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About HRB Evidence Centre

2011 HRB strategic goal: 
“Generating and synthesising evidence, and promoting the 
application of knowledge to support decision-making by 
policy makers and relevant practitioners.”

HRB Evidence Centre

Evidence 
Review Team

EMCDDA drugs 
focal point

HRB National 
Drugs Library



• Infectious disease legislation – legislation overview and lessons 
learned: an evidence review 

• Measures to reduce the clinical need for dental amalgam: an evidence 
review

• Out-of-hours specialist and generalist palliative care service provision: 
an evidence review (commissioned)

• Vaccine injury redress programmes: an evidence review

• Treatment services for people with co-occurring substance use and 
mental health problems: a rapid realist synthesis (commissioned)

• Healthy workplace tools in five countries: an evidence review

Recent HRB Evidence Centre 
publications



Evidence informing the policy process

Source: Lavis JN. How can we support the use of systematic reviews in policymaking? PLoS Med. 2009 Nov;6(11)

Define the policy problem

Assess potential policy options

Identify policy implementation considerations



Policymaking 
Process

Sub-Steps that involve 
acquiring research 
evidence

Examples of the types of systematic reviews used

Define the 
problem

Identifying the problem Reviews of observational studies 
(e.g., administrative database studies, community 
surveys)

Making comparisons 
(over time, across 
settings or against plans)

Reviews of observational studies 
(e.g., administrative database studies, community 
surveys)

Highlighting alternative 
framings of the problem

Reviews of qualitative studies that examine 
stakeholders' views about and experiences with the 
problem 

Source: Lavis JN. How can we support the use of systematic reviews in policymaking? PLoS Med. 2009 Nov;6(11)



Policymaking 
Process

Sub-Steps that involve 
acquiring research 
evidence

Examples of the types of systematic reviews used

Assess 
potential 
policy options

Identifying policy and 
program options that 
could affect the problem

Reviews or overviews of systematic reviews

Characterizing the positive 
effects (benefits)  and 
negative effects (harms) of 
policy options

Reviews of effectiveness studies 
(e.g., randomized controlled trials, interrupted time 
series) and / or observational studies

Characterizing the cost-
effectiveness of policy 
options

Reviews of economic evaluations

Identifying the key elements 
of complex policy options 

Reviews of qualitative studies that examine how or why 
interventions work 
and/or reviews of observational studies

Characterizing stakeholders' 
views about and 
experiences with the policy 
options

Reviews of qualitative studies that examine stakeholders’ 
views and experiences with particular options.



Policymaking 
Process

Sub-Steps that involve 
acquiring research 
evidence

Examples of the types of systematic reviews used

Assess 
potential 
policy options

Identifying policy and 
program options that could 
affect the problem

Reviews or overviews of systematic reviews

Characterizing the positive 
effects (benefits)  and 
negative effects (harms) of 
policy options

Reviews of effectiveness studies 
(e.g., randomized controlled trials, interrupted time series) 
and / or observational studies

Characterizing the cost-
effectiveness of policy 
options

Reviews of economic evaluations

Identifying the key elements 
of complex policy options 

Reviews of qualitative studies that examine how or why 
interventions work 
and/or reviews of observational studies

Characterizing 
stakeholders' views about 
and experiences with the 
policy options

Reviews of qualitative studies that examine stakeholders’ 
views and experiences with particular options.



Policymaking 
Process

Sub-Steps that 
involve acquiring 
research evidence

Examples of the types of systematic reviews used

Identify 
implementation 
considerations

Identifying potential 
barriers to 
implementation

Reviews of observational studies and/or reviews of 
qualitative studies

Characterizing the 
effects of 
appropriately 
targeted 
implementation 
strategies

Reviews of effectiveness studies

Source: Lavis JN. How can we support the use of systematic reviews in policymaking? PLoS Med. 
2009 Nov;6(11)



Mixed Methods Reviews

• A review that includes studies with qualitative, quantitative and /or 
mixed methods research designs

• Sometimes called integrative reviews, mixed methods research 
synthesis,  mixed research synthesis  or mixed studies reviews 

• There is a growing interest in synthesising evidence derived from 
studies of different designs

• Mixed methods reviews combining quantitative and qualitative 
evidence are a challenge because of the multiple synthesis options 

