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What is qualitative evidence synthesis 
and why do it?



Decision makers want to know:

“what works?” 

And also:

• How can we achieve that?

• What do people think about it?

• Are there any unintended consequences?

• What are the factors that might help, or prevent, it 

happening?

• How do different stakeholders value different processes 

or outcomes?



Why synthesise qualitative research?

• Strategic

• Less wasteful

• Create more powerful explanations, higher order conceptualisation

• Broader, more encompassing theories (more transferable)

• Belief that it “will yield truths that are better, more socially relevant, or more 

complete” (Paterson et al, 2001)

• Enhance transferability of findings

• “invokes some degree of conceptual innovation of the parts as a means of 

creating the whole” (Strike & Posner, cited by Noblit and Hare)



Garside (2008) A comparison of methods for the systematic 
review of qualitative research



What is a conceptual framework?

• “A visual or written product that explains, either 

graphically or in narrative form, the main things to be 

studied—the key factors, concepts, or variables—and 

the presumed relationships among them” (Miles & 

Huberman (1994)”

• “a conception or model of what is out there that you plan 

to study, and of what is going on with these things and 

why—a tentative theory of the phenomena that you are 

investigating.” (Maxwell 2012)



What is “theory” anyway?

A system of interrelated propositions that should 

enable phenomena to be described, explained, 

predicted or controlled.
(Duldt & Griffin 1985)



Theories range from 

explicit hypotheses to 

working models and 

frameworks of 

thinking about reality.

(Alderson, 1998)



Mid-range theory

‘Theories that lie between the 

minor but necessary working 

hypotheses that evolve in 

abundance during day-to-day 

research and the all-inclusive 

systematic efforts to develop 

a unified theory that will 

explain all the observed 

uniformities of social 

behaviour, social 

organization and social 

change.’ (Merton, 1967: 39) 

via A. Booth



Why use it in a systematic review?

• “the use of frameworks helped to inform the association 

between variables, guide the search strategy, structure 

and clarify the outcomes, identify knowledge gaps and 

indicate areas for future research. Used in this manner, 

frameworks could provide a valuable foundation for the 

process of synthesis.”  (Godfrey, 2010. JBI Library)



Theory has an essential role to play in systematic 

reviews; a theoretical model of how the intervention 

works, and for whom, is important when deciding on 

the review question, and what types of studies to 

review. It will help in interpreting the review’s findings, 

and will be valuable in assessing how widely 

applicable these findings may be.  In turn systematic 

reviews can contribute to developing an testing the 

limits of theories by examining how contextual or 

temporal variables moderate outcomes.

(Petticrew & Roberts 2006)



Use of theory in qualitative research

• Familiar ground!

• Commonly used to:

– help design a research question, 

– guide the selection of relevant data, 

– interpret the data, 

– and propose explanations of the underlying causes or influences 

observed phenomena.



Theories give researchers different “lenses” through 

which to look at complicated problems and social 

issues, focusing their attention on different aspects of 

the data and providing a framework within which to 

conduct their analysis.

(Reeves et al, 2008)



Where does a conceptual model come from 

in QES?

• Use an existing framework / conceptual model for review 

or synthesis

• Develop for the review process (stakeholders 

involvement)

• Develop through the synthesis

– Found constructs

– Developed constructs



When might  I use it?

• To frame the review process and questions

• To explain and link QES findings

• To link quantitative and qualitative evidence



How might it be used?

• Define a phenomenon

• Map different definitions and understandings of a 

phenomenon

• Propose links between activities and outcomes

• Explore possible reasons for phenomena

• Propose an explanation (theory) for observations

• ……



Theory of change or logic model:
• Illustrates how a program works to solve identified 

problems.

• Describes a “theory of change” - intervention components 

necessary to accomplish desired change (ie, programme 

inputs, processes, and outcomes). 

• Makes explicit underlying assumptions, (maybe formal 

theory or other presumptions), for achieving desired 

results.

• Logic model is: a graphic description of hypothesized, 

causal relationships (may situate within an economic, 

social, and political context). 
(Anderson et al 2011)



Using logic models to capture complexity in systematic reviews
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“Quality” of theory

• Does it explain the phenomenon of interest?

• Does the theory contain unambiguous concepts?

• Are the relationships between and among the concepts 

clearly articulated?

• Are the theoretical propositions empirically testable?

(Ritzer, 1991)

• Others (e.g. Merton) might add:

o Has it actually been verified by data?



Examples of conceptual models used in 

QES

I. Importing a conceptual framework from existing 

literature

II. Using a framework used by one (or more) of the 

papers identified in the synthesis

III. Creating a conceptual framework through the 

synthesis



Examples of theory used in QES

I. Importing a conceptual framework from existing 

literature

II. Using a framework used by one (or more) of the papers 

identified in the synthesis

III. Creating a conceptual framework through the synthesis







“Identifying a thematic framework: Rather than develop our 

own a priori framework after reading the included studies, 

we opted to use the SURE framework described above 

(The SURE Collaboration 2011) as an a priori framework of 

themes and categories. We used this framework to guide 

our analysis for two reasons. Firstly, it provided us with a 

comprehensive list of possible factors that could influence 

intervention implementation. Secondly, the current 

synthesis is one of four syntheses of qualitative research 

that have informed the World Health Organization's 

OPTIMIZEMNH Guidelines (WHO 2012). The use of the 

SURE Framework across these syntheses made it possible 

to carry out an overarching analysis of factors influencing 

optimisation among different health worker groups.”

