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WHAT IS META-SYNTHESIS?
• Has many names:

– Qualitative meta-synthesis

– Qualitative meta-analysis

– Meta-ethnography
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• History:
– Originated in nursing

– Has since been applied extensively in health-related research

– To date, few applications in business

WHAT IS META-SYNTHESIS?
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WHAT IS META-SYNTHESIS?
• Interpretive analytical technique that uses the qualitative 

findings reported in previous studies as building blocks for 
gaining a deeper understanding of particular phenomena 

• Types of findings that can be analysed include:
– Interpreted data
– Unanalysed quotes
– Field notes
– Documents
– Etc.
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WHAT IS META-SYNTHESIS?
• Three types of meta-synthesis (Finfgeld, 2003)

– Theory building: Pushes the level of theorising beyond that which can be achieved 

in a single study

– Theory explication: Reconceptualises abstract phenomena

– Descriptive: Comprehensively analyses phenomena
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THEORY BUILDING



Deakin University CRICOS Provider Code: 00113B

THEORY EXPLICATION
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DESCRIPTIVE



Deakin University CRICOS Provider Code: 00113B

BUSINESS EXAMPLES
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BUSINESS EXAMPLES
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BUSINESS EXAMPLES
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HOW IS IT DONE?
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HOW IS IT DONE?
1. Framing
2. Searching
3. Rating
4. Synthesising
5. Reporting
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1. FRAMING
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1. FRAMING
• Identify a research question

– Meta-synthesis research questions are often broad

– Broader research questions will often refined and reduced in scope over the 

course of undertaking the synthesis (Walsh & Downe, 2005)
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2. SEARCHING
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2. SEARCHING
• Three potential database search strategies (Shaw et al., 2004)

– Using database thesaurus terms (e.g., MeSH terms)

– Using free-text terms (e.g., “ethnograph*”, “grounded theory”)

– Using broad terms (e.g., “qualitative”, “interview”)

• The Cochrane review handbook provides useful 
guidance on developing and refining search terms
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2. SEARCHING
• Other methods for locating papers (Barroso et al., 2003)

– Reference list checking

– Citation searching

– Hand searching through back issues of selected journals

– Author searching
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2. SEARCHING
• Some key issues

– Published vs. unpublished findings

– Inclusion of non-English works?

– Developing a systematic process for selecting relevant studies

– Should studies from different qualitative traditions be analysed together?
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3. RATING
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3. RATING
• Some studies are better than others
• However:

– What criteria should be used to determine whether a study is ‘weak’?

– Should ‘weak’ studies be included or excluded from review?
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3. RATING
• Sample quality criteria (Atkins et al., 2008)

1. Study is qualitative
2. Research questions are clearly stated
3. Approach is appropriate for the research 

question
4. Qualitative approach is justified
5. Study context is described
6. Role of the researcher is described
7. Sampling method is described
8. Sampling method is appropriate to the 

research question 

9. Data collection method is described
10. Data collection method is appropriate to 

the research question
11. Method of analysis is clearly described
12. Analysis is appropriate for the research 

question
13. Claims are supported by sufficient 

evidence
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3. RATING
• Potential solution: sensitivity analyses (Thomas & Harden, 2008)
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4. SYNTHESISING
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4. SYNTHESISING
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4. SYNTHESISING
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4. SYNTHESISING
• Many approaches for synthesising data (Barnett-Page & Thomas, 2009; 

Dixon-Woods et al., 2005)

- Meta-ethnography
- Grounded theory
- Thematic synthesis
- Textual narrative synthesis
- Meta-study
- Meta-narrative
- Critical interpretative synthesis
- Ecological triangulation

- Framework synthesis
- Content analysis
- Meta-interpretation
- Qualitative metasummary
- Narrative summary
- Realist synthesis
- Cross-case techniques
- Case survey
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4. SYNTHESISING
• Thematic synthesis (Thomas & Harden, 2008)

1. Free coding of the original findings
2. Grouping of similar free codes into descriptive themes
3. Generating analytical themes that emerge from and step beyond the descriptive 

themes
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SYNTHESISING
• Meta-ethnography (Noblit & Hare, 1988)

– Reciprocal translational analysis: identify the key themes/concepts in each study
– Refutational synthesis: note and attempt to reconcile contradictions between 

identified themes/concepts
– Lines of argument synthesis: develop a general interpretation of the phenomena 

of interest that is grounded in the themes/concepts of each study
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5. REPORTING
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5. REPORTING
• Maintain a clear audit trail so that key study information can 

be reported in the synthesis write-up
• Things to report include:

– Search strategy
– Number of studies at each stage of the search process
– Summary of studies selected for synthesis



Deakin University CRICOS Provider Code: 00113B

5. REPORTING
Jones (2004)
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5. REPORTING
Jones (2004)
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5. REPORTING
Newton (2011)
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5. REPORTING
Newton (2011)
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