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Introduction

This report presents a preliminary review
of methodological work that aims to
develop methods for synthesising evidence
from research using diverse study designs.
In this introduction we briefly describe
how the review has been undertaken and
we seek to contextualise the material that
follows.

The review has not been systematic in the
sense of involving an extensive and
exhaustive search for literature or other
information on relevant methodological
work.  Rather, it is based on the authors’
existing knowledge of the field, contact
with experts in the field, and a survey
distributed through the Cochrane
Qualitative Methods Group mailing list
and related networks.  In this context
three contextual points need to be
emphasised:

• The comprehensiveness of the review:
experience in the Cochrane
Collaboration has demonstrated that a
systematic approach to searching for
literature and/or ongoing work usually
reveals that a particular body of work is
more extensive than originally thought.
In our enquiry it soon became evident
that, while it would be relatively easy
to identify larger externally funded
programmes and/or projects, we would
only be able to scratch the surface of a
more extensive body of relevant
literature and ongoing work.

• The biases involved: given the limited
nature of the formal searches
conducted for this review, it is
inevitable that the information
reported will be biased.  The most
obvious biases relate to:

• the UK focus of the work reported:
not surprisingly, given where we
started from, most of the work
reported here is based in the UK;

• the type of methodological work
identified: we have focused the
review on three broad areas of
methodological work: search
strategies, study quality appraisal and
approaches to synthesis.  This
classification reflects key stages in a
Cochrane-type systematic review.
Framing the review in this way may
mean that we have missed work that
does not sit readily within a
systematic review framework.
Additionally, although we focused on
three aspects of evidence synthesis –
searching, quality appraisal and
synthesis – our own interests lie
particularly in quality appraisal and
synthesis.  We therefore have more
knowledge of work underway in
these two areas than in relation to
search strategies, thus biasing the
review in this direction;

• the topic areas covered: inevitably,
given our search approach, the work
identified in this review is primarily
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drawn from the fields of healthcare,
public health and, to a lesser extent,
other areas of social policy.

• The depth of the review: the review has
been conducted over a relatively short
timeframe and as a result it provides a
‘thin’ description of the methodological
work identified.  It does not provide a
detailed description of the specific
methodological work underway in
particular projects and/or programmes.

This review provides a partial picture of
methodological work now underway on
the synthesis of evidence from research
using qualitative and/or mixed methods.
Although personal experience and
anecdotal evidence would suggest that the
picture presented may be a reasonable
reflection of current activity in this field,
more work is required to ensure that
relevant methodological research in other
countries, on other topics and from other
substantive fields of enquiry is not
overlooked.

In the following sections we describe the
research identified under the headings:

• reviews of methodological and other
literature; and

• examples of methodological research
currently underway.
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Reviews of methodological
literature

Three reviews of methodological literature
relevant to this report have been
identified.  Please note again that we have
not searched electronic databases.  If we
had, we might have found more reviews
of relevant methodological literature.

• Dixon-Woods et al (2003: forthcoming):
Dixon-Woods and colleagues are
currently undertaking an informal
review of approaches to synthesising
qualitative and quantitative evidence
for the Health Development Agency.
This will identify a range of issues,
including problems in appraising
qualitative research that arise from the
diverse disciplinary traditions and
allegiances currently evident in
qualitative inquiry.  The report will also
consider in some detail how the
findings of qualitative and quantitative
evidence may be synthesised.  It will
offer an overview and critique of the
following strategies: informal narrative
review; thematic analysis; grounded
theory; meta-ethnography;
aggregation of findings; qualitative
meta-synthesis; meta-study; Miles and
Huberman’s data analysis techniques;
content analysis; case survey methods;
qualitative comparative analysis; and
Bayesian meta-analysis.  It will identify
some of the similarities and
commonalities between these
approaches, and comment on the

theoretical and procedural problems to
be resolved in moving forward.

