi ndings from sys-
tematic syntheses, and they can also participate in all stages of the develop-
ment and implementation of systematic syntheses and the broader family 
of systematic reviews. Knowledge creation involves the acquisition of 
accumulated evidence and expertise to gain new insights on a particular 
problem, issue, or event. When multiple sources of knowledge exist for a 
particular problem, the accumulation of existing knowledge should 
involve explicit, systematic, and reproducible methods to identify, appraise, 
and synthesize studies relevant to a specifi c question. Systematic synthesis 
of knowledge can then lead to clear, concise, and explicit evidence to meet 
informational needs with practical guidelines and recommendations. 

 Social workers can participate in identifying questions that are clini-
cally and policy-relevant to address gaps in knowledge relevant to cur-
rent social work practice and policy. Problem formulation refers to the 
identifi cation of the kinds of knowledge consumers need and the identi-
fi cation of gaps in this knowledge that could otherwise inform, educate, 
and change attitudes and/or behaviors. Social workers can initiate the 
knowledge development process by leading the identifi cation, review, 
and selection of existing information needed to address the problem. 

 Social workers can also participate in researcher–practitioner teams 
to develop methodological protocols for answering complex phenomena 
involving different strategies (e.g., meta-analytic designs to answer effec-
tiveness-based questions and qualitative synthesis to explore participant 
views and preferences). Although qualitative studies are not produced 



 Future Directions for Social Work Practice and Policy  163

with the intention to direct clinical or policy changes, the emphasis on 
the rich context-sensitive experiences within these studies have impor-
tant implications for generating a better understanding of the context of 
clinical social work and its governing policies. 

 Social workers can also be involved with systematic review teams to 
locate potentially relevant resources to be included in syntheses and/or 
quantitative reviews. Taking part in the retrieval, screening, and synthe-
sis of qualitative studies are important ways that social workers can use 
their expertise to ensure that the information-retrieval strategies used are 
relevant to the social work context. Searches for studies involving com-
plex interventions can be complicated, requiring a more comprehensive 
approach. If too broad, searches can produce information overload and 
can slow down the systematic review process. Conversely, overly simplis-
tic strategies can compromise the review by missing critical studies rele-
vant to the reviews’ stated question(s). Finding the balance of sensitivity 
and specifi city is further strained by the unique complexity of interven-
tions, especially those in the social sciences. For these reviews, conven-
tional information-retrieval strategies should be complemented with 
additional social science search techniques to locate high quality refer-
ences (Hammerstr ø m, Wade, & Klint J ø rgensen,   2010  ). 

 Social workers with experience of working with qualitative data and 
using different methods are especially needed to ensure that the synthesis 
process is congruent and consistent with practice in order to facilitate the 
transferability of fi ndings. They can also participate in user groups and 
advisory committees to provide research teams with guidance in terms of 
the relevance of specifi c systematic review questions for social work prac-
tice and policy. Although knowledge transfer evolved through attempts 
to extend the impact of research through dissemination, there is a shift in 
knowledge mobilization whereby such research partnerships are encour-
aged in order to better integrate research with the needs of policy makers 
and service providers (Gollop, et al.,   2006  ; Léveillé, Trocmé, Chamberland, 
& Brown,   2011  ). 

 Finally, as informed consumers of systematic reviews, social workers 
can play an important role in the translation of fi ndings from systematic 
reviews to various stakeholders. Being included as an active part of the 
research enterprise requires that social workers keep up to date on the 
literature in their given area and use the collective knowledge garnered by 
reviews in areas that infl uence the work they do with clients. As a result, 
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they may be less likely to be deceived by poorly conducted research, and 
they can be more secure in the knowledge that guides their work. 

