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Methods for synthesizing qualitative evidence

Dr Ruth Garside. Senior Lecturer in Evidence Synthesis



Plan of the session

* Approaches to synthesis: Aggregative and interpretive
methods

« Examples of qualitative synthesis methods: thematic
analysis and meta-ethnography

* Presenting a qualitative evidence synthesis
* Knowledge translation



Follows on from presentations about:

* Nature of qualitative research

« Systematic review methods for qualitative research
« Searching for qualitative research

* Quality appraisal of qualitative research

« Data extraction



What is “synthesis”

e Combination of two or more items into a new whole

 The combination of ideas to form a theory or system

 NEW knowledge is generated which goes beyond the
sum of its parts



Why synthesise qualitative research?

« Strategic
 Less wasteful

« Create more powerful explanations, higher order
conceptualisation

 Broader, more encompassing theories

« Belief that it “will yield truths that are better, more

socially relevant, or more complete” (Paterson et al,
2001)

« Enhance transferability of findings



Stage
Developing research question
Scoping exercise

Identifying relevant literature

Initial assessment of study reports

Typical activities
Assemble team; Consult; Agree approach
Identify relevant research; Refine methods

Develop Inclusion/Exclusion criteria; Focused searches;
Citation searches

Preliminary reading; Identify theories; Assess utility/
relevance

Analysis and synthesis

Preliminary synthesis

Full synthesis

Dissemination

Reading & rereading study reports; Constant
comparison; Assess validity

Categorising; tabulating; mindmaps; Explore
relationships

Thematic analysis; translation of findings; Theory
development; rival explanations

Target audiences; Limitations of review

Throughout

Multiple viewpoints; Reflexivity; Audit trail; Ongoing

consultation; revisit review purpose
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Range of approaches and terminology

« Umbrella terms:

— Qualitative Evidence Synthesis (2007)
— Meta-synthesis (1996)



Range of approaches and terminology

» Specific approaches:

— Meta-Ethnography (1988)

— Meta-Study (2001)

— Narrative Synthesis (2002)

— Realist Synthesis (2002)

— Meta-Narrative review (2005)

— Critical Interpretative Synthesis (2000)

— Qualitative Interpretive Meta-Synthesis (2013)



Approaches to synthesis (l)

* Aggregative
— More “additive” approach
— Summation/ aggregation of the existing themes
— Concepts clearly pre defined
— More deductive
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Approaches to synthesis (ll)

* |Interpretative
— Interpretation of existing findings

— Develops concepts and theories to explain evidence
base

— Inductive

11



I Methods of evidence synthesis
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Choosing a method

* Experience

 Time & resources

* Purpose of review

e Audience and purpose

« Type of evidence available
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Examples of synthesis |: Thematic analysis
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Origins

 Echoes thematic analysis in primary qualitative research

« May use line by line coding or extract themes before
coding

« Codes often descriptive, but may build up to be more
conceptual
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http://eppi.ioe.ac.uk/
EPPIWebContent/hp/reports/

healthy eating02/
Final report web.pdf
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Review guestions

(i) What are children's perceptions of, and attitudes
towards, healthy eating?

(i) What do children think stops them from eating healthily?
(iif) What do children think helps them to eat healthily?

(iv) What ideas do children have for what could or should
be done to promote their healthy eating?
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Three analytic steps described

1. the coding of text 'line-by-line’ (data driven codes);
2. the development of 'descriptive themes'; and

3. the generation of 'analytical themes’ (theory driven
codes).
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Synthesis approach

* Findings of each study examined in turn, each sentence
or paragraph assigned a descriptive code — “line by line
coding” (e.g. children prefer fruit to vegetables) (in
NVIVO) 36 initial codes.

« Similarities and differences between codes sought to
group them into a hierarchical tree structure.

* New codes were created to capture the meaning of
groups of initial codes. 13 descriptive themes.

* A narrative summary of the findings across the studies
organized by these 13 descriptive themes was then
written.
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Example textual paragraph
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Policy relevance?

 Reviewers inferred from these themes the factors that
help and hinder healthy eating (analytic themes).
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Final 6 analytic themes related to policy
question (i)

(1) children do not see it as their role to be interested

In health;

(2) children do not see messages about future health
as personally relevant or credible;

(3) fruit, vegetables and confectionery have very
different meanings for children;
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Final 6 analytic themes related to policy
question (ii)

(4) children actively seek ways to exercise
their own choices with regard to food;
(5) children value eating as a social occasion; and

(6) children see the contradiction between what is
promoted in theory and what adults provide in practice.
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Examples of synthesis |lI: Meta-ethnography
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Key text from 1988
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Picked up as a methods of synthesis in 2002
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This is primarily approach to synthesis

* No guidance in the original text about:
— Search strategies
— Inclusion criteria
— Quality appraisal tools applied outside of the synthesis

* Noblit:

« “"amazed” that the method “is being used mostly in fields of
professional practice, as in evidence based practice”

1. Thorne S, Jensen L, Kearney MH, Noblit G, Sandelowski M. Qualitative Metasynthesis: Reflections on
Methodological Orientation and ldeological Agenda. Qualitative Health research. 2004;14(10):1342-65.
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Definition of synthesis is explicitly interpretative

Activity or the product of activity where some set of
parts is combined or integrated into a whole...

