
how to write a qualitative systematic
review
how to write a qualitative systematic review is a complex yet highly rewarding
endeavor, offering deep insights into phenomena through the synthesis of non-numerical
data. This rigorous research methodology systematically identifies, evaluates, and
synthesizes findings from multiple qualitative studies to address a specific research
question. Unlike quantitative reviews that focus on numerical data and statistical analysis,
qualitative systematic reviews delve into experiences, perspectives, and meanings,
providing a rich, holistic understanding of a topic. Mastering the process requires careful
attention to methodology, from defining a precise research question to employing
appropriate synthesis techniques. This article will meticulously guide you through each
critical stage, including protocol development, comprehensive literature searching,
rigorous quality appraisal, and sophisticated data synthesis, ensuring a robust and
trustworthy review. By adhering to established guidelines and best practices, researchers
can produce high-quality qualitative systematic reviews that significantly contribute to
evidence-based practice and policy.
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Understanding Qualitative Systematic Reviews
A qualitative systematic review represents a systematic and transparent method for
identifying, appraising, and synthesizing the findings from primary qualitative research
studies. Its primary goal is to provide a comprehensive understanding of complex social
phenomena, human experiences, or perspectives related to a specific area of inquiry.
While traditional systematic reviews often focus on the effectiveness of interventions using
quantitative data, qualitative systematic reviews explore themes, concepts, and
interpretations derived from qualitative data, such as interviews, focus groups, and
ethnographic observations.

The value of conducting a qualitative systematic review lies in its ability to generate new,
overarching theories or conceptual models by bringing together diverse insights from
multiple studies. This process can illuminate areas of commonality and divergence,
highlight gaps in existing knowledge, and offer a more nuanced understanding than any
single study could provide. It contributes significantly to evidence-based practice by
offering insights into why interventions might work or fail, the experiences of those
receiving care, or the contextual factors influencing health outcomes, moving beyond
simply "what works" to "how" and "why."

Key Stages in Writing a Qualitative Systematic
Review
Undertaking a qualitative systematic review is a multi-faceted process demanding
meticulous planning and execution. Each stage builds upon the previous one, ensuring the
rigor and trustworthiness of the final synthesis. From the initial conceptualization of the
research question to the final dissemination of findings, a systematic approach is
paramount for achieving a high-quality review.

Crafting an Effective Review Question
The foundation of any robust systematic review is a well-defined and focused research
question. For qualitative systematic reviews, questions typically explore experiences,
perceptions, meanings, or processes. Unlike PICO (Population, Intervention, Comparator,
Outcome) often used for quantitative reviews, frameworks like SPIDER (Sample,
Phenomenon of Interest, Design, Evaluation, Research type) or SPICE (Setting,
Perspective, Intervention, Comparison, Evaluation) are more suitable for qualitative
inquiries. These frameworks help in clearly delineating the scope and boundaries of the
review.

A strong qualitative review question is broad enough to allow for the inclusion of diverse
studies but focused enough to provide a clear direction for the search strategy and
synthesis. It should clearly articulate the central phenomenon of interest and the
population or context being explored. Ambiguous or overly broad questions can lead to an
unmanageable number of irrelevant studies and dilute the interpretability of the findings.



Developing a Robust Protocol
Before initiating the search, it is crucial to develop a comprehensive review protocol. This
document serves as a detailed blueprint for the entire review process, enhancing
transparency, reproducibility, and minimizing bias. The protocol should outline the
review's rationale, objectives, the specific research question, inclusion and exclusion
criteria, proposed search strategy, methods for study selection, quality appraisal, data
extraction, and synthesis techniques.

Adherence to reporting guidelines like ENTREQ (Enhancing Transparency in Reporting
the Synthesis of Qualitative Research) is highly recommended for qualitative systematic
review protocols. Registering the protocol with platforms such as PROSPERO (while
primarily for quantitative reviews, some qualitative components can be registered) or
dedicated qualitative review registries further promotes transparency and reduces the risk
of duplication. The protocol acts as a roadmap, guiding the review team and ensuring
consistency throughout the project.

Comprehensive Literature Search Strategies
A thorough and systematic search for relevant literature is paramount to minimize
publication bias and ensure all pertinent studies are identified. This stage requires
developing a comprehensive search strategy that encompasses multiple electronic
databases, grey literature sources, and hand-searching techniques.

Key components of an effective search strategy include:

Database Selection: Utilizing relevant health and social science databases such as
CINAHL, PsycINFO, Scopus, Web of Science, PubMed, EMBASE, and sociological
abstracts.

Keyword Development: Employing a wide range of keywords, including synonyms,
related terms, and controlled vocabulary (e.g., MeSH terms), related to the
phenomenon of interest and population. Boolean operators (AND, OR, NOT) are
crucial for combining search terms effectively.

Grey Literature: Searching for unpublished studies, conference proceedings,
dissertations, and governmental reports to avoid publication bias.

Reference Checking: Examining the reference lists of included studies and key
review articles for additional relevant publications (snowballing).

