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Lecture Outcomes

At the end of this session you will be able to:

• Understand elements of our teaching approach  - the C.O.S.T.A Model

• Understand Qualitative Evidence Synthesis (QES) as a Research 
Methodology

• Describe the value of Qualitative Evidence Synthesis in scholarship

• Locate the QES within the broader typology of Reviews
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Qualitative Evidence Synthesis



Qualitative evidence synthesis

• “In 2011 the co-conveners of the then Cochrane Qualitative Methods 
Group settled on this term to distance the emerging methodology 
from the dominant methods of systematic reviews of effects, and to 
signal the potential of this group of methods for a wider range of 
types of evidence”

(Booth, 2017)

Cochrane 
Collaboration

Campbell 
CollaborationJBI



Qualitative Evidence Synthesis

• Qualitative Evidence Synthesis (QES) formally known as  Qualitative 
Systematic Review, is part and a type of Systematic Review 
Methodology of inquiry.

• A ‘Systematic Review' is a literature review that employs systematic, 
EXPLICIT procedures to LOCATE, SELECT, and CRITICALLY EVALUATE 
relevant research from previously published studies relating to the 
subject at hand.



Review as a function

• To view, 

• To inspect,

• To examine 

Repeatedly

(Oxford English Dictionary)



How acceptable are SRs for Postgraduate Research



Acceptability of PhD via SRs Globally



Acceptability of PhD via SRs Globally





Organization of PhD Education in Biomedicine and Health 
Sciences in the European System (ORPHEUS)

• The organisation has 105 member institutions in 40 countries such as:
• Canada, Georgia, Iran, Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan, USA

• A study conducted in 2017 on acceptability of PhDs by SRs

• 43% of the programmes, it was indicated that SRs were acceptable for 
PhD studies

• 53%  of the programmes, it was indicated that SRs were not 
acceptable for PhD studies



Acceptance of SR for PHD

Acceptable

Not 
Acceptable

(Thomas &Harden, 2008)



• Cochrane/JBI/ and Campbell Collaboration 

• Regulatory bodies

• Academics/researchers/clinicians

• M or D students

• Businesses or Industry formations

Who undertakes systematic reviews?



• When there is uncertainty, for example about the effectiveness of a policy or a 
service, and where there has been some previous research on the issue

• In the early stages of development of a policy, when evidence of the likely 
effects of an intervention is required

• When it is known that there is a wide range of research on a subject but where 
key questions remain unanswered – such as questions about treatment, 
prevention, diagnosis, or etiology, or questions about people’s experiences

• When a general overall picture of the evidence in a topic area is needed to direct 
future research efforts

• When an accurate picture of past research, and past methodological research is 
required to promote the development of new methodologies

When to conduct systematic reviews?



Typology of Systematic 
Reviews

(Grant & Booth, 2009)



Review Type

Critical review

Mapping 
review

Literature 
review

Aims to demonstrate writer has extensively researched 
literature and critically evaluated its quality. Goes beyond 
mere description to include degree of analysis and 
conceptual innovation.

• Typically narrative

Generic term: published materials that provide examination 
of recent or current literature. Can cover wide range of 
subjects at various levels of completeness and 
comprehensiveness.

Map out and categorize existing literature from which to 
commission further reviews and/or primary research by 
identifying gaps in research literature

• Typically narrative

• May be graphical and 
tabular

No formal 
quality

assessment

No formal 
quality 
assessment

May or may 
not include 
quality 
assessment

Appraisal Description Synthesis

Umbrella 
review

Specifically refers to review compiling evidence from 
multiple reviews into one accessible and usable document. 

• May be graphical and 
tabular with narrative 
commentary

Quality 
assessment of 
studies

Generic term: summary of the [medical] literature that 
attempts to survey the literature and describe its 
characteristics.

• Typically narrativeOverview May or may 
not include 
quality 
assessment

Method for integrating or comparing the findings from 
qualitative studies. It looks for ‘themes’ or ‘constructs’

• Qualitative, narrative 
synthesis 

Qualitative 
systematic 
Review (QES)

Quality 
assessment to 
mediate 
messages
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L
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Rapid review Assessment of what is already known about a policy or 
practice issue, by using systematic review methods to 
search and critically appraise existing research.

• Typically narrative 
and tabular

Time-limited 
formal quality 
assessment

R



State of the Art

Scoping review Preliminary assessment of potential size and scope of 
available research literature. Aims to identify nature and 
extent of research evidence (usually including ongoing 
research)

Tend to address more current matters in contrast to other 
combined retrospective and current approaches. May offer 
new perspectives on issue or point out area for further 
research. 

Technique that statistically combines the results of 
quantitative studies to provide a more precise effect of the 
results.

• Typically narrative

• Typically narrative, 
may have tabular 
accompaniment.

• Graphical and tabular 
with narrative 
commentary. 

Meta-Analysis

Quality 
assessment of 
studies

No formal 
quality 
assessment

Determine 
inclusion/ 
exclusion

Refers to any combination of methods where one significant 
component is a literature review (usually systematic).

