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This book is dedicated to the future of synthesis science; a disparate
field with rich potential for further methodological development. We
trust that this book makes both a useful, practical contribution to what is

known here and now and enables the next generation of students,
academics, theorists, and researchers to draw upon some of today’s best

synthesis scientists for tomorrow’s methodology.
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Preface

The growth in qualitative evidence synthesis methods, and the increasing
number of reviews that are published using these methods, is a clear indicator
that what was once a field for the “interested few” is becoming mainstream
practice. There are now large numbers of published qualitative synthesis
papers, as well as a growing body of academic and theoretical work to further
inform the conduct of qualitative reviews, and to further stimulate meth-
odological development. It is within the last few years that the majority of
methodological development has occurred, and within this timeframe, good
theorists have enhanced and refined their methods, as is evident in the quality
of published qualitative synthesis reports seen in mainstream journals to date.
The majority of methodological guidance though is buried in websites or
published in specialized journals. The few books available tend to have a
limited focus on a particular methodology, or are theoretical rather than
practical. Methodology papers in journals serve to flag issues or ideas, but
limitations prevent the level of depth and explanation possible in a book. The
word limit of journal articles prevents many authors from comprehensively
describing their full methods, and providing appropriate illustration or
exemplars is also problematic in most journals.

Writing about synthesis methods included the process of choosing be-
tween different approaches, selecting what would be appropriate for this
particular book and what would be put into the drawer until a new
opportunity for writing arose. Although first intended as a compendium of
all qualitative evidence synthesis methods, we decided to focus this book on
six commonly used methodologies for qualitative evidence synthesis. We
opted to portray those synthesis approaches that have particularly been
developed by and for researchers involved in systematically reviewing liter-
ature. Our choice has been influenced by previously published overviews of
approaches from colleague methodologists, personal knowledge, and con-
nections and the conversations that occur in our respective fields interna-
tionally. We have focused on methods that have been developed with the aim
of synthesizing primary studies, providing the reader with a detailed stepwise

xiii



xiv  Preface

description on how to move from original research texts to a review of
qualitative literature. We believe that these approaches will generate interest
from the international community of researchers, practitioners and policy-
makers currently involved in qualitative evidence synthesis.

The book is meant to be a guide to reviewers and users from any discipline,
although most of the worked examples are situated in the field of healthcare.
It is not a penultimate book of methods for qualitative synthesis, neither will
everyone agree with our particular selection and how we have categorized
them. Approaches that have been used in practice but are not covered in our
book include narrative summary, thematic analysis, grounded theory, meta-
study, cross-case techniques, content analysis, case survey, and qualitative
comparative analysis methods. Some of these methods have drawn upon the
principles of basic research designs. These adapted versions of basic research
methods for the purpose of synthesis are promising, but currently lack the
transparency important to a community of researchers involved in systematic
reviewing. They offer little guidance on particular aspects such as search
strategies, critical appraisal, and sampling of primary studies, neither do
they discuss why these should or should not be done. Furthermore, they
lack clarity of the particular features of the synthesis approach as compared
to other synthesis methods and have not yet formally been subject to an
evaluation of their appropriateness in the context of systematically
reviewing literature.

The methods included here are some of the better developed and used
approaches available at this point in time; yet no single text has brought them
together before, nor provided the diverse and high quality example syntheses
that the authors, and in some chapters, originators of the methodology have
conducted. Some of the synthesis methods presented are meant to build
theory and deepen understanding, while others have been created to develop
lines of action for policy and practice or to provide the current state of the art
on a particular topic. We feel it is most important that those engaging in a
qualitative or mixed method evidence synthesis have a clear understanding of
what particular approaches intend to do and which method best fits a
researcher’s goal and epistemological position.

Most researchers publishing qualitative or mixed-method syntheses do not
successfully answer the question of why, among other approaches, they have
opted for a particular method. Generally authors state that their choice was
influenced by what fits their particular school of thought or by what others
have successfully used in the past. The latter is particularly the case for meta-
ethnography, currently a very commonly used approach and one of the few
that has published methodological guidance. This is a substantive limitation
though which offers future reviewers limited opportunities to critique or gain
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insights from such decision-making processes. This book not only offers to
guide readers and potential users in how to apply a particular approach, it also
guides general readers through the considerations as to why they should opt
to choose a certain approach for their research project. Through the
presentation of worked examples of different approaches, it brings more
balance and a more insightful perspective to the options available to
researchers. The book does not simply resort to technical reporting of
method, but rather focuses on illustrating the challenges users of an approach
are likely to come across. These challenges are often hidden or only partly
addressed in published articles, where the main interest is to present the
content of the work rather than the methodology.

In summary, we believe this book provides a detailed and integrated
resource for readers who would otherwise have to piece together method-
ology from a disparate range of journal articles and other resources. We do
not see this book as an end point, since much remains to be learned and
written within the field of qualitative and mixed-method synthesis. Instead,
we hope to stimulate further pragmatic, intellectual, and methodological
curiosity in the richly rewarding field of qualitative evidence synthesis.

Karin Hannes
Craig Lockwood
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