Expert Consultation: Engaging with experts in the field to identify other relevant
studies or resources.

Documenting the full search strategy, including databases searched, dates, search terms,
and the number of results, is essential for reproducibility and transparency.



Systematic Screening and Selection
Once the comprehensive literature search is complete, the identified studies must undergo
a rigorous screening and selection process. This typically involves a two-stage approach,
often conducted independently by at least two reviewers to enhance reliability and reduce
bias.

The process generally unfolds as follows:

Title and Abstract Screening: Reviewers independently screen all identified titles1.
and abstracts against the predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria. Studies clearly
not meeting the criteria are excluded, and those appearing potentially relevant are
moved to the next stage.

Full-Text Review: Full-text articles of all potentially relevant studies are retrieved2.
and independently assessed against the full inclusion and exclusion criteria. Any
disagreements between reviewers are resolved through discussion or by consulting a
third reviewer.

It is vital to maintain a clear audit trail, documenting the reasons for exclusion at the full-
text stage, often using a PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and
Meta-Analyses) flow diagram, adapted for qualitative reviews, to illustrate the study
selection process.

Appraising the Quality of Qualitative Studies
Critically appraising the methodological quality or "rigor" of included qualitative studies is
a crucial step to understand the trustworthiness and relevance of their findings. Unlike
quantitative studies where quality often refers to internal and external validity, qualitative
appraisal focuses on different aspects.

Commonly used appraisal tools include the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP)
qualitative checklist or the Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI) Critical Appraisal Tool for
Qualitative Research. These tools typically assess elements such as:

The clarity of the research question and congruence with the methodology.

The appropriateness of the research design and theoretical perspective.

The rigor of data collection methods (e.g., sampling, data saturation).

The credibility of the data analysis and interpretation.

The transparency of the researcher's reflexivity and ethical considerations.

The purpose of quality appraisal is not to exclude studies solely based on lower quality but
rather to understand the strengths and limitations of each study and to inform the
interpretation and weighting of their findings during the synthesis stage. Studies with
significant methodological flaws might still offer valuable insights but require careful



consideration.

Extracting Qualitative Data
Data extraction in qualitative systematic reviews involves systematically identifying,
abstracting, and organizing key findings and relevant contextual information from the
included studies. This process goes beyond merely summarizing results; it entails deep
engagement with the qualitative data presented in the original articles.

Reviewers typically use a pre-designed data extraction form or template to ensure
consistency. Information commonly extracted includes:

Study characteristics (author, year, country, aim, design).

Participant characteristics (demographics, context).

Key themes, concepts, or categories reported by the original authors.

Supporting verbatim quotes from participants.

Researcher interpretations and insights.

Methodological details relevant to the quality appraisal.

The goal is to capture the essence of each study's findings in a way that facilitates
subsequent synthesis, paying close attention to the researchers' interpretations and the
nuances of the qualitative data.

Synthesizing Qualitative Evidence
The synthesis stage is arguably the most complex and intellectually demanding part of a
qualitative systematic review. It involves moving beyond summarizing individual study
findings to developing new insights, theories, or conceptual models that integrate findings
across multiple studies. Several approaches to qualitative data synthesis exist, each with
distinct epistemological underpinnings and methodologies:

Thematic Synthesis: A widely used approach that involves identifying recurring
themes or concepts across studies, then re-interpreting and generating new,
overarching themes that go beyond the initial findings. It often involves 'coding' the
data, 'developing descriptive themes,' and then 'generating analytical themes.'

Meta-Ethnography: A highly interpretive method developed by Noblit and Hare,
focusing on translating concepts and metaphors across studies to develop "new
interpretations" rather than simply aggregating findings. Key stages include
"reciprocal translation" and "refutational synthesis."

Grounded Theory Synthesis: Adapting principles from grounded theory, this
approach aims to build a substantive theory from the synthesized qualitative data,



iteratively comparing and integrating concepts.

Critical Interpretive Synthesis: A flexible and iterative approach that combines
elements of systematic review and grounded theory, focusing on developing
theoretical constructs to explain the phenomenon of interest.

The choice of synthesis method depends on the review question, the nature of the included
studies, and the desired outcome. Regardless of the method, the synthesis should be
transparent, rigorous, and result in a coherent and insightful integration of the evidence.

Reporting Your Qualitative Systematic Review
The final stage involves writing and disseminating the review report. A well-structured
and clearly written report is essential for communicating the findings effectively and
transparently. The report should follow a logical flow, typically including:

Introduction: Background, rationale, and review question.

Methods: Detailed description of the protocol, search strategy, selection process,
quality appraisal, data extraction, and synthesis method.

Results: Presentation of the extracted data, the process of synthesis, and the
resulting themes, concepts, or theoretical model, supported by illustrative quotes
from primary studies.

Discussion: Interpretation of the synthesized findings, their implications for practice
or policy, comparison with existing literature, limitations of the review, and
suggestions for future research.

