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What is a qualitative
evidence synthesis (QES)?



Have you….

Carried out primary qualitative research?

Carried out a systematic review of qualitative research?

Used results from qualitative research in a decision making process or 

a research project?



To describe the social world

To understand people’s 
underlying reasons, opinions, 
motivations

To explain the social world by 
developing hypotheses, theories 
or models

What is the aim of 
qualitative research?



Focus group interviews 

Individual interviews

(Participant) observations

Document analysis

Common methods



Qualitative evidence synthesis, also known as 
qualitative systematic review, offers a vehicle for 
presenting patients’ attitudes, beliefs and feelings 
as originally captured by individual qualitative 
research studies. By aggregating or integrating 
views from multiple studies, rather than a single 
study, the science of systematic reviews takes 
steps to protect against allowing findings from an 
isolated study to overly influence our 
understanding or even to lead us to omit 
important perspectives. 

Andrew Booth, Chapter 15- Qualitative evidence 
synthesis in Patient involvement in health technology 
assessment 

What is a qualitative evidence synthesis?



Methodological assessment
of included primary
qualitative studies



State of the art

There is noconsensus on the necessity, merit or 
appropriate approach to appraising the quality 
of qualitative research

Many QES authors feel that quality appraisal 
can assist readers in evaluating the credibility 
of conclusions and can allow decision makers 
to understand the transferability of the findings

There are over 100 recognised appraisal tools

(Majid 2018)



Introduction to data 
synthesis for QES



Protocol

Designing the search

Screening and inclusion of relevant 

studies

Data extraction

Mapping of relevant details for 
methodological assessment and data 
synthesis
Extraction of relevant text and other
data (tables, figures, photos) from 
included articles

Transparent and clearly reported

What steps have been taken before data synthesis

https://capture.dropbox.com/EQGqU6yGIY5fF0EY



The process of moving from a focus on

single studies to a focus on cross-study

analysis. This requires identification of

patterns across data, including

contradictory findings and data that does

not fit, often using an iterative cyclus of

analysis that allows for ongoing

refinement. It seeks to explain patterns of

similiarity, contradictions and 

differences. 

(From The qualitative evidence synthesis workshop, Cochrane qualitative

and implementation methods group, Edinburgh Colloquoium 2018)

What do we mean by data synthesis?



Thinking through what
type of synthesis
strategy you will choose
At the protocol stage:

Need to provide a description of
how you will synthesize your data

Decisions around sythesis depend on

Team experience
Topic of the synthesis
Descriptive or theoretical focus
Existing theories or frameworks on
the topic of interest



Noyes J & Lewin S. Chapter 6: 
Supplemental Guidance on 
Selecting a Method of 
Qualitative Evidence Synthesis, 
and Integrating Qualitative 
Evidence with Cochrane 
Intervention Reviews. In: Noyes 
J, Booth A, Hannes K, Harden A, 
Harris J, Lewin S, Lockwood C 
(editors), Supplementary 
Guidance for Inclusion of 
Qualitative Research in 
Cochrane Systematic Reviews of 
Interventions. Version 1 
(updated August 2011). 
Cochrane Collaboration 
Qualitative Methods Group, 
2011. Available from URL 
http://cqrmg.cochrane.org/supp
lemental-handbook-guidance

http://cqrmg.cochrane.org/supplemental-handbook-guidance


RETREAT criteria for selecting
QES approaches

Presentation of a published article by Booth et al. 



Part of the 
INTEGRATE-
HTA project



Objective

Study design

▪ Compare and contrast different methods of 

qualitative evidence synthesis (QES) against 

criteria identified from the literature 

▪ Map their attributes to inform selection of the 

most appropriate QES method

▪ Electronic databases, citation searching, and a 

study register were used to identify studies 

reporting QES methods. 

▪ Attributes compiled from 26 methodological 

papers (2001-2014) were used as a framework 

for data extraction. 
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Review Question

Epistemology

Time/Time scale

Resources

Expertise

Audience and purpose

Type of data



Review
Question

▪ A clear and detailed specification of the research

question(s) to be addressed by the review

▪ When selecting a QES method, a review team should

consider the following:

▪ To what extent is our review question already fixed(an 

‘‘anchor’’) or likely to be emergent (a ‘‘compass’’)?

▪ Is our review planned as a stand-alone project or is it 

intended to be compatible with, or even integrated within, 

an effectiveness review?



Epistemology

▪ The assumptions on the nature of knowledge that 

underpin the synthesis method and the extent to which 

these permit the review team to achieve their purpose

▪ When selecting a QES method, a review team should

consider the following:

▪ To what extent do we wish to acknowledge the different  

underpinning  philosophies  of  included studies,  and  to  

operationalize  these  differences, within our final review 

product?

