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Questions posted with answers from Dr. Dijkers
1. What are some key points and differences you have found between systematic reviews of intervention/outcome-based evidence versus assessment-based evidence (i.e. psychometric evidence of tools)?

While there are many systematic reviews of interventions, there are fewer of the evidence for the quality of tools. AQASR has not yet been applied to a large enough number of both types to enable us to draw conclusions as to how they might differ. And in the end we still may have an “apples and oranges” phenomenon, in that the data the two types of reviews look at and what counts as important issues for trustworthy evidence may be so different that a comparison is futile.

2. How do you assess the relative quality of research using diverse methodologies (positivist, action research, mix method etc)?

Without doubt, systematic reviewing is squarely in the camp of positivist epistemology. Qualitative researchers (who may or may not consider themselves to be in another camp) have an alternative to a systematic review, variously called meta-narrative, meta-ethnography, narrative synthesis, critical interpretative synthesis, thematic synthesis, and textual narrative synthesis, depending on the method used. (There are yet other approaches). These all have their own procedures for assessing the quality and trustworthiness of the primary research. AQASR was not developed to assess the quality and applicability of syntheses of qualitative research. A consensus between the originators of the various synthesis approaches as to how one needs to evaluate the quality of a qualitative primary study has not yet been developed, to my knowledge.

3. I would like a rule-of-thumb for distinguishing “Meta-Analysis” from “systematic review(ing).” For the general reader of disability and rehabilitation research articles, does the distinction between meta-analysis and systematic review really matter for our ability to interpret the authors’ ideas or research? Perhaps my question is more related to whether the straightforward act of “pooling” studies or results is in itself more important than the statistical interpretation of those various sets of results. Does the distinction between “mixed-effects models” and “random-effects models” really matter to the reader of rehabilitation research articles? 

The rule is simple: if there is an attempt to quantitatively combine the data (findings) of multiple primary studies, you are dealing with a meta-analysis. (Depending on the method, it may be called a network meta-analysis, meta-regression, or meta-analysis of individual subject data). If there is no such combining, you are dealing with ‘just’ a systematic review. The remainder of the question suggests that the asker is more interested in an answer to the question: does it make a difference to the end user?
 Yes, it does. Meta-analyses in principle can provide you with information that a plain systematic review cannot – for instance, an estimate of the “Number Needed to Treat” (to have achieve one successfully treated patient/client). Quantitative synthesis allows you to determine whether an intervention is statistically better than a comparator (placebo or other), and how much better. And yes, the difference between mixed-effect models and random-effects models is important to the degree that matching your statistical model to the nature of the data is important. You would not use a t-test with nominal data, would you?

4. How can I access the gray literature? How can I assess bias in various aspects?

The gray literature is called gray exactly because it is so hard to find. While it is not actively hidden (which would make it ‘black’), it is not brought together in a single place where a researcher can find references. The internet has made all if not most of it findable, but often this finding is even more difficult than finding the proverbial needle in the haystack: any search may result in millions of hits that no one has the time to track down. 

A second reason the gray literature may be called gray is the fact that it may contain more bias than the ‘white’ (journal published, peer-reviewed) literature: much of the research in this literature is weak, would not pass peer review (or has been rejected by peer review), and as such may have much bias. You still can (as a systematic reviewer) apply an instrument to assess the quality of the research, and reject it if it is too low. There are also approaches (funnel test, etc.) to determine whether the file drawer problem in itself leads to a biased sample of all studies ever done is included in one’s systematic review.