Conclusion: A concise summary of the main findings and their overall contribution.

Adhering to reporting guidelines like ENTREQ (Enhancing Transparency in Reporting the
Synthesis of Qualitative Research) is critical. This ensures that all essential information is
included, allowing readers to critically appraise the review and understand its findings
fully.

Challenges and Best Practices in Qualitative
Systematic Reviews
While offering profound insights, conducting a qualitative systematic review presents
unique challenges. Addressing these challenges through best practices ensures the rigor
and credibility of the review.

One primary challenge is managing the inherent subjectivity in qualitative research.
Reviewers must maintain reflexivity throughout the process, acknowledging their own
biases and perspectives. This is often mitigated by having multiple reviewers



independently assess studies and resolve disagreements through structured consensus
processes. The interpretive nature of qualitative data also means there can be multiple
valid interpretations, necessitating transparency in the synthesis process and justification
for the chosen analytical approach.

Another challenge is the diverse methodologies employed in primary qualitative studies.
Studies can range from phenomenology to ethnography, each with distinct epistemological
foundations. Reviewers must understand these differences and assess their implications
during quality appraisal and synthesis. Ensuring appropriate keyword development for
heterogeneous study designs also adds complexity to the search strategy.

Best practices to enhance the rigor and trustworthiness of qualitative systematic reviews
include:

Team Approach: Involving multiple researchers from diverse backgrounds to
reduce individual bias and enrich interpretation.

Protocol Registration: Registering the review protocol to enhance transparency
and prevent duplication.

Detailed Documentation: Maintaining meticulous records of all decisions made
throughout the review process, from search strings to exclusion reasons.

Use of Reporting Guidelines: Adhering to guidelines like ENTREQ for both
protocol development and final report writing.

Transparent Synthesis: Clearly articulating the chosen synthesis method and
demonstrating how new themes or theories emerged from the primary data.

Engagement with Primary Data: Going back to the primary studies' findings and
participant quotes during synthesis to ensure the interpretations are grounded in the
original data.

Contextual Understanding: Paying careful attention to the context in which
primary studies were conducted, as this can significantly influence findings.

By consciously integrating these best practices, researchers can navigate the complexities
of qualitative systematic reviews, producing high-quality syntheses that meaningfully
advance knowledge and inform evidence-based decision-making. The rich, interpretive
insights offered by these reviews are invaluable for a comprehensive understanding of
human experiences and social phenomena.

Q: What is the primary difference between a qualitative
and a quantitative systematic review?
A: The primary difference lies in the type of data they synthesize and the research
questions they address. A qualitative systematic review synthesizes non-numerical data,
such as interviews and focus group transcripts, to explore experiences, perspectives,
meanings, and processes. Its questions often delve into "how" and "why." A quantitative



systematic review, conversely, synthesizes numerical data from studies like randomized
controlled trials, focusing on measuring the effectiveness of interventions or the
magnitude of effects, answering "what works" questions.

Q: Why is developing a robust protocol crucial for a
qualitative systematic review?
A: Developing a robust protocol is crucial because it serves as a detailed blueprint for the
entire review process. It enhances transparency by outlining all planned steps, from the
research question to data synthesis methods, making the review reproducible. It also
minimizes bias by requiring reviewers to define their methods beforehand, preventing
post-hoc decisions that could skew results. Furthermore, registering the protocol can
prevent duplication of effort by other researchers.

Q: What frameworks are commonly used for formulating
qualitative review questions?
A: While PICO (Population, Intervention, Comparator, Outcome) is popular for quantitative
reviews, qualitative systematic reviews often use frameworks better suited for interpretive
inquiry. Common frameworks include SPIDER (Sample, Phenomenon of Interest, Design,
Evaluation, Research type) and SPICE (Setting, Perspective, Intervention, Comparison,
Evaluation). These help researchers clearly define the components of their qualitative
research question, guiding the search strategy and scope of the review.

Q: How do you appraise the quality of qualitative studies
in a systematic review?
A: Appraising the quality of qualitative studies involves assessing their methodological
rigor, trustworthiness, and relevance to the review question, rather than traditional
concepts of validity and reliability. Tools like the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme
(CASP) qualitative checklist or the Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI) Critical Appraisal Tool are
commonly used. These tools typically evaluate aspects such as the clarity of the research
question, appropriateness of the methodology, rigor of data collection and analysis, and
researcher reflexivity. The aim is to understand the strengths and limitations of each study
and how they might influence the synthesis.

Q: What are some common methods for synthesizing
qualitative data?
A: Several methods exist for synthesizing qualitative data, each with different aims and
approaches. Popular methods include Thematic Synthesis, which involves identifying
recurring themes across studies and developing new, overarching analytical themes;
Meta-Ethnography, an interpretive method focused on translating concepts between
studies to create new understandings; and Critical Interpretive Synthesis, an iterative



approach that develops theoretical constructs to explain the phenomenon. The choice of
method depends on the review question and the epistemological stance of the researchers.
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