 Knowledge based on the accumulation of qualitative studies is predi-
cated on fi nding better ways to integrate these qualitative stories, rather 
than letting them simply accumulate in academic journals. Despite the 
epistemological and ontological challenges inherent in weaving these 
stories together, efforts to develop methods for qualitative synthesis can 
enhance our collective wisdom and make for more relevant social work 
practice and policy. Although it is clear that the techniques of qualitative 
synthesis remain underdeveloped and are in need of further exploration, 
we are optimistic that current qualitative methods for synthesis and 
future work in this area will enhance our collective knowledge and, ulti-
mately, improve the ways in which we carry out our duties as critically 
informed helping professionals. 

 The contribution of social work to the development and refi nement 
of systematic reviews of qualitative research is invaluable given social 
work’s focus on both the effectiveness of its interventions and the lived 
experiences of the people we serve. In a very real sense, social workers are 
uniquely positioned to advance the evidence needed for effective services 
while advocating for client participation in the knowledge creation activ-
ities that affect them.     

   KEY POINTS TO REMEMBER   

      •  Similar to other methods for systematic reviews, we present a 
comprehensive and transparent approach for “locating and 
synthesizing research that bears on a particular question, using 
organized, transparent, and replicable procedures at each step in 
the process” (Littell et al.,   2008  , p. 1).  

   •  Presenting the synthesis of qualitative studies within the family of 
systematic reviews moves qualitative synthesis out of the shadow 
of quantitative systematic reviews and meta-analyses.  

   •  Systematic synthesis of qualitative studies offers a transparent and 
systematic process to capture accumulated qualitative evidence.  

   •  Evidence derived from qualitative research can complement 
outcome studies by providing critical information about 
results found.  
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   •  Combining quantitative with qualitative studies in this way 
provides researchers with important information about how and 
why the interventions worked, as well as how and why they 
substantially altered the fi ndings of the larger quantitative study.  

   •  Systematic synthesis of qualitative research meets an urgent 
need for social work researchers to fi nd ways to appropriately use 
knowledge derived from qualitative studies to inform social work 
policy and practice.  

   •  Despite the contingent nature of evidence gleaned from synthesis 
of qualitative studies and a current lack of consensus about the 
veracity of some of its aspects, systematic synthesis is an important 
technique and, used suitably, can deepen our understanding of 
the contextual dimensions of social work practice.  

   •  We have outlined a range of methods and strategies for 
synthesizing qualitative research fi ndings. We have attempted 
to select examples relevant to social work to illustrate these 
methods. These examples will hopefully inspire others to consider 
questions relevant to social work to help build our collective 
understanding of the various ways that systematic synthesis of 
qualitative research can help inform practice, research, and policy 
decisions. This is a growing area of research in social work, and 
we expect that the use of systematic syntheses in social work will 
continue to increase.  

   •  The contribution of social work to the development and 
refi nement of systematic reviews of qualitative research is 
invaluable given social work’s focus on both the effectiveness of 
its interventions and the lived experiences of the people we serve.  

   •  In a very real sense, social workers are uniquely positioned to 
advance the evidence needed for effective services while 
advocating for client participation in knowledge creation 
activities that affect them.           
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                                 Appendix A        

   Systematic Information 
Retrieval Coding Sheet   

        

 Project: ________________________________________________________ 
 Reviewer: ______________________________________________________ 
 Date(s) of Search: _______________________________________________ 
 Search Method: 
 Electronic Databases 

      •  Psychological Abstracts (PsycInfo, PsycLIT, ClinPsyc- clinical subset )     
      •  MEDLINE     
      •  EMBASE     
      •  Database of Reviews of Effectiveness (DARE online)     
      •  ChildData (child health and welfare)     
      •  ASSIA (applied social sciences)     
      •  Caredata (social work)     
      •  Social Work Abstracts     
      •  Child Abuse, Child Welfare, & Adoption     
      •  Cochrane Collaboration     
      •  C2-SPECTR     
      •  Social Sciences Abstracts     
      •  Social Service Abstracts     
      •  Dissertation Abstracts International (DAI)     
      •  Other (depending on focus of the review)     

 Electronic Search Engines 
      •  Biblioline     
      •  Google     
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 Hand-Searched Journals 
 (Journals are picked for being relevant to the research question) 

