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Approaches to synthesizing
gualitative research
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Aim: to aggregate or Aim: to develop concepts or
summarise data theories that integrate themes
Concepts need to be described in the primary

clearly defined in studies
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comparable, to allow studies may be synthesized
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Example: quantitative framework or new theory

meta-analysis, meta- Concepts emerge through the
aggregation synthesis process
= Example: meta-ethnography
Sources: Noblit and Hare 1988; Dixon-Woods et al. 2005




Methods to synthesise qualitative evidence
alongside a Cochrane intervention review

m Wide range of qualitative synthesis
approaches

m Few examples of any of these approaches
used alongside Cochrane reviews

m How does one choose an appropriate
qualitative synthesis method?

Choosing an appropriate qualitative
evidence synthesis method (1)

m Consider the purpose of the review:

— the method needs to be appropriate to the purpose or
aim of the qualitative evidence synthesis

m Examples:

— The synthesis aims to develop new theory to
complement a Cochrane review approaches ==)
meta-ethnography

— The synthesis aims to help define a Cochrane review
question by summarising consumer Views —m==)
meta-aggregation

Decision to conduct a
qualitative evidence synthesis
the
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Realist review, Narrative EPPI, Bayesian synthesis
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Choosing an appropriate qualitative
evidence synthesis method (2)
m Consider the type of qualitative data available

m Examples:

— Descriptive qualitative studies (‘thin description”):
select synthesis methods suited to integration
= Qualitative process evaluations conducted alongside trials

— In-depth qualitative studies (‘thick description’): select
synthesis methods suited to interpretation

— Both qualitative and quantitative data: select
synthesis methods that can accommodate these

Choosing an appropriate qualitative
evidence synthesis method (3)

m Consider whether a preliminary model or
theory exists that might inform
understanding of the topic

m Examples:
— Refinement of an existing model: select an
approach such as realist review

— Development of a new model or theory: select
an approach such as grounded theory

Approaches to qualitative evidence
synthesis

Meta- Grounded Thematic
ethnography theory analysis
approaches

Synthesis Interpretive Interpretive Interpretive /
approach integrative

Application Questions Questions Refining review
alongside directly related  directly related | question;
Cochrane toor toor understanding
reviews complementing complementing | of effects;
CR CR questions
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toor
oomplementlng
Examples Munro 2007; Kearney 2001 Noyes 2006;
Glenton 2007 Roen 2006




Examples of qualitative evidence
synthesis: meta-ethnography

1: to understand the factors seen by Interpretation
patients, carers and health workers to rather than
contribute to tuberculosis medication integration
adherence tegral

published qualitative q
studies of experiences of TB treatment, Systematic

identified through systematic searching approach,
Inclusive

Identified themes from included studies

Compared the themes in one article with the JELelgeENe]
themes in others

I?e\{eloped broader cqncepts that captured rovide
similar themes from dlffelrent papers gonceptual
Constructed an overarching framework that  EGTEVATTS i ¥=l13
attempted to link these concepts together

Sources: Munro et al. 2007; Munro et al 2008

Model of factors influencing

adherence to TB treatment
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Social context,
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Source: Munro et al. 2007
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Key issues for meta—ethnography in
the context of Cochrane reviews

m Careful consideration is needed of
whether this is the most suitable synthesis
approach

m Best suited to questions requiring
interpretive rather than aggregative
synthesis

m Is the approach feasible where a
synthesis needs to include a large number
of studies?

Examples of qualitative evidence

synthesis: meta-aggregation (1)

to synthesize all published qualitative
research studies exploring patients’ experiences
of living with a leg ulcer
published qualitative

studies of experiences of living with a leg ulcer,
identified through systematic searching

Themes and concepts from each included
study were extracted

These were translated into findings,
illustrated by a direct data extract

More integrative
than interpretive

Systematic
approach,
inclusive

Findings of

several studies

combined to
enerate broad

Findings grouped into categories
Categories then combined to create
synthesized themes

emes

Source: Briggs et al. 2007

Synthesized Theme
Psychological impact of leg ulceration
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Figure 1 An example verview of one synthesized theme (the psychological impact of leg ulceration).
Box = the QARI categories developed from combining QARI findi

Brackets = QARI findings developed from findings reported in individual papers, for example body image appears three times because three
@ pa < the original authors used for findings, where this was not possible

Source: Briggs et al. 2007




Examples of qualitative evidence
synthesis: meta-aggregation (2)
Antibiotics and antiseptics for venous leg ulcers (Review)
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Methodological challenges for
gualitative evidence synthesis

m What constitutes ‘evidence” within
qualitative studies?

m The proliferation of new synthesis
approaches

m Capturing context and maintaining the
integrity of the primary study findings
within the synthesis

m Which approaches to synthesis are best
suited to particular review questions?
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Methodological challenges for

gualitative evidence synthesis

m What constitutes ‘evidence’ within qualitative
studies?

m The proliferation of new synthesis approaches

m Capturing context and maintaining the integrity
of the primary study findings within the
synthesis

m Which approaches to synthesis are best suited to
particular review questions?

m Combining the findings of quantitative reviews of
effects with those of qualitative reviews - which

methodological approaches best facilitate this
process?

Key messages on qualitative
evidence synthesis

m In choosing a synthesis method, consider how
this approach might enhance the Cochrane
review

m The synthesis method needs to be *fit for
purpose’

m Qualitative evidence synthesis may serve more
than one function alongside Cochrane reviews

m Different synthesis approaches have somewhat
different underlying philosophical assumptions

Conclusions

1 Methods for qualitative evidence synthesis are
evolving

J There are many different approaches and the
boundaries between them are blurred

1 The choice of synthesis method depends on:
— The review question or purpose
— The evidence ide
— Whether there is an existing, accepted theoretical

model for the phenomenon of interest

- Qualitative avidence syntheses tend to take a

more iterative approach to the review process