• Typically both 
components will be 
presented as narrative 
and in tables. 

Mixed studies 
review/mixed 
methods review

Requires formal 
or a generic 
appraisal 
instrument

Seeks to systematically search for, appraise and synthesis 
research evidence, often adhering to guidelines on the 
conduct of a review

• Typically narrative 
with tabular 
accompaniment.

Systematic 
Review

Quality 
assessment may 
determine 
inclusion/ 
exclusion

Review Type Appraisal Description Synthesis

S

S

S

M
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Characteristic of QES

It must be
• Explicit
• Transparent 
• Methodical 

process
• Objective
• Standards 
• Structure
• Reproducible

Synthesis of qualitative research is becoming more and more common, in which literature is rigorously:
•  identified,
•  appraised, and 
•  synthesized

Majid & Vanstone,2018; Lewin et.al.,2018; Carol,2017).

It must also be:
• Comprehensive
• Imaginative
• Creative 
• Stimulating
• Topical
• Well-written
• Publishable

It must not be:
• Implicit

• Opaque

• Chaotic

• Subjective

• Variable

• Idiosyncratic

E
T 
M
O
S

- 
S
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What we covered in this session

• Elements of our teaching approach  - the C.O.S.T.A Model

• Qualitative Evidence Synthesis (QES) as a Research Methodology

• Described the value of Qualitative Evidence Synthesis in scholarship

• Located the QES within the broader typology of Reviews



Review Process

• Define review question – very precisely; with a team using 

established methods 

• Develop protocol – provides transparency; defines exact 

inclusion criteria and methods

• Identify relevant studies – usually comprehensive search 

across multiple bibliographic databases plus reference 

checking

• Assess eligibility – careful matching of studies against 

inclusion criteria



Review Process

• Extract relevant data – only what is required to answer 

the question

• Critically appraise studies – use a published tool to 

compare methodological features across studies

• Synthesise appropriately – depending on type of question 

and study designs 

• Disseminate to appropriate audience – full transparent 

write-up plus as appropriate short report to funder, journal 

article, patient leaflet… 



Uses of QES

(Thorne, Jensen, Kearney, Noblit & Sandelowski,2004)

To explore barriers and 
facilitators to the delivery 
and uptake of services;

To explore differing views and 
opinions on determinants of 
social behavior;

To inform the prioritization of services where evidence on 
effectiveness is equivocal;



Types of QES

Cochrane 
reviews of 
qualitative 
evidence

Thematic synthesis 

Framework synthesis

Narrative summary 

Narrative synthesis

Meta-ethnography

Meta-synthesis

Thematic synthesis

Thematic analysis

None- 
Cochrane 
reviews of 
qualitative 
evidence

Other 
Reviews in 
Social 
Sciences

Content Analysis

Constant Comparative Method

Interpretive description

Other 
Reviews in 
Social 
Sciences

Document Analysis

READ Approach: (1) Readying Materials, (2) 
Extracting Data, (3) Analysing Data, (4) Distillation

Interpretive description



Characteristic of QES

It must be
• Explicit
• Transparent 
• Methodical 

process
• Objective
• Standards 
• Structure
• Reproducible

Synthesis of qualitative research is becoming more and more common, in which literature is rigorously:
•  identified,
•  appraised, and 
•  synthesized

Majid & Vanstone,2018; Lewin et.al.,2018; Carol,2017).

It must also be:
• Comprehensive
• Imaginative
• Creative 
• Stimulating
• Topical
• Well-written
• Publishable

It must not be:
• Implicit

• Opaque

• Chaotic

• Subjective

• Variable

• Idiosyncratic
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Characteristic of QES

It may be defined as:
• Development of a clear, focused research question

• Development of a detailed protocol

• Development of a search strategy

• Development of a workflow

Structure



Characteristic of QES

It may be defined as:
• Report on literature search returns

• Replicability of the search strategy

• Appraisal and screening methods

• Data extraction strategies

Comprehensiveness



Characteristic of QES

It may be defined as:
• Steps followed

• Rationale for conclusions

• Reporting procedures

(Campbell Collaboration, 2014; Cochrane Collaboration, 2014; Joanna 
Briggs Institute, 2014; Salmond, 2012; Sandelowski & Barroso, 2007)

Synthesis



Key Features – Quality & Trustworthiness

• There needs to be an authority for acceptability of SR publication

• Quality appraisal methods ensure authority for reporting on
•  theory, 

• methods, 

• methodology, 

• findings and 

• value

(Moher, Liberati, Tetzlaff, Altman, & Prisma Group,2009)



Methods & Protocols

Purpose

(Thorne, Jensen, Kearney, Noblit & Sandelowski,2004)

Sampling

QES (Thematic Synthesis)

Interpretive Explanations

Purposive

Purpose

Sampling

Meta - Analysis

Prediction

Exhaustive



Question Formulation



Stages of QES

(Thorne, Jensen, Kearney, Noblit & Sandelowski,2004)

Identification Searching/Sampling

Quality Assessment Critical Appraisal

Analysis Synthesis

Stage 
One

Stage 
Two

Stage 
Three

Searching Strategy

Sampling Strategy

PRISMA Workflow

Appraisal Tools 
Selection

Reporting:

ENTREQ





6 Studies included
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Key Features – Quality & Trustworthiness

• No consensus on the singleness of quality appraisal tool

• Appraisal tools are continually being developed

• Currently, there are over 100 quality appraisal tools

(Moher, Liberati, Tetzlaff, Altman, & Prisma Group,2009)

• Country of origin

• Tool citation

• Academic discipline

• Purpose

• Content

• Application

Things to look out for : Obtain clarification for :



Why do we need to appraise for quality in QES?