• Banning et al (2001)1: This paper, by
James Banning and colleagues at the
School of Education, Colorado State
University, is intended as a project
resource.  The project involves a series
of three systematic reviews focusing on
interventions aimed at: assisting
secondary aged students with
disabilities (i) to make a successful
transition from high school to work; (ii)
to stay at school; and (iii) to succeed in
academic performance.  It provides
brief abstracts of papers focusing on
different approaches to the synthesis of
findings from qualitative studies.  The
abstracts are organised into four
sections: eleven texts that the authors
argue “contribute to the
understanding, issues, and strategies
associated with qualitative meta-
analysis”; seven texts that focus on the
possible relationships between
qualitative and quantitative meta-
analysis; fourteen examples of studies
that have attempted a synthesis of
findings from qualitative and
quantitative studies; and twenty-nine
examples of studies that have
attempted a synthesis of findings from
multiple qualitative studies.  There is no
attempt to classify the different
approaches to synthesis identified here.

2
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• Spencer  and colleagues (2003)2: This is
work being carried out for the Cabinet
Office.  It involves developing a
framework for quality-appraising
evaluative studies that use qualitative
methods.  The authors provide a useful
review of a diverse range of quality
appraisal frameworks purporting to be
appropriate for use with qualitative
research.
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For the purpose of structuring this review,
we have drawn a somewhat artificial
distinction between research aiming
specifically to develop methods for
evidence synthesis and research that
involves undertaking a specific evidence
synthesis/systematic review.  (This
distinction is artificial in the sense that the
latter will also contribute to the
development of the methods used.)  This
section describes the research focused on
methodological development.  This
research will be identified under two
headings:

• methodological work on the synthesis
of qualitative evidence; and

• methodological work on the synthesis
of qualitative and quantitative
evidence.

3.1. Methodological work on the
synthesis of qualitative evidence

• Meta-ethnography: a significant
development in this country is the
methodological research funded by the
NHS Health Technology Programme on
the development of meta-ethnography
as a method for synthesising findings
from qualitative research by Campbell
and colleagues.  This team is
undertaking two syntheses of
qualitative research on lay experience

Methodological research

of medicine taking, and lay experience
of rheumatoid arthritis.  Pilot work for
this research focusing on lay experience
of diabetes and diabetes care has
already been published3.  Although not
its primary focus, this work will also
contribute to developments in methods
for searching for qualitative evidence
and in study quality appraisal.  In the
latter case they are using an amended
version of the Critical Appraisal Skills
(CASP) framework.

• Metasummary and meta-synthesis:
Sandelowski and colleagues at the
University of North Carolina at Chapel
Hill have a National Institutes of Health
(NIH) grant to undertake a programme
of methodological work on the
synthesis of evidence from qualitative
studies, using studies of HIV-positive
women as the method case and studies
of women/couples receiving positive
diagnoses of foetal impairment as the
test case.  They have distinguished
between producing meta-summaries of
findings that are themselves surveys of
data, and meta-syntheses of findings
that are themselves syntheses of data.
These approaches involve appraisal of
studies for form and relevance of
findings rather than methodological
quality.  Several papers are available
from this work4.

3
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• The Qualitative Assessment and Review
Instrument (QARI): Pearson and
colleagues, at the Joanna Briggs
Institute, Latrobe University in
Australia, are producing this software
package, QARI, to manage, appraise,
analyse and synthesise textual data as
part of a systematic review of evidence.
The QAR Instrument has been designed
as a web-based database and
incorporates a critical appraisal scale,
data extraction forms, a data synthesis
function and a reporting function.  A
hierarchy of evidence involving three
levels has also been incorporated into
the software.  (While QARI does not
consider non-research-based evidence,
another module in SUMARI – the
NOTARI* module – does.)  The software
was developed over a period of two
years through participatory processes at
three consensus workshops, and aims to
support the systematic review of
qualitative evidence to address
questions of appropriateness,
meaningfulness and feasibility in order
to augment evidence of effectiveness in
evidence-based healthcare.  An in-
depth discussion of the premises on
which QARI is based and a detailed
users’ manual have been produced5.

• Appraising the quality of qualitative
evaluation research: This work (also
noted above) has been funded by the
Cabinet Office and has involved a
review of current approaches to the
appraisal of quality in qualitative
research as the basis for the
development of a new framework.  The
work involves a literature review and
in-depth interviews, and a workshop
with policy makers, researcher

managers and funders, academics and
other researchers.