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/14651858.CD010414.pub2/full#CD010414-bbs2-0119
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/14651858.CD010414.pub2/full#CD010414-bbs2-0127


Used several approaches



Framework synthesis

• Sits within a broad family of analysis methods often 

termed thematic analysis or qualitative content analysis. 

• “these approaches identify commonalities and 

differences in qualitative data, before focusing on 

relationships between different parts of the data, thereby 

seeking to draw descriptive and/or explanatory 

conclusions clustered around themes” (Gale 2013 )



The SURE 
framework-
factors affecting 
implementation



Used several approaches



Approach to theory

• “We organised these findings and the outcome 

measures included in the review of LHW programme 

effectiveness in a logic model. Here we proposed six 

chains of events where specific programme components 

lead to specific intermediate or long-term outcomes, and 

where specific moderators positively or negatively affect 

this process.”





3. Examples of theory used in QES

I. Importing a theoretical framework from existing 

literature

II. Using a framework used by one (or more) of the papers 

identified in the synthesis

III. Creating an explanatory theory through the synthesis





Approach to conceptual framework 

identification & synthesis
“Four (of 15) included studies used the Health Belief Model and this 
offered a coherent framework to interpret and synthesize findings from 
most of the included studies. 

We therefore used this as the starting point for developing codes to 
analyse the findings, and related sub-themes were developed through 
further reading and coding. 

Extracted findings were coded using this framework and similar codes 
drawn together in a narrative which synthesized the study findings. 

This method was informed by meta-ethnographical approach of 
translation, whereby the findings of one study are understood in terms of 
another and linked to produce a line of argument [5, 6]. 

In this case, most papers were not conceptually well developed, 
summarizing findings in the form of themes. 

We used the structure of the Health Belief Model as the conceptual lens 
through which these themes were assessed and ‘translated’ findings into 
this framework.”



Concept Definition

Perceived Susceptibility Opinion of chances of getting a condition.

Perceived Severity
Opinion of how serious a condition and its 

consequences are.

Perceived Benefits
Belief in the efficacy of the advised action to 

reduce risk or seriousness of impact.

Perceived Barriers
Opinion of the tangible and psychological 

costs of the advised action.

Cues to Action Exposure to strategies to prompt action

Self efficacy
Confidence in one’s ability to successfully 

perform an action

Health Belief Model: moving from knowing to doing



Health Belief Model Contributing themes Subthemes

Perceived susceptibility

Perceived severity Cancer vs aging

Perceived benefits

Perceived barriers Positive perceptions of a tan Tans are healthy

Tans are attractive

Meanings of white skin

Tans signify a good holiday

Peers’ views of tans

Hassle of protection Sunscreen

Hats

Long sleeves/ covering up

Structural challenges

Adult responsibilities Parents

School teachers

Teenagers vs younger  children 

Being outdoors/ incidental tanning

Cues to action Knowing people with skin cancer

Media campaigns

Sources of encouragement

Self-efficacy





Health Belief Model: skin cancer synthesis

• Belief that they are susceptible to the condition

• Belief that the condition has serious 
consequences 

• Belief that taking action would reduce 
susceptibility to condition or its severity 

• Belief that the costs of taking action are 
outweighed by the benefits 

• Are exposed to factors that prompt action

• Are confident in their ability to successfully 
perform an action 







  






Examples of theory used in QES

I. Importing a conceptual framework from existing 

literature

II. Using a framework used by one (or more) of the papers 

identified in the synthesis

III. Creating a conceptual framework through the synthesis





We wanted to know:

1. What are the health and wellbeing impacts of 

participating in conservation activities?

2. How do these activities achieve these benefits?



School for Public Health Research



School for Public Health Research









School for Public Health Research



Supporting evidence 

Mechanism or process 
outcomes 

High level evidence identified Weight of evidence to support pathway?

Physical activity 15 systematic reviews 
A significant body of reliable and robust evidence 
regarding the relationships between physical activity 
and health exists

Achievement 
2 systematic reviews, 4 
longitudinal studies, and 1 
qualitative study

The positive link between the types of achievement 
and contribution described in the studies to mental 
and social health and wellbeing is plausible

Social contact 
4 systematic reviews and 1 
longitudinal study

Good quality, robust evidence demonstrating the 
health and wellbeing benefits of social contact, 
reduced social isolation, and of communities with 
greater social capital

Natural environment 6 systematic reviews
Some evidence to suggest that this may be a plausible 
pathway between the activities and health and 
wellbeing outcomes 



Robust evidence

Plausible link, 
mixed evidence

Robust evidence

Plausible link, 
mixed evidence





Thank you
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