Source: Hong QN, Pluye P, Bujold M, Wassef M. Convergent and sequential synthesis designs: implications for 
conducting and reporting systematic reviews of qualitative and quantitative evidence. Syst Rev. 2017 Mar 
23;6(1):61



Mixed methods review – the best of 
both worlds 

Aggregative reviews Configurative reviews

Quantitative Qualitative

‘Join up’ studies Explanatory

Test theory Generates theory

Source: Gough D, Thomas J, Oliver S. Clarifying differences between review designs and methods. Syst Rev. 2012 Jun 
9;1:28 and Wright 



Aggregative reviews Configurative reviews

Quantitative Qualitative

‘Joins up’ studies Explanatory

Test theory Generates theory

Single search Main search followed by iterative 
searches

Searches planned in advance Main search is planned, additional 
searches evolve

All searches are reported and 
methods are transparent

All searches are reported and 
methods are transparent

Source: Gough D, Thomas J, Oliver S. Clarifying differences between review designs and methods. Syst Rev. 2012 Jun 9;1:28 
and Wright J. Searching for Mixed Methods Reviews. University of Leeds, 2019

Mixed methods review – the best of 
both worlds 



Searching for evidence for 
mixed methods reviews





Case Study 1 – Housing with support 
for older people

1. What is the impact of 
housing with support 
for older people?

2. What are older 
people’s perceptions 
and experiences of 
housing with 
support?



Search strategy

Older    
people*

Methods 
search 
filter*

Housing 
with 

support

• Scoping searches to generate 
keywords and concepts

• One comprehensive search for 
peer-reviewed articles for both 
research questions 

– Four databases: Medline, 
CINAHL, SocINDEX, and         
Social Policy & Practice

– Combination of keywords and 
MeSH terms

– Use of search filters if available 
(and adapt as necessary)



Search strategy

Older    
people*

Methods 
search 
filter*

Housing 
with 

support

• Grey literature search 

• Reference and citation 
chasing of all included 
articles & relevant 
systematic reviews

• No standard guidance for 
searching for mixed 
methods reviews 

• Synthesis method will 
inform your search strategy

• Aim to be rigorous and 
reproducible, avoid bias and
transparent

•



PRISMA flow 
diagram –
Impact question 
(quantitative)



Priority screening: changing the 
distribution of studies

Source: Thomas, J. 2016. Getting to know Eppi Reviewer. Webinar 



Source: Thomas, J. 2016. Getting to know Eppi Reviewer. Webinar 

Priority screening: changing the 
distribution of studies



Priority screening – quantitative



Priority screening – qualitative



Case Study 2 – Regional Health 
Organisations

1. What are the 
documented positive 
or negative impacts or 
outcomes of adopting 
a regionalised health 
care system?

2. What are the 
documented barriers 
to and facilitators of 
effective regionalised 
health care systems? 



Search concepts

Healthcare 
organisations

ImpactRegionalisation

Healthcare 
organisations

Barriers & 
facilitators

Regionalisation

Barriers & facilitators Impact



Search strategy

• Scoping searches 

• 2 separate searches for peer-reviewed articles for 
both research questions

– Medline, CINAHL, DARE, NHS Economic 
Evaluation Database, HTA database

• Grey literature search 

• Reference and citation chasing of all included 
articles & relevant systematic reviews



PRISMA -
Impact 
question



PRISMA -
Barriers & 
facilitators
question



Case study – Housing with 
support for older people



Research questions

1. What is the impact of 
housing with support 
for older people?

2. What are older 
people’s perceptions 
and experiences of 
housing with 
support?



Domain Inclusion criteria Exclusion criteria 

Population People aged 50 and over Family members and carers

Intervention Purpose-built housing with support where older 
people have their own front door

Adaptations to the family home

Age-friendly cities

Age-friendly neighbourhoods

Hospitals

Housing purpose-built for homeless older people, blind 
older people, older people with dementia or 
disabilities