3.2. Methodological work on the
synthesis of qualitative and
quantitative evidence

• The EPPI Centre: The Evidence for Policy
and Practice Information (EPPI) and
Coordinating Centre at the Social
Science Research Unit, Institute of
Education, University of London,
undertakes methodological
development as well as both
undertaking and supporting the
undertaking of systematic reviews.  The
EPPI Centre methods are developed
with the aim of answering all research
questions and thus including both
quantitative and qualitative research
data.  There are currently three strands
to the EPPI Centre’s work:

1. Health promotion: the Centre is
funded by the Department of Health
(England) to undertake a programme
of work concerned with advancing
evidence-based health promotion.
This involves carrying out systematic
reviews in relevant topic areas and
methodological work on reviewing
’non-trial’ research, including
‘qualitative’ studies.  Recent reviews
(not all reviews) have integrated the
findings of qualitative and
quantitative studies of people’s views
and experiences of particular health
issues with the findings of
experimental evaluations of
interventions to tackle those health
issues.  This work has led to the
development of appraisal and
synthesis methods for diverse study
types.  These continue to be refined
and tested by other reviews within
and beyond the health promotion
stream at the EPPI Centre.

*NOTARI is a Narrative, Opinion and Text Assessment
and Review Instrument.  This instrument was in
development at the time that the report was being
written, and was to be available in August 2003.  It is
designed to facilitate critical appraisal, data extraction
and synthesis of expert opinion texts and of reports.
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2. Education: the Centre is funded by
the Department for Education and
Skills (England) to support the
development of review groups in
education undertaking reviews with
EPPI Centre training and support and
methods and tools.  In addition, the
Teacher Training Agency and other
funders support further review teams
and in-house reviews so that there
are currently approximately 25 EPPI
collaborative groups.

3. Perspectives and participation: the
Centre is developing methods and
providing support to enhance roles
for lay people in: (i) the
commissioning and conduct of health
research; (ii) the use of research
findings to inform decisions; and (iii)
experimental evaluations of
interventions to tackle those health
issues.  In addition, several members
of the EPPI Centre are involved in
other research synthesis work (for
example, the work of Jo Garcia,
described in this report’s final section
on ‘Specific projects involving
methodological developments’).

In the past few years, the Centre has
developed an innovative approach to
the conduct of reviews of studies
involving a mixture of descriptive and
experimental/evaluative methods
generating both qualitative and
quantitative data.  This work is
making methodological contributions
to all elements of the systematic
review process, including study
search/selection strategies, study
quality appraisal and synthesis.  The
EPPI approach involves a number of
stages including: a user-led* review
question, systematic mapping of the
research field, using the map to
refine the question for the in-depth

review and synthesis, and a Weight
of Evidence (WoE) system.  The WoE
system involves judgements of:

i) quality of execution of study;
ii) relevance of study design to

addressing the systematic review
question;

iii) appropriateness of focus of the
study to addressing the
systematic review question;
leading to (iv) overall judgement
about how the findings of study
contribute to answering the
review question.

Systematic mapping and the WoE
system allow broad review questions
including varying study designs and
types of data to be addressed.  These
methods are supported by specialist
web-based software for coding and
managing the various types of
quantitative and qualitative data that
may be included in a review.  Papers
describing these methods in more
detail have been presented at
conferences and will be published
shortly6.

• Mary Dixon-Woods (Leicester
University) and colleagues: The review
of current work on the synthesis of
qualitative evidence by Dixon-Woods
and colleagues has been described
earlier.  Dixon-Woods and colleagues
are also undertaking methodological
research funded from several sources,
including the Economic and Social
Research Council (ESRC), the NHS
Health Technology Programme and the
Health Development Agency.  Specific
topics on which evidence is being
reviewed include: support for breast
feeding; access to healthcare by
vulnerable groups; and patient
satisfaction with general practice.  The
methodological work includes the
identification and evaluation of a
range of study quality appraisal

Methodological research

*In this context, ‘user-led’ refers to the users of
research.
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frameworks/tools and of different
strategies for the synthesis of
qualitative and quantitative evidence
including, but not restricted to, the
application of Bayesian techniques to
evidence synthesis7.