 Gray Literature 
      •  Conference Proceedings: _____________________________________     
      •  Research Reports:___________________________________________     
      •  Government Reports:________________________________________     
      •  Book Chapters:______________________________________________     
      •  Dissertations:_______________________________________________     
      •  Policy Documents:___________________________________________     
      •  Personal Networks:__________________________________________     
      •  Research Organizations’ Web Sites:_____________________________     

 Language(s): ___________________________________________________ 
 Date Range: ____________________________________________________ 
 Description of Search: 
 Search Terms (limiters and expanders are expressed in OVID terms and will 
be adjusted based on database searched) 

 Search Term Combinations (including all 
limiters and expanders) 

 Results 

    

    

    

    

    

    



        Appendix B

Qualitative Research 
Quality Checklist        

        

  Reference Review:  
 Reference Number: 
 Reviewer: 
 Date(s) of the Review: 
  Reference ID:  
 Author(s): 
 Year of Publication: 
 Title: 
  Location of Reference:  
 Source: 
  �  Book   �  Dissertation 
  �  Conference Paper   �  Report 
  �  Peer Reviewed Journal Article   �  Government Publication 
  �  Non-Peer Reviewed Journal Article   �  Other: __________ 
      _____________________  
 Search Method: 
  �  Electronic Search: 
  �  Hand Search: 
  �  Gray Literature: 
  �  Reference Check: 
  �  Consultation: 
  �  Other: _______________________________ 
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  Qualitative 
Framework  

  Applicable    Addressed    Review Comments  

 1.  Is the purpose and 
research question(s) 
stated clearly?     

  �  Yes   �  Yes   
  �  No   �  No 
  �  Unclear   �  Unclear 

 2.  Is a qualitative 
approach appropriate 
to answer the 
research question 
(e.g., exploratory vs. 
explanatory)?     

  �  Yes   �  Yes   
  �  No   �  No 
  �  Unclear   �  Unclear 

  Study Setting    Applicable    Addressed    Review Comments  

 3.  Is the setting of the 
study appropriate 
and specifi c for 
exploring the 
research question?     

  �  Yes   �  Yes   
  �  No   �  No 
  �  Unclear   �  Unclear 

 4.  Is there prolonged 
engagement to render 
the inquirer open to 
multiple infl uences?     

  �  Yes   �  Yes   
  �  No   �  No 
  �  Unclear   �  Unclear 

 5.  Is there persistent 
observation in the 
setting to focus on 
the issues relevant to 
the research 
question?     

  �  Yes   �  Yes   
  �  No   �  No 
  �  Unclear   �  Unclear 

  Study Design    Applicable    Addressed    Review Comments  

 6.  Is the research design 
appropriate for the 
research question?     

  �  Yes   �  Yes   
  �  No   �  No 
  �  Unclear   �  Unclear 

  Sampling Procedures    Applicable    Addressed    Review Comments  

 7.  Is the process of 
sample selection 
adequately described 
and consistent with 
the research design/
research question?     

  �  Yes   �  Yes   
  �  No   �  No 
  �  Unclear   �  Unclear 

 8.  Is the sample size and 
composition justifi ed 
and appropriate for 
the research design/
research question?     

  �  Yes   �  Yes   
  �  No   �  No 
  �  Unclear   �  Unclear 
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  Data Collection    Applicable    Addressed    Review Comments  

 9.  Are the methods 
for data collection 
adequately described?     

  �  Yes   �  Yes   
  �  No   �  No 
  �  Unclear   �  Unclear 

  Data Collection    Applicable    Addressed    Review Comments  

 10.  Are the methods 
for data collection 
consistent with the 
research question?     

  �  Yes   �  Yes   
  �  No   �  No 
  �  Unclear   �  Unclear 

 11.  Is a range of 
methods used for 
triangulation?     

  �  Yes   �  Yes   
  �  No   �  No 
  �  Unclear   �  Unclear 

 12.  Is there an 
articulation of who 
collected the data, 
when the data was 
collected and who 
analyzed the data?     

  �  Yes   �  Yes   
  �  No   �  No 
  �  Unclear   �  Unclear 

 13.  Is there an audit 
trail regarding data 
collection including 
tapes, memos, and 
note taking of 
decisions made in 
the study?     