Housing with shared rooms

Inpatient care centres 

Naturally occurring retirement communities

Nursing homes 

Skilled nursing facilities
Study design Quantitative

Before and after studies 

Cohort studies 

Longitudinal studies 

Time series 

RCTs

Qualitative

Grounded theory

Ethnographic research

Phenomenological

Qualitative case studies

Narrative analysis

Conceptual or theoretical articles

Conference abstracts 

Letters to the editor

MSc and PhD theses

Opinion pieces

Publication date 2000-present

Inclusion and exclusion criteria



Included quantitative articles

• 36 articles were 
included in the 
impact review 

• 17 unique studies



Included quantitative articles



Included qualitative articles

• 39 articles were 
included in the 
perceptions and 
experiences review 

• 38 unique studies



Included qualitative articles



Quality assessment

• Quantitative studies 

– Adapted a tool for 
observational cohort 
studies from National 
Institutes of Health in 
the USA

• Qualitative studies

– Joanna Briggs Institute’s 
critical appraisal 
checklist

• Did not exclude articles 
based on quality



Approaches to synthesis in mixed 
methods reviews – Sequential

Quant 
synthesis

Qual 
results

Qual 
synthesis

Discussion
Quant 
results

Qual 
synthesis

Quant 
results

Quant 
synthesis

Discussion
Qual 

results

Source: Hong et al. (2017) Convergent and sequential synthesis designs



Approaches to synthesis in mixed 
methods reviews – Convergent

Qual 
synthesis

Synthesis

Quant 
synthesis

Discussion

Qual 
data

Synthesis

Quant 
data

Discussion

Data-based convergent synthesis Convergent parallel synthesis

Source: Hong et al. (2017) Convergent and sequential synthesis designs



Convergent parallel design

• Appropriate for two separate 
research questions 

• Quantitative and qualitative     
findings were analysed 
separately

• Results from the quantitative 
and qualitative syntheses 
were then integrated

• Preserves integrity of 
findings from qualitative and 
quantitative studies

Qual 
synthesis

Synthesis

Quant 
synthesis

Discussion



Quantitative synthesis

• Feasibility assessment to determine whether meta-
analysis was possible

– Considered population, comparator, 
intervention, measurement scale, and length of 
time to follow-up

– Determined that the level of heterogeneity 
among the included quantitative studies was too 
high to warrant a meta-analysis

• Narrative synthesis – used summary statistics, 
where available, and described the influence of 
covariates, where such analysis was completed



Qualitative synthesis

• Thematic synthesis was used to integrate the results 
of the qualitative studies 

• Thematic synthesis has three stages: 

– Line-by-line coding of text 

– Development of descriptive themes

– Generation of analytical themes

• The generation of analytical themes represents the 
stage of synthesis whereby reviewers integrate the 
primary studies and generate novel interpretations 
of findings



GRADE certainty of evidence for 
quantitative studies

• We assigned a level of evidence 
of 3 (of 5) – all of the included 
studies were cohort studies, 
many of which had high loss to 
follow-up and very small sample 
sizes

• Four levels of certainty – very low, 
low, moderate, or high

• We have low confidence in the 
evidence regarding impact –
there is insufficient high-quality 
evidence to make definitive 
conclusions



CERQual level of confidence in 
qualitative findings

• We assessed each major 
qualitative findings according to 
CERQual’s four criteria: 
methodological limitations, 
coherence, adequacy of data, 
and relevance

• Four levels – very low, low, 
moderate, or high

• We have moderate confidence 
that our findings are a 
reasonable representation of the 
phenomenon of interest



Conceptual model of housing 

with support





Case study – Regional health 
organisations



Background: Sláintecare

Under the Committee’s 
recommendations, the HSE in 
future will act as a more 
strategic ‘national centre’ 
carrying out national level 
functions…
supported by regional care 
delivery through regional 
bodies, recognising the value of 
geographical alignment for 
population-based resource 
allocation and governance to 
enable integrated care.