(Synthesis) involves some degree of conceptual
innovation, or employment of concepts not found in
the characterization of the parts as a means of
creating the whole

Strike & Posner (1983) quoted in Noblit & Hare (1988)
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Seven stages of synthesis

“Unless there is some substantive

N o vk W N Re

reason for an exhaustive search,
Getting started | generalising from all studies of a
particular setting yields trite

Deciding what ig conclusions” (p.28)

Repeated reading of studies
Decide how studies are related
Translation

Synthesising the translations

Expressing the synthesis

5t.
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Key method of synthesis:

 Translation

—“One case is like another except
that...... " (p.38)
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Translation occurs:

« At the level of existing interpretations of the data (how
the researchers interpreted their data)

Translation occurs at the conceptual level
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low do we make sense of the world?
(Levels of interpretation)

e 18t order constructs :

— Everyday ways of making sense of our world (seen as
participant quotes)

« 2nd order constructs:

— social science researchers’ interpretations of this “common
sense world” to academic concepts and theories

e 3rd order constructs?

— Reviewers’ interpretations of the researchers’
interpretations.

(After Schultz)
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CVD prevention programmes

Quote
(1%t order)

“Pamphlets involve a lot of
reading...food sampling gives
them the opportunity to feel
relaxed and ask questions”

“Sue was great, she had lots
of information and advice”

Researchers’
interpretations

(2nd order)

Practical demonstrations
are more effective than
provision of written
information

Programme “champions”
are effective at
disseminating information
about the interventions

Reviewers’ interpretation
(379 order)

Personalised support,
allowing relationships to
develop & facilitating
guestioning, may be more
effective.
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Translation types I:

* Reciprocal translation

— “in an iterative fashion, each study is translated into
the terms of the others and vice versa”

— “attention to which metaphors, themes, organizers,
enable us to fully render the account in a reduced
form.”
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Reciprocal translation

e Similar to constant comparison
* Look for overlap, similarities, contradictions

« Are some concepts “better’? (scope, utility, explanatory
power).

* Reviewer interpretation crucial (third order constructs/
concepts/theory)

« Different ways of juxtaposing concepts (tabulation, mind
maps, colour coding, short text descriptions)
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Garside R, Britten N, Stein K. The experience of heavy menstrual bleeding: A systematic review
and meta-ethnography of qualitative studies. Journal of Advanced Nursing. 2008;63(6):550-62.
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Garside R, Britten N, Stein K. The experience of heavy menstrual bleeding: A systematic review
and meta-ethnography of qualitative studies. Journal of Advanced Nursing. 2008;63(6):550-62.
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Translation types II:

» Refutational translation
— “a specific form of interpretation”
— Oppositional/ counter argument findings

— Specific search for metaphors, themes, and concepts
that oppose/ refute emerging patterns.
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Translation types llI:

* Line of argument
— “What can we say about the whole?” (p. 62)

— Development of a new model, theory or
understanding through the synthesis
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Pound et al. Resisting medicines: a synthesis of
gualitative studies of medicine taking. Soc Sci
Med. 2005; 61(1): 133-155
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Garside R, Britten N, Stein K. The experience
of heavy menstrual bleeding: A systematic
review and meta-ethnography of qualitative
studies. Journal of Advanced Nursing.
2008;63(6):550-62
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Outcomes of qualitative synthesis

* Description of a phenomenon
* Definition of a new concept

* Creation of a new typology

* Description of processes

« Explanations or theories

* Development of strategies
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Presenting findings of qualitative synthesis

» Textual description
» Tables of findings

* Tables showing which sources contribute to a
synthesized finding

 Summary statements
* Conceptual frameworks/ diagrams
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Resources
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ASQUS Discussion List

http://www.jiscmail.ac.uk/asqus

Twitter

@CochraneQual
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Thank you.

R.Garside@exeter.ac.uk

@Ruth_Garside
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Thank you for participating!
We invite you to:
* Provide your input on today’s session
e Share your ideas for future sessions

e Participate in the Community of Practice to
continue the dialogue

» PLEASE CONTACT:
joann.starks@sedl.org

Please fill out the brief Evaluation Form:
http://www.surveygizmo.com/s3/1883006/QualSynth-3
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Disclaimer

« This presentation was developed for grant number
H133A120012 from the National Institute on Disability
and Rehabilitation Research (NIDRR), Office of Special
Education and Rehabilitative Services (OSERS), U.S.
Department of Education. However, the contents do not
necessarily represent the policy of the Department of
Education, and you should not assume endorsement by
the federal government.
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