  �  Yes   �  Yes   
  �  No   �  No 
  �  Unclear   �  Unclear 

  Ethical Issues    Applicable    Addressed    Review Comments  

 14.  Is there adequate 
consideration 
for ethical issues, 
such as informed 
consent, privacy, 
and confi dentiality 
and protection from 
harm?     

  �  Yes   �  Yes   
  �  No   �  No 
  �  Unclear   �  Unclear 

  Refl exivity of the 
Researcher  

  Applicable    Addressed    Review Comments  

 15.  Has the researcher 
identifi ed potential 
and actual biases 
(both as researcher 
and in the research 
design)?     

  �  Yes   �  Yes   
  �  No   �  No 
  �  Unclear   �  Unclear 
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 16.  Did the researcher 
integrate the use of a 
refl exive journal in 
the data analysis and 
interpretation?     

  �  Yes   �  Yes   
  �  No   �  No 
  �  Unclear   �  Unclear 

  Data Analysis    Applicable    Addressed    Review Comments  

 17.  Is the process of data 
analysis presented 
with suffi cient detail 
and depth to 
provide insight into 
the meanings and 
perceptions of the 
sample?     

  �  Yes   �  Yes   
  �  No   �  No 
  �  Unclear   �  Unclear 

 18.  Are quotes used to 
match concepts and 
themes derived from 
the raw data?     

  �  Yes   �  Yes   
  �  No   �  No 
  �  Unclear   �  Unclear 

  Findings    Applicable    Addressed    Review Comments  

 19.  Do the fi ndings 
emerge from the 
experiences/
subjective 
interpretations of 
the sample?     

  �  Yes   �  Yes   
  �  No   �  No 
  �  Unclear   �  Unclear 

 20.  Was member 
checking employed?     

  �  Yes   �  Yes   
  �  No   �  No 
  �  Unclear   �  Unclear 

 21.  Does the 
researcher provide 
“thick description” 
of the sample and 
results to appraise 
transferability?     

  �  Yes   �  Yes   
  �  No   �  No 
  �  Unclear   �  Unclear 

  Authenticity    Applicable    Addressed    Review Comments  

 22.  Were stakeholders 
involved in the 
project?     

  �  Yes   �  Yes   
  �  No   �  No 
  �  Unclear   �  Unclear 

  Fairness    Applicable    Addressed    Review Comments  

 23.  Did all stakeholders 
have equal access to 
the research process 
and benefi ts?     

  �  Yes   �  Yes   
  �  No   �  No 
  �  Unclear   �  Unclear 
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   BACKGROUND:   

 The Qualitative Research Quality Checklist (QRQC) was created based 
on existing research regarding the standards for measuring qualitative 
designs, as well as consultation with experts in the fi eld of qualitative 
research. QRQC is a 25-point quality appraisal form designed to evalu-
ate credibility, dependability, confi rmability, transferability, authentic-
ity, and relevance of qualitative studies. 

 QRQC appraises qualitative studies in terms of the epistemological 
and theoretical frameworks, study setting, study design, sampling pro-
cedures, data collection, ethical issues, refl exivity of the researcher, data 
analysis, and reporting of the fi ndings. In addition, fairness and pro-
motion of justice are included to evaluate studies where the central pur-
pose is to empower participants through participant action research. Not 
all quality appraisal indicators will be relevant to a study because of dif-
ferences in the epistemological and ontological stances taken by the 
investigators. For this reason, QRQC includes three columns for each 
quality appraisal item: The fi rst column questions whether the quality 
domain is relevant to the particular study. The second column questions 
whether there is suffi cient information in the study to suggest that it has 
been addressed in the specifi c domain of quality. The third column is an 
open comment box so the reviewer can make interpretive comments 
about the study and/or of the qualitative domain being assessed and its 
relevance.    