“
“



Research questions

1. What are the documented positive or 
negative impacts or outcomes of 
adopting a regionalised health care 
system?

2. What are the documented barriers to 
and facilitators of effective regionalised 
health care systems? 



Methods

1. Scoping

2. Searching 

3. Screening

4. Quality appraisal

5. Data extraction 

6. Data analysis and synthesis

7. Combined synthesis



Eligibility criteria

Population General population

Intervention Health service established on a regional/geographic basis

Organisation responsible for care across acute, primary, 
social/community setting

Comparator For impact review only

Outcomes Impact:

9 outcome categories 

Barriers/facilitators:

Key barriers and facilitators 

Location OECD countries



Review methods

• Quantitative and qualitative     
findings were analysed separately

– Quantitative: narrative synthesis 
& meta-analysis of impact

– Qualitative: thematic synthesis of 
barriers/facilitators

• Results from the quantitative and 
qualitative syntheses were then 
integrated

Qual 
analysis

Synthesis

Quant 
analysis

Conclusion



Top-level results impact review

• 30 quantitative studies included

• Mostly before and after study design

• Using the Effective Public Health Practice Project’s 
quality appraisal tool – 3 studies were found to be 
‘strong’ with respect to design and/or analysis, 13 were 
found to be ‘moderate’, and 14 were found to be ‘weak’



Top-level results barrier/facilitators 
review

• 27 studies included in the systematic review

• Designs included qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods

• Qualitative data were assessed using a tool that we adapted using 
quality appraisal tools from McMaster University and the Joanna Briggs 
Institute – 2 studies were found to be of ‘high’ quality with respect to 
study design and/or analysis, 17 were found to be ‘moderate’, and 2 
were found to be ‘weak’

• Quantitative data were assessed using the Effective Public Health 
Practice Project’s quality appraisal tool – all 13 studies that contained 
quantitative data were found to be ‘weak’ quality with respect to 
design and/or analysis



Integration of results



What is a logic model?

• A logic model is a graphic representation of the theory of 
change

• It illustrates the linkages among program resources, 
activities, outputs, audiences and short-, intermediate-
and long-term outcomes related to a specific problem or 
situation

• Logic models have been used by planners, funders, 
managers and evaluators of programs and interventions 
to plan, communicate, implement and evaluate them



Call for logic models



Using logic models in systematic review

Two main instances for use in 
systematic reviews:

• Defining research 
questions and scope of 
review

• Illustrating the results of a 
review by graphically 
summarising how the 
interactions between 
intervention, participant 
and context may produce 
outcomes



Key reference 

Brings together results of a review of effectiveness and a qualitative 
synthesis in a logic model – parallel synthesis 



Process



Process

• Took inputs and outcomes from both 
reviews and put them on cards

• Each barrier and facilitator on a card
• Three researchers iteratively

organised the cards 
• Logic model drawn using Google 

Drawings
• Refined the logic model by 

presenting to the wider review team



Bringing the logic model together

Inputs
Short term 
outcomes

Intermediate 
outcomes

Long term outcomes

Direct inputs 
from the 

MoH to the 
RHO on an 
ongoing, 

once-off, or 
regular basis

Outcomes 
that are 

achieved in 
the short 

term, 
decided on 
by the RHO, 
for the RHO

Outcomes managed 
by the RHO that are 

expected to be 
achieved once the 

short term 
outcomes are in 

place

Long term health system 
outcomes that are the 

results of the RHOs working 
together to achieve 

healthcare goals



Logic model



Provision of 
funding

Realistic 
budget set 

Appropriate 
resource allocation

Good operational 
functioning 

Balanced
budget

Efficient 
health system 

Inputs
Short term 
outcomes

Intermediate 
outcomes

Long term outcomes

Resource 
allocation 
formula 
captures 

local 
needs

Chain of activities – funding



Impact



Sláintecare action plan



Regional integrated care organisations

• Review was one source used 
to inform the geographical 
boundaries drawn by 
Department of Health e.g.

• If population of region is 
too small it will be at a 
disadvantage

• Having a large number 
of regions is a barrier to 
strategic change

• Will be utilised in ongoing 
work



Take home messages

• Mixed methods reviews draw on the strengths of 
quantitative and qualitative evidence

• Mixed methods allow for triangulation of findings

• Models can form a key output of mixed methods reviews 
and provide policy makers with a valuable visual 
representation of results 

• Mixed methods are especially useful for policy questions 
because they can capture impact as well as perceptions 
and experiences of implementation



The pragmatic gold standard for a policy-
useful systematic review might thus be a 
timely, mixed-method, broad-scope review 
that embraces multiple disciplinary 
perspectives and gives a comprehensive 
(though not exhaustive) summary of the 
state of knowledge, ignorance and 
uncertainty in a field. 

(Greenhalgh et al. 2017)