• Banning et al, Colorado State
University: This programme of work,
funded by the US Department of
Education, involves a series of
systematic reviews of ‘what works for
young people with disabilities’ around
transition from school to work and/or
higher education.  The reviews include
any studies that seek to evaluate a
relevant intervention regardless of
methods/design.  The team have
developed an approach (and related
software) to the appraisal of study
quality – the Design and
Implementation Appraisal Device –
which is embedded in the data
extraction process.  They would seem to
have strong links with the EPPI Centre
and they are using some of the Centre’s
software to support their review
process.  A software package – NVivo –
is used to build a descriptive map of
studies included in the reviews; to aid
the analysis of qualitative evidence;
and to integrate syntheses of
qualitative and quantitative findings.
The approach to the synthesis of
qualitative data is described as
‘ecological triangulation’.  This focuses
on “the mutual interdependence
among theory, method, and findings to
provide insights into what
interventions work to produce what
outcomes with what persons in what
settings or environments.  For example,
the trustworthiness or validity of a
positive outcome for an intervention is
enhanced if it is shown to occur under
diverse conditions with diverse groups
using diverse methodological and
theoretical approaches”8.  Papers
describing this approach are available
but they do not explain how the

synthesis of qualitative and
quantitative evidence are ‘integrated’.

• The UK Centre for Evidence-based
Policy: Work on the development of
realistic synthesis has been undertaken
by Ray Pawson from Leeds University,
while based at the ESRC-funded Centre,
at Queen Mary University of London.
This involves a theory-led approach to
evidence synthesis.  It may incorporate
non-research based evidence alongside
research findings, is concerned with the
relevance of evidence to the synthesis
topic rather than study quality
appraisal, and therefore adopts a
purposive approach to study
identification rather than attempting
to identify all possible relevant studies.
A new grant from the ESRC Research
Methods Programme to Ray Pawson
and Annette Boaz will allow further
methodological development of this
approach.  Researchers at the UK
Centre have also been involved, with
others, in exploratory work funded by
the Social Care Institute of Excellence
(SCIE) on a classification of different
types of evidence – research and non-
research-based – that could inform
policy and practice and on how the
quality of this evidence might be
assessed.  Additionally, there is work
underway within the Centre on
searching strategies for diverse
evidence sources.

• The UK Evidence-based Policy Network:
Alongside the national Centre, the
ESRC has also funded a network of
evidence-based ‘nodes’, each with a
different substantive focus.  A number
of these nodes are making important
contributions to the development of
systematic review methods.  For
example, the public health node,
involving the Universities of Glasgow,
Liverpool and Lancaster, has a series of
non-traditional systematic reviews
underway which are seeking to
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incorporate qualitative and
quantitative evidence.  This includes,
for example, a systematic review of
epidemiological evidence on the
relationships between child health,
income and parental employment and
reviews on aspects of child health that
are seeking to be more sensitive to the
needs of users in local health systems9.

• Incorporating evidence on
implementation into effectiveness
reviews: This work, undertaken by
Popay, Roberts and colleagues, involved
exploratory work extending two
existing systematic reviews of the
effectiveness of interventions aiming to
reduce child accidents to include
evidence on factors impacting on the
implementation of these interventions.
The work, funded by the Health
Development Agency, explored issues
involved in searching for relevant
studies of implementation, study
quality appraisal and approaches to
synthesis.  It used the notions of ‘thin’
and ‘thick’ description from qualitative
research to describe the differing
quality of the evidence on
implementation identified.  A report is
available10.

• The development of narrative synthesis
of qualitative and quantitative findings
in the context of systematic reviews:
Popay and colleagues have recently
been awarded a grant with the ESRC
Research Methods Programme to
undertake research on the
development of methods for narrative
synthesis of qualitative and
quantitative findings in systematic
reviews.  This work began in May 2003
and will result in the publication of
good practice guidance on narrative
synthesis.

Methodological research
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In addition to the methodological research
described in the previous section, our
review has also identified examples of
evidence synthesis/systematic review
projects, which are also making important
contributions to methodological
developments in evidence synthesis.  The
work by Dixon-Wood and colleagues
described earlier will also be including a
large number of similar examples.  This
highlights how, in a situation when
methodological standards are
underdeveloped, anybody seeking to
undertake research in an area will
necessarily become involved in developing
methods.  It also highlights how dispersed
the existing methodological work on
evidence synthesis is and how difficult it is,
therefore, to review this field.  The
projects we have identified also illustrate
how important their contribution can be.
Among the rapidly increasing number of
projects focusing on the synthesis of
evidence from diverse sources, many of
them not directly funded, some are
certainly highly innovative.