  Promotion of Justice    Applicable    Addressed    Review Comments  

 24.  Did all stakeholders 
enhance their 
understanding of 
their own reality due 
to the research 
process and results?     

  �  Yes   �  Yes   
  �  No   �  No 
  �  Unclear   �  Unclear 

 25.  Are the stakeholders 
empowered to act as 
a result of the 
research process?     

  �  Yes   �  Yes   
  �  No   �  No 
  �  Unclear   �  Unclear 

  Overall Impressions:  
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   Underlying Assumptions of QRQC   

 The emerging qualitative “story” matters, not the discrete ratings of qual-
ity. The underlying assumption of this critical appraisal tool is that, regard-
less of the epistemological or ontological assumptions guiding a particular 
qualitative study, the story should be told in a consistent, transparent way 
and should adhere to the highest standard of methods associated with 
the philosophical traditions the investigators purportedly draw from. 
The appraisal tool is not a means of excluding studies based on “quality,” 
but it provides the opportunity to evaluate the quality of studies based on 
dimensions that have been agreed on by the scientifi c community. 

 Discretion, refl ection, and fl exibility remain central, and this pro-
vides “guideposts” for evaluating the quality of studies. As such, the 
interpretation of “quality” becomes part of the reviewer’s interpretation 
of the studies. It is important to move away from the blind utilization of 
quality tools to justify credibility. At the same time, there is a need for 
further guidance on ways to assess quality and integrate these interpreta-
tions into the analysis. We propose that an interpretative tool with 
selected guideposts for quality may provide reviewers with the needed 
fl exibility within common standards of quality.     

   Comments and Refl ections   

 The QRQC form provides space for comments and refl ections for each 
dimension as well as an “overall impressions” box. The purpose of these 
text boxes is to provide the reviewer with the opportunity to write com-
mentaries and explanations of appraisal for each dimension and, at the 
end, to integrate these into an overall impression of quality. These narra-
tive refl ections are important when comparing the quality of multiple 
qualitative studies, and they can easily be incorporated into the text of 
the review.          
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        Action research  A progressive process of problem-solving in large teams, orga-

nizations, or institutions led by individuals to address and improve specifi c 

issues, strategies, practices, and knowledge. Action researchers typically work 

with and for people rather than conduct research on them for increased 

knowledge and action. 

  Aggregative synthesis  Involves techniques, such as meta-summary, that are 

concerned with assembling and pooling data. 

  Analyzing qualitative data (see also data analysis)  Analysis of qualitative data is 

as an ongoing process that begins with the identifi cation of the research ques-

tions and continues throughout the data collection process to the presentation 

of the fi ndings. 

  Assessment of study quality  Involves the assessment of quality based on the 

methodological soundness and rigor of primary studies. 

  Auditing or audit trail  An independent third party reviews the interview guide, 

fi eld notes, tapes, and transcripts and assesses the evidence of data reduction, 

analysis, and category construction. 

  Authenticity  Involves a quality criterion to assess whether the interpretations 

and fi ndings are genuine refl ections of the participants’ experiences. 

  Bayesian approaches to synthesis  A graphic representation of random variables 

and their conditional independence represented through an acyclic graph. 

  Bibliographical databases  May be a centralized location in which records, 

books, or other materials are held both electronically and in a library. Most 

bibliographic databases appear as indexes, which contain citations, abstracts, 

or full-texts of original articles. 

                                 Glossary        
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  Campbell Collaboration  The Campbell Collaboration (C2) is a nonprofi t orga-

nization that develops, approves, and distributes systematic reviews within 

social welfare, education, crime and justice, and international development. 

  Case studies  A thorough examination of a single individual, family, group, 

organization, community, or society using all available evidence for that case. 