• Argument to and for quality appeal in Qualitative Evidence Synthesis

• Educational apparatus for new entry researchers

• A reporting standard for qualitative studies used in QES

• Quality standard for different types of research

• A tool for streamlining appraisal of qualitative research studies

(Moher, Liberati, Tetzlaff, Altman, & Prisma Group,2009)



CASP

QF

COREQ

1. Improve Transparency of qualitative 
research

2. Provide clear standards for reporting 
qualitative research

3. Assist review process for evaluating manuscript 
for publication

4. Appraisal in Qualitative Evidence Synthesis

SRQF

WALSH

United 
Kingdom

United 
Kingdom

Australia

United 
States

United 
Kingdom

Quality 
Appraisal Purpose of the Appraisal Tool

Country 
of Origin

1. Reporting standards for qualitative 
research

2. Appraisal in Qualitative Evidence Synthesis

2. Primary purpose is for use in evaluative and 
policy research

1. Appraisal in Qualitative Evidence Synthesis

3. Assist the review of evaluating a manuscript a 
manuscript for potential publication

4. Appraisal in Qualitative Evidence Synthesis

1. Improve Transparency about all aspects 
of qualitative research

2. Provide clear standards for reporting QLR

2. Primary purpose if for use in rapid reviews in 
policy

1. Appraisal in Qualitative Evidence Synthesis



The CASP tool is considered to be a user-friendly option for a novice 
qualitative researcher and is endorsed by:

•  Cochrane

• World Health Organization 

(Noyes et al.,2018)

CASP : Critical Appraisal Skills Programme



Collaborators





10 Key Assessment Criteria
• 1. Was there a clear statement of the aims of the research?

• 2. Is a qualitative methodology appropriate?

• 3. Was the research design appropriate to address the aims of the research?

• 4. Was the recruitment strategy appropriate to the aims of the research?

• 5. Were the data collected in a way that addressed the research issue?

• 6. Has the relationship between researcher and participants been 
adequately considered?

• 7. Have ethical issues been taken into consideration?

• 8. Was the data analysis sufficiently rigorous?

• 9. Is there a clear statement of findings?

• 10. How valuable is the research?

CASP Application

• 2 • 1 • 0

Quality Appraisal



Using CASP to quality assure articles for inclusion



Using CASP to quality assure articles for inclusion
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Synthesis

1. Explicit accounts

2. Precision of accounts

3. Extent and Magnitude of phenomenon

4. Internal Generalization

(Maxwell, 2010;   Maxwell & Chmiel, 2014)



QUALITATIVE APPROACH TO SYNTHESIS

Study DesignReview Type Synthesis Output

Diversity of 
designs

Narrative 
Synthesis

Summary, descriptions 
and explications

No attempt to seek 
cumulative knowledge

Observations,  
interviewing and 

document 

Meta-
Ethnography

Juxtaposition – 
metaphors, phrases or 

concepts
Interpretive

Any Research 
Design

Realist 
Synthesis

Reviews Evidence Theory building



Benefits of Frequency Counts 
Qualitative Research

1. Establish the significance of a research project,

2. Documenting what is known about a problem

3. Sample description

(Sandelowski, 2001)   



Benefits of Frequency Counts 
Qualitative Research

1. Labor and complexity of QLR

2. Documentation, verification and Testing of 
interpretation of findings

3. Target events and experiences

(Sandelowski, 2001)   



Thematic Synthesis

• Descriptive Themes

(Thomas &Harden, 2008)

Primary Qualitative Data

CAQDAS – webQDA, COSTA QDA Technique

• Analytic Themes

Interpretive Domain



Thematic Synthesis

• TS is a method that is based on practices and principles of TA

•  It is the most intuitive method of synthesizing data

• It is the most commonly used method

• It is made up of three critical stages

(Costa,2020; Thomas &Harden, 2008)

• Deracination

Development of descriptive thematic expressions

• Theme-ing 

• Categorization  

Generation of analytic  themes

Line by line, word by word



Configurative
• The practice of arranging texts from study finding processes in terms 

of their similarities

• The purpose is to determine their relationships in what is called 
relational analysis goal is to build a picture of the whole - synthesis 

(Sandelowski, et.al., 2012)



Configurative - Synthesis

• Combination of “things” into a new whole “thing”

• Combinations of concepts for formulation of organised ideas – 
system or theory

• Generated theory exceeds the sum of its parts - synthesis 
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