The research projects identified through
our survey are detailed further in the
appendices.  Here we briefly comment on
some of these projects.  We know that
they represent only the tip of an iceberg of
relevant work but they at least serve to
illustrate the nature, if not the scale, of the
innovation involved.  The Cochrane
Qualitative Methods Group and the

Specific projects involving
methodological developments

Campbell Implementation Process Methods
Group are developing a database of
protocols and reports/publications from
relevant projects.  This will be available on
the group’s website11 and will serve to
disseminate information about the nature
and scope of the methodological work
underway on the synthesis of evidence
from diverse sources.

• Philip Satherley at University of Wales
College of Medicine, has been
developing methods for locating
studies for review, and a framework for
appraising the quality of qualitative
and quantitative studies, in the context
of systematic reviews of effectiveness.
The appraisal, the only one we have
identified which claims to be relevant
to both qualitative and quantitative
studies, is to be tested in another
review in the near future.

• David Evans (currently at the University
of Adelaide, Australia) has conducted a
series of systematic reviews of
qualitative and quantitative evidence
on the use of physical restraints in
acute and residential settings.  This
work, carried out at the Joanna Briggs
Institute, has involved evidence from
descriptive studies and has made a
number of useful methodological
contributions in relation to searching,

4
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quality appraisal and synthesis that
have been published (see Appendix C).

• Carl Thompson, at the University of
York, is seeking to include qualitative
and quantitative findings in the update
of his systematic review of interventions
to support carers of people with
dementia.  This work includes some
testing of alternative approaches to
searching (comparing the results of the
Rochester filter* with hand searching)
and to quality appraisal (comparing the
CASP tools with the JAMA [Journal of
the American Medical Association]
appraisal guides).  Similarly, they are
using a meta-ethnographic approach to
synthesis but comparing the results of
this with other methods.

• Andrew Herxheimer, at the UK
Cochrane Centre, has published a
systematic review of adverse effects of
melatonin for jetlag, and adverse
experiences reported by people treated
with paroxetine (an SSRI
antidepressant).  Both studies have
involved the interpretation of single
case reports.  The melatonin review,
published in the Cochrane Library, is
now being updated and the work on
paroxetine has been published13.
Herxheimer has also done work in
relation to DIPEx, the Database of
Individual Patients’ Experience of
illness, which involves drawing
together qualitative accounts that are
understood to be common experiences
of patients who have undergone a
particular course of treatment.  These
accounts describe important effects
that the intervention and the disease
have on people’s lives.  The qualitative
data collected within DIPEx is used
alongside Cochrane reviews that are

predominantly based on the data from
randomised controlled trials (RCTs).
The database now includes collections
of experience of hypertension, prostate
cancer, breast cancer and colorectal
cancer14.

• Jo Garcia, at the Institute of Education,
has undertaken a series of reviews of
evidence from diverse sources in the
field of pregnancy and childbirth.
These include (i) a review of women’s
views of pregnancy ultrasound which
involved synthesis of various types of
research evidence, and (ii) a recently
completed review of women’s views
about childbearing and poverty which
has included primarily qualitative
research and an attempt to link this
review to an existing review of the
effectiveness of anti-smoking
interventions.  A new review of
women’s views of maternity care is
making specific efforts to identify and
include research from the poorest
countries.

• Peter Bradley, of the Agency for Health
and Social Welfare, Norway, is
undertaking a systematic review of
qualitative research on the individual
experience of providing and/or
receiving educational interventions in
Evidence-based Practice.  The review
aims to provide an insight into the
factors that might explain
heterogeneity in the results of
quantitative research and to identify
factors that shape effective learning in
groups, sub-groups and individuals,
and the outcomes that providers/
participants feel are important.  The
reviewers are also aiming to contribute
to methodological developments in
searching, appraising and synthesising
findings from diverse study designs.

• Jane Noyes, with colleagues at the
Universities of York, Lancaster and
Liverpool, is undertaking a systematic

*The Rochester search filters are a series of ‘evidence-
based filters’ for OVID which are adaptable to other
platforms and created by the University of Rochester,
NY, USA.12
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review of qualitative research in order
to extend an existing review of the
results of experimental studies of the
effectiveness of Directly Observed
Treatment interventions to increase
uptake of tuberculosis medication.  This
work is testing various approaches to
quality appraisal and synthesis.