  Cochrane Collaboration  The Cochrane Collaboration is a nonprofi t organi-

zation of over ten thousand volunteers in over 90 countries worldwide who 

review the effects of healthcare interventions through randomized controlled 

trials and systematic reviews, which are published in the Cochrane Library. 

  Coding  This is a technique in the analysis process. It is the process of conceptu-

alizing the data derived from the text or created by the researcher to represent 

themes in the data. 

  Computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS)  The use of 

computer technology to code text, identify key phrases, perform content anal-

ysis, and retrieve coded sections of text. CAQDAS do not, however, replace 

interpretative analysis by the researcher. 

  Confi rmability  Concerned with establishing that the participants and the con-

text of the enquiry rather than the biases, motivations, and perspectives of the 

researcher have determined the fi ndings of a study. 

  Constructivist paradigm  Considers that the socially constructed reality and 

participants construct reality in the mind from the world around them. 

  Content analysis  A research method in which all forms of communication 

are transcribed and analyzed by coding and noting the frequency in the occur-

rence of certain content and themes. 

  Convenience or accidental sampling  A sampling method that uses availability 

and convenience to fi nd and recruit participants to the sample. 

  Credibility  Refers to whether the study fi ndings make sense and whether the 

fi ndings are credible and meaningful to the participants of the research and 

to the readers. 

  Criteria  The standard on which a judgment or decision can be based. 

  Critical appraisal  A process of systematically examining research to establish its 

value and relevance to the larger research context. 

  Critical interpretive synthesis  A construction of critical analysis of a complex 

body of literature. 

  Cross-study synthesis  Used in qualitative method in which the researchers 

investigate other studies while maintaining their concentration on the themes 

derived in the primary study. 

  Data analysis  The process of gathering, modeling, and transforming data by 

highlighting useful information, exploring current gaps in research, compiling 

conclusions, and offering recommendations for policy or further research. 
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  Data collection methods (see individual entries for each method)  Most 

common data collection methods in qualitative research include the use of 

interviews, focus groups, observations, case analysis, and analysis of artifacts 

(e.g., pictures, objects). 

  Data management, storage, and retrieval  Data management uses computer 

storage, memory, components, devices, and media to aid in the organization, 

storage, and retrieval of data. 

  Delphi consensus analysis  A systematic forecasting method performed by 

a panel of experts. The experts answer questions in rounds and a facilitator 

anonymously summarizes the rounds. 

  Dependability  The extent that the fi ndings of a study would be repeated if the 

enquiry were replicated with the same or similar participants in the same or 

a similar context. 

  Emergent design  The use of a theoretical framework to conduct a study and to 

decide on a methodological design as new data and themes present themselves 

to the researcher. 

  Epistemology  The study of knowledge that provides a philosophical grounding 

for knowledge creation and a rationale for belief. 

  Ethnography  To describe and interpret a cultural and social group. It is a study 

of an intact cultural or social group based primarily on observations and 

a prolonged period of time spent by the researcher in the fi eld. 

  Evidence-based practice  An integration of individual practice expertise with the 

best available empirical evidence from systematic research and the values and 

expectations of clients. 

  Exclusion criteria (see also inclusion criteria)  Reasons used to determine 

whether a study will be excluded in a research synthesis based on predeter-

mined criteria, such as population, research design, intervention, and such. 

  Explanation  Based on explanatory logic, different research design may aim 

to be comparative, developmental, descriptive, predictive, or theoretical. 

  Field studies  A scientifi c study of specifi c groups or individuals in their natural 

environment. 

  Fieldwork  A method of data collection in fi eld research and being involved in 

the natural environment of that which is being studied. 

  Focus group  A research technique in which a small group of people are brought 

together and guided through an interview and/or discussion on specifi c topics and 

ideas to capitalize on group interaction and communication to generate data. 

  Generalizability  To make inferences that can be applied not only to the group 

being studied but also to the larger community of which that group belongs. 