▪ Where does our review team position itself with regard to 

an idealist-realist continuum?

▪ What is the intended role of theory within our planned 

review and will  we  ignore,  acknowledge,  generate, 

explore, or test theory within our review?



Time/ 
Timeframe

▪ Logistic constraints regarding the expected completion 

date of the synthesis and the cumulative amount of 

effort required to deliver the review

▪ When selecting a QES method, a review team 

shouldconsider the following:

▪ Will our review seek to generate knowledge de novo or to 

use existing knowledge resources (categories, 

classifications, frameworks or models) as a vehicle for 

accelerating the review process?

▪ Is our intention to aim for comprehensive coverage of all 

studies that meet our eligibility criteria or to accelerate 

the review process through purposive sampling? 

▪ Overall, will our review strategy privilege breadth of 

scope or depth of interpretation?



Resources

▪ Financial and physical support andinfrastructure

required to deliver thereview

▪ When selecting a QES method, a review team 

shouldconsider the following:

▪ To what extent  is  our review  predominantly  a literature-

based project and to what extent must we factor wider 

involvement and collaboration into our funding plans?

▪ Do the methods to which our team is gravitating rely 

heavily upon proprietary software or enabling tech-

nologies or could we develop generic in-house solutions 

(e.g., based on use of spreadsheets, GoogleForms, etc)?



Expertise

▪ Knowledge and skill domains required by the review 

team and the wider network supporting the review

▪ When selecting a QES method, a review team should 

consider the following:

▪ To what extent do we already possess necessary skills 

and expertise within our core team?

▪ What patterns of expert input will our preferred QES 

method require during the life span of the review project; 

anticipable or ad hoc, intensive, or periodic?



Audience and 
purpose

▪ Requirements and expectations of the intended 

recipients of the review and how review findings are 

intended to be used

▪ When selecting a QES method, a review team should 

consider the following:

▪ What does our review team know about the preferences of 

our intended primary audience with regard to types of 

findings and data presentation? Descriptive or 

interpretive, textual or graphical, practical 

recommendations or conceptual enlightenment?

▪ How do our intended audience plan to use our synthesis 

product? Can we access past examples of review methods 

used by knowledge synthesis outputs aimed at this 

particular audience and/or for a similar purpose?



Type(s) of data

▪ The richness, thickness, type (quantitative/qualitative), 

quality, and quantity of data available to address the 

review question.

▪ When selecting a QES method, a review team should 

consider the following:

▪ How conceptually ‘‘rich’’ are included studies likely to be?

▪ How contextually ‘‘thick’’ are included studies likely to 

be?

▪ How many studies will we analyze, and what is their 

‘‘typical’’ methodological quality?



The authors then map these criteria
against 15 known QES analysis methods

(supplementary document 2)
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Illustrative use 
of RETREAT 
framework 
within an actual 
review scenario 

Scenario

A team of academic nurses are working within an internal university 

research group to develop practical guidance for young patients who 

experience pain. 

To better support adolescents to relate to their pain such that it does 

not lead to chronic or persistent pain, they have identified a need for 

more knowledge about adolescents, own thoughts and experience 

according o pain experience. 

The objective of this systematic review is to identify and synthesize 

the best available evidence from qualitative primary studies on how 

adolescents and young adults (AYA) experience living with everyday 

pain. 

Studies are likely to be ‘‘thin’’ in detail although relatively plentiful



RETREAT criteria

Review question: Descriptive question- What are the 

experiences of adolescents and young adults living with 

everyday pain?

Epistemology: Pragmatism used to develop ‘‘lines ofaction.’’

Time/timeframe: One year according to standard sys-tematic

review timeframe

Resources: Externally funded project with a team of at least two 

reviewers with information support

Expertise: Generic qualitative research skills. Access to an 

information specialist for search process.

Audience and purpose: Target audiences are academics and 

health professionals from across the health disciplines, including 

nurses, doctors, allied health professionals, managers, 

administrators, and decision makers in health care.

Type(s) of data: Any qualitative studies regardless of their 

philosophical perspectives, methodologies, or methods. In the 

absence of research studies, other texts such as opinion articles 

and reports will be considered



Choice of method

▪ Meta-aggregation

▪ Justification of choice: This descriptive QES does not seek to 

contribute to existing theory. It explicitly seeks to inform 

recommendations for current practice. Available data are 

relatively thin, derived from practice-based case studies in 

professional journals, and are unlikely to sustain an 

interpretative approach.