The body of this report offers a descriptive
overview of work that is recently
completed, or currently in progress, in
specific areas of methodological
development relating to systematic review
and evidence synthesis.  It highlights
specific pieces of research, and particular
groups of researchers, concerned to
include qualitative research in the
processes of systematic review and
evidence synthesis.  What follows are three
appendices describing the survey we
undertook to contribute to the above
overview.  In these appendices are
included a summary of survey responses
and a list of relevant publications
suggested by respondents.

Specific projects involving methodological developments



14

Using evidence from diverse research designs



15

1 Banning, J., Cobb, B. and Wolgemuth, J.
(nd) What works in transition:
Qualitative meta-analysis, Project
Resource Paper, Colorado: Colorado
State University.

2 Spencer, L., Ritchie, J., Lewis, J. and
Dillon, L. (2003) Quality in qualitative
evaluation: A framework for assessing
research evidence, London: Cabinet
Office.

3 Campbell, R., Pound, P., Pope, C., Britten,
N., Pill, R., Morgan, M. and Donovan, J.
(2003) ‘Evaluating meta-ethnography: a
synthesis of qualitative research on lay
experiences of diabetes and diabetes
care’, Social Science and Medicine, vol
56, pp 671-84.

4 Sandelowski, M. and Barroso, J. (2002a)
‘Reading qualitative studies’,
International Journal of Qualitative
Methods, vol 1, no 1, article 5
(www.ualberta.ca/~ijqm/english/
engframeset.html); Sandelowski, M.
and Barroso, J. (2002b) ‘Finding the
findings in qualitative studies’, Journal
of Nursing Scholarship, vol 34, pp 213-
19; Sandelowski, M. and Barroso, J.
(2003a: forthcoming) ‘Classifying the
findings in qualitative studies’,
Qualitative Health Research;
Sandelowski, M. and Barroso, J. (2003b:
forthcoming) ‘Creating meta-summaries
of qualitative findings’, Nursing
Research; Sandelowski, M. and Barroso,
J. (2003c: forthcoming) ‘Towards a
metasynthesis of qualitative findings on
motherhood in HIV-positive women’,
Research in Nursing and Health.

References

5 Pearson, A. (2003) ‘Balancing the
evidence: incorporating the synthesis of
qualitative data into systematic
reviews’, JBI Reports, vol 1, no 3.

6 Harden, A. (2003) ‘Framework for
integrating different types of evidence
in systematic reviews for public policy’,
Paper presented at the Third Annual
Campbell Collaboration Colloquium,
Stockholm, Sweden.

7 Roberts, K.A., Abrams, K.R., Dixon-
Woods, M. and Fitzpatrick, R. (1999)
‘Synthesis of qualitative and
quantitative data in health-related
research’, Proceedings of a workshop at
the Royal Statistical Society, London, 29
September; University of Leicester,
Department of Epidemiology and
Public Health Technical Report
(Statistics) 99-01, pp 1-14; Roberts, K.,
Dixon-Woods, M., Fitzpatrick, R.,
Abrams, K. and Jones, D.R. (2002)
‘Factors affecting uptake of childhood
immunisation: an example of Bayesian
synthesis of qualitative and
quantitative evidence’, Lancet, vol 360,
pp 1596-9.

8 Banning, J.H. (nd) ‘Ecological
triangulation: an approach for
qualitative meta-synthesis’, ‘What
works for youth with disabilities’
project, US Department of Education,
School of Education, Colorado:
Colorado State University.

9 http://www.evidencenetwork.org/



16

Using evidence from diverse research designs

10 Arai, K., Popay, J., Roen, K. and Roberts,
H. (2003) ‘Preventing accidents in
children – how can we improve our
understanding of what really works?’,
Exploring methodological and practical
issues in the systematic review of factors
affecting the implementation of child
injury prevention initiatives, Health
Development Agency.

11 http://mysite.freeserve.com/
Cochrane_Qual_Method/index.htm

12 http://www.urmc.rochester.edu/Miner/
Educ/ebnfilt.htm

13 Medawar, C., Herxheimer, A., Bell, A. and
Jofre, S. (2003) ‘Paroxetine,
PANORAMA and user reporting of
ADRs: consumer intelligence matters in
clinical practice and post-marketing
drug surveillance’, International Journal
of Risk and Safety in Medicine, vol 15,
no 4, pp 161-9.