  Gray literature  Studies that have not been published in journals or other means 

and may be diffi cult to fi nd through conventional means. 
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  Grounded theory  A qualitative approach used to describe the inductive process 

of identifying analytical themes or categories as they emerge from the data. 

  Hand searching  A systematic and thorough process in which all articles of a 

journal or subject matter are hand searched and screened for their relevance 

to the topic being studied. 

  Heterogeneity  A term used to describe a sample that consists of multiple aspects, 

elements, or variations within a group. 

  Homogeneity  A term used to describe a sample that consists of similar aspects, 

elements, and minimal variation within the group. 

  Inclusion criteria (see also exclusion criteria)  A set of conditions or standards 

that are set and need to be met in order to include a primary study within 

a research synthesis. 

  Interaction  Considering how interaction between researcher and participants 

infl uences meaning and interpretation. 

  Interpretation  To provide space for subjective meanings, perceptions, and 

experiences. 

  Interpretive paradigm  Concerned with the internal reality of participants or the 

research subjects. The purpose is to explore the lives of participants in order to 

understand and interpret the meaning effectively. 

  Interpretive validity  Seeks to capture the researchers’ or readers’ understand-

ing of events, objects, and behaviors and if they will be correct in those 

assumptions. 

  Interview  Typically one-to-one conversations to explore issues in detail; respon-

dents are encouraged to reveal opinions, attitudes, and experiences. 

  Member check  A process in qualitative research to engage participants in pro-

viding feedback to help researchers improve accuracy, credibility, and authen-

ticity of the research interpretations and fi ndings. 

  Memoing  A method of writing down the researcher’s thought process while 

engaged in the analysis process. 

  Meta-analysis  The use of statistical techniques to combine the results of studies 

addressing the same question into a summary measure. 

  Meta-ethnography  The qualitative synthesis method of extracting concepts, 

metaphors, and themes arising from primary studies to generate second-order 

concepts and developing a “line or argument.” 

  Meta-narrative mapping  The qualitative synthesis method of abstracting ideas to 

provide comprehensive explanations of historical experiences or knowledge. 

  Meta-study  The qualitative synthesis method of extending knowledge beyond 

the thematic presentation of primary studies and creating new knowledge 

derived from this process. 

  Meta-summary  The qualitative synthesis method of aggregating fi ndings from 

many studies on a specifi c topic. 
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  Meta-synthesis  The qualitative synthesis method that attempts to integrate 

results from a number of different but interrelated qualitative studies. 

  Method  A series of steps taken to acquire knowledge in qualitative studies. 

  Mixed methods  Using both qualitative and quantitative research design ele-

ments to answer research questions. 

  Narrative review  An interpretive process to summarize literature, which often 

has no explicit methods for searching literature or reporting results. 

  Naturalism  The understanding of behaviors in everyday context. 

  Negative case  This involves searching for and discussing elements of the data 

that do not support or appear to contradict patterns or explanations that are 

emerging from data analysis. 

  Nonprobability sampling (see also purposive and convenience sample)  Some 

people have a greater, but unknown, chance to be included in the sample. 

  Observation  Involves the systematic and detailed observation of events, behav-

iors, or dialogue for understanding how people live, how they visualize the 

world, and how they make sense of their experiences (most commonly used 

in ethnography). 

  Paradigm  An underlying theoretical way of viewing the world. 

  Participatory research  A self-conscious way of empowering people to take 

effective action toward improving conditions in their lives. 

  Peer debriefi ng  Formal and informal discussions with peers about the fi ndings. 

  Persistent observation  Extent to which investigation was purposive and assertive. 

  Phenomenology  A qualitative method that describes the lived experiences for 

several individuals about a concept or the phenomenon. Researchers search 

for the essence or the central underlying meaning of the experience. From the 

individual descriptions, general or universal meanings are derived. 

  Prolonged engagement  Intensive involvement with participants and in-depth 

knowledge of culture. Also includes the length of time in the fi eld. 

  Post-positivism  Phenomena are refl ective of a distinct reality that is indepen-

dent of the observer. 