Previous experience with thematic, material and framework synthesis from primary

qualitative research

In QES:

1. Constant comparison thematic synthesis
2. Framework synthesis (SURE Framework)
3. Framework synthesis followed by a thematic synthesis of the framework

findings
4. Best fit framework synthesis

My personal experiences



Thematic synthesis
Slides based on slides from The qualitative evidence
synthesis workshop, Cochrane qualitative and 
implementation methods group, Edinburgh 
Colloquoium 2018



Grew out of analysis methods for primary

qualitative research

Developed for QES between 1999 and 

2004

Can be used with thick or thin findings

Can use qualitative software to support 

the process

Thematic synthesis



Thematic synthesis

Structures the identification and development of themes

Descriptive and analytical themes

Can also be used with other methods such as meta-

ethnography



Three overarching steps

Coding findings

Developing descriptive themes

Generating analytical themes

27/09/2022



Data extraction

What data am I going to analyze and will they help me to understand 

my research question?

Read through the included articles and extract any data that is relevant 

to your review objective
First and second order constructs
Remember these can also be found in the discussion and conclusion sections

I have done this step for you



Re read your extracted data

Get to know your data in 

depth

Start to recognize patterns

or themes that occur in your 

data

Start to code the extracted

data

Coding

Usually consists of identifying
chunks or segments in your
textual data and giving each of
these a label (code). Coding is 
the analysis strategy that many
researchers use to help them
locate key themes, patterns, 
ideas and concepts within their
data.

Data exploration



Identify the article that comes closest to 

your review objective

Code this article first

Use the codes from the first article to 

code the second

If new codes appear in the second

return to the first to double check

Proceed with the third article etc

Start with any article or you may want

to read all extracted data and make 

notes to develop your first codes

No particular order and not constantly

referring back to a specific article for 

comparison

Constant comparison or general thematic analysis?
Constant comparison General thematic analysis



Data reduction

This process goes hand in hand with data exploration. As a researcher

you will shift between these two steps continously

Look through the first codes, themes and patterns identified in data 

exploration and create memos explaining their meaning

Begin coding your data using these themes

If new themes appear return to the extracted data to explore them



Stay close to the findings of the original 

studies
Describing participant preferences, 
feelings or experiences of an intervention
or illness

To do this can use
Literal codes: where the words appear in 
the text itself
Focused codes: Allows for the buidling and 
clarifying of concepts. In focused coding, a 
researcher examines all of the data in a 
category, compares each piece of data with
the others and builds a clear working
definition of the concept, which is then
named

Descriptive themes



Go beyond descriptive findings to 

generate new understanding

Analytical themes



Framework synthesis
Slides based on slides from The qualitative evidence
synthesis workshop, Cochrane qualitative and implementation
methods group, Edinburgh Colloquoium 2018



Framework Analysis 
(Ritchie and Spencer, 1994)

Framework Synthesis
(Oliver et al. 2008)

Best Fit Framework 
Synthesis (Booth and 
Carroll, 2011)

Construction of thematic
categories into which data 
can be coded (Ritchie and 
Spencer, 1994)

Allows themes identified a 
priori to be specified as 
coding categories from the
start

Formally seperates
deductive (coding) phase
from inductive theme
generation.

Five steps:
1. Familiarisation
2. Framework identification
3. Indexing
4. Charting
5. Mapping and 

interpretation

Framework may come from:
1. Background literature
2. Researcher experience
3. Stakeholder consultation

Framework systematically
identified from the literature

«Good enough» framework
that explains more than 50%
of the data



Research with a specific question

A limited time frame

Issues that can be identified a priori

Allows you to see what is 

generalisable across studies and 

settings

Fulfills theory testing and theory

generation as framework is adjusted

(Booth and Carroll 2015)

When framework
synthesis is a good fit



Step 1- Define review question

Step 2-

A) Systematically identify relevant primary

research studies

B) Identify relevant (Best Fit) publications of

frameworks and conceptual models/theories

Step 3- Extract data on study charachteristics

from included studies and conduct study

quality appraisal

Step 4- Code evidence from included studies 

into a priori framework identified in step 2

Step 5- Create new themes by performing

secondary thematic analysis on any evidence

that cannot be coded into the a priori

framework

Steps in a «Best Fit» approach (Booth and 
Carroll)



Step 6- Produce a new framework composed

of a priori and new themes supported by the

evidence

Step 7- Revisit evidence to explore

relationships between themes or concepts in 

order to create a model

Steps in a «Best Fit» 
approach cont’d.



Clear and transparent reporting is 

essential!

Reporting thematic
synthesis



Heather.ames@fhi.no

Cochrane qualitative and implementation

methods group

Cochrane EPOC QES template

Key papers referenced in this

presentation

For your first synthesis keep it simple!

Questions or comments?
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