14 www.dipex.org



17

Appendix A: A brief report on the
survey of work on the synthesis of
evidence from studies using diverse
designs/methods

The response

In February 2003, a brief survey was sent
out to key researchers who were known to
be, or likely to be, undertaking work that
would be of interest in this report.
Respondents were asked to identify
various details about their work, including
the topics covered, the funding sources,
the methods being used, and any work
that was being done on methodological
development.

Relatively few responses were received.  At
the end of March, a total of 17
questionnaires had been returned.  Details
of responses are provided in the table in
Appendix B.  An overview of the responses
is provided here.

Topics covered

The focus of the research identified is
heavily weighted towards health topics,
ranging from being drug-related issues
and clinical processes and practices to a
wide array of public health concerns.
Topics identified are as follows:

• physical restraint in acute and
residential care

• melatonin for jetlag

• adverse effects of paroxetene (SSRI
antidepressant)

• preventing childhood accidents
• infant growth
• income studies
• HIV-positive women and their

experiences of
1) motherhood
2) stigma and disclosure
3) abuse of drugs

• wound care/pathways of care
• the role of arts-based interventions in

counselling and psychotherapy work
with refugees

• Health Impact Assessment
• nursing innovations for chronic

obstructive airway disease
• promoting children’s physical activity

and healthy eating
• reducing HIV among men who have sex

with men
• interventions to support carers of

people with dementia
• lay views and experiences of medicine

taking
• support for breastfeeding
• access to healthcare by vulnerable

groups
• patient satisfaction with general

practice
• women’s views of pregnancy

ultrasound
• communication issues in stillbirth and

infant death
• poverty and maternity

A
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• interventions that are designed to assist
secondary-aged students with
disabilities in:
1) making a successful transition from

high school to work or post-
secondary education

2) staying in school
3) succeeding in academic performance

• lay experience of medicine taking
• lay experience of rheumatoid arthritis.

Sources of funding

Around one fifth of the projects reported
did not yet have funding.  In one case, the
respondent wrote that the work had been
done as doctoral research.  In other cases,
respondents signalled that the work was at
an early stage of writing proposals and
seeking funding.

Table A: Studies with and without
funding

Number of studies with 20
identified funding source(s)
Number of studies for which 5
there is not (yet) any funding

Sources of funding that were identified
include: BBC, Health Development Agency,
Department of Health, Barnardo’s, NINR/
NIHN 2000-2005, ESRC Research Methods
Programme, Cabinet Office, Health
Technology Assessment funding, NHS
Service Delivery and Organisation
Programme, Confidential Enquiry into
Stillbirths and Deaths in Infancy, World

Health Organization, US Department of
Education.

Types of research included

Given the options that follow, respondents
were asked to indicate whether their study
involved:

• only evaluative qualitative research
• both qualitative and quantitative

evaluative research
• basic and evaluative research
• other.

In cases where the option ‘other’ was
selected, respondents were asked to
describe further the nature of their
research.

Some people did not respond to this
question and one answered that it was not
possible to understand their research in
terms of the categories we were
suggesting.

Methodological work

Respondents were asked what work they
were doing towards methodological
development in relation to their review
and synthesis of qualitative research.  We
were particularly keen to find out what
work was being done on: search strategies;
quality appraisal; and synthesis of findings
from multiple studies.  Of the 16

Table B: Types of research included

What the study involved Number of studies

Only evaluative qualitative research 6
Both qualitative and quantitative evaluative research 11
Basic and evaluative research 4
Other 1 (descriptive studies)
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respondents who answered this question,
most (n=13) indicated that they were
doing some methodological work in all
three of these areas.  Of the remaining
three: one indicated that they were doing
work only on quality appraisal and
synthesis of findings; one indicated that
they were doing work only on the
synthesis of findings; and one indicated
that they were not doing methodological
work on any of the three areas of central
interest.

Respondents were invited to elaborate
briefly on their methodological work.
Respondents who identified existing
methods, tools, or software referred,
variously, to using: the Rochester search
filter, CASP and JAMA appraisal tools;
Meta- ethnography, Reference Manager
software and NVivo.  Some provided
details of new software and/or methods
they were developing.  Researchers in
Australia, for example, reported that they
were developing a QARI as part of a suite
of applications called System for the
Unified Management of Information
(SUMARI).  Researchers in the US described
a new approach to synthesis called
‘ecological triangulation’.  They describe
this as being concerned with ‘what works
with what kind of folks in what kinds of
settings’.

Appendix A
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Using evidence from diverse research designs
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