  Purposive sampling  Choosing specifi c individuals, groups, or societies based on 

certain characteristics determined by the intention of the study. 

  Qualitative study  Includes a set of interpretive procedures to understand the 

meaning of particular activities, experiences, or beliefs in the context of the 

culture being considered. 

  Qualitative synthesis  The use of interpretive methods to combine study results 

of studies addressing the same question within a similar epistemological and 

ontological framework. 

  Quality guidelines (see quality appraisal)  Sets of questions on the different 

stages of qualitative research planning and designing, conducting the research, 

analysis, and presentation. 
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  Realist synthesis  The qualitative synthesis method of unpacking the mechanism 

of how complex programs work (or why they fail) in particular contexts and 

settings. 

  Reciprocity  Shared gains between researchers and participants in terms of equal 

access to the process and benefi ts of research. Participants are included as part-

ners in the research process. 

  Reference management  Computer software or programs that hold, index, 

and maintain all citations, abstracts, and information about articles selected 

through search strategies. 

  Referential adequacy  Evidence of data collection, such as audiotapes, tran-

scripts, and documents, that connects themes to raw data. 

  Refl exive journal  Diary is kept on a regular basis with entries that refl ect ongo-

ing conceptualization of process of research and fi ndings. 

  Refl exivity  Perspective of the researcher is articulated and made transparent 

throughout the research process. 

  Refutational synthesis  Providing a review of data that explores and explains any 

contradictions between studies. 

  Relativism  The philosophical assumption that scientifi c “reality” may look dif-

ferent from different perspectives. 

  Review of literature  An exploration of materials published on a specifi c topic. 

  Sampling in qualitative research  Qualitative samples tend to be purposive 

rather than random. 

  Saturation  In a research context, saturation occurs when no new information is 

uncovered in a study. 

  Scoping review  A review of the literature to determine the depth and breadth 

of a subject area. Used to fi nd which important areas of inquiry should be 

prioritized. 

  Screening  A process of going through a large number of studies and selecting 

those with a specifi c feature or issue to be included in a study (see also inclu-

sion criteria). 

  Search fi lters  Pretested strategies to identify and eliminate unrelated studies or 

lower quality studies from the literature being searched. 

  Search Strategy  A process of information-retrieval that uses specifi c sources 

to systematically examine all relevant literature available on a specifi c topic, 

population, or social phenomenon. 

  Search terms  The words, truncated values, and search method used in search 

strategies. 

  Secondary data  Information collected by someone other than the owner of that 

information. Common secondary data include censuses, surveys, or organiza-

tional research. 
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  Sensitizing concepts  Ideas, notions, and questions that guide observations and 

data collection in qualitative research. 

  Study population  The individuals selected to participate in a study. 

  Subtle realism  The philosophical assumption that known reality is only con-

nected to ones’ own perspective of that reality. 

  Systematic review  A review of the evidence of a clearly formulated question 

using explicit methods to identify, select, and critically appraise relevant pri-

mary research. 

  Thematic framework  A web of interrelated concepts to guide research and the 

measurement and statistical tools to be used. 

  Theoretical sampling  Purposeful selection of individuals to include because of 

the intended purposes of study. 

  Theoretical validity  Deals with the constructions that researchers create and 

apply in their research and whether these theories and ways of describing are 

valid. Asks if we are measuring what we think we are measuring. 

  Transferability  The ability to accurately pass the results of one study to another 

individual, group, or setting accurately. 

  Transparency  Includes the openness, communication, and accountability of 

research. 

  Triangulation  Refers to the use of two or more methods to purposefully double- 

checking (or more) the results. 

  Trustworthiness criteria  The state and quality of research or specifi c elements 

in research that are reliable and accurate in their measurement of specifi c 

phenomenon. 

  Unpublished papers  Academic papers that for one reason or another have 

not been published in an academic journal. They may be used on Web sites, 

in government documents, and for other purposes that may not be academic 

in nature.       
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