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• What are systematic reviews?

• How systematic reviews are conducted?

• Systematic reviews of quantitative vs. 

qualitative studies

• Possible application in peer review research



Systematic review

a review of a clearly formulated question that uses 

systematic and explicit methods to identify, select and 

critically appraise relevant research, and to collect and 

analyze data from the studies that are included in the 

review

statistical methods ([such as] meta-analysis) may or may 

not be used to analyze and summarize the results of the 

included studies

source: Cochrane Collaboration
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General overview

Search strategy ?

Assessment of studies ?

Equal weight of studies

Bias in conclusions ?

Focused question

Comprehensive and 

reproducible search

Quality and relevance assessed

High quality studies, weighted

Impartial and relevant 

conclusions

Narrative review Systematic review



Steps in the making of a systematic review

• Defining the question
o inclusion & exclusion criteria

• Developing a search strategy
o electronic databases, forward & backward citations, gray literature?

• Screening & identifying relevant studies
o two reviewers independently

• Data extraction

• Critical appraisal of the included studies

• Data synthesis

• Write-up



Step Systematic reviews of

Quantitative studies Qualitative studies

Review question straightforward, narrow, 

specific (PICO)

narrow, specific OR

broader, indicative, 

thematic

Search strategy possible by study design, 

can be more specific

qualitative design not 

easily recognizable, 

search has to be sensitive

Data extracted numerical textual

Critical appraisal 

of included studies

different criteria and tools

Synthesis of 

data/findings

narrative summary with or 

without statistical meta-
analysis, "integrative”

different "interpretive” 

approaches



Qualitative synthesis

Any methodology whereby study findings are 

systematically interpreted through a series of expert 

judgements to represent the meaning of the collected 

work. 

In a qualitative synthesis, the findings of qualitative studies

― and sometimes mixed-methods and quantitative 

research ― are pooled. 

Judgement-based qualitative methodologies are used to 

draw conclusions regarding the collective meanings of this 

pool of research.

(Bearman and Dawson 2013) 



Synthesis of qualitative studies: approaches

Variety:

• Meta-ethnography (Noblit & Hare, 1988)

• Meta-study (Paterson et al, 2001)

• Synthesis of qualitative research (Sandelowski & Barroso, 2007)

• Grounded formal theory (Kerney 1998, 2001)

• Realist review (Pawson et al 2005)

• ... other less developed or more rarely used approaches 

(„meta-family”)

Gaining popularity:

• C. Howell Major & M. Savin-Baden (2011): analysis of 177 

qualitative research studies accross a variety of professional 
and social science fields



Synthesis of qualitative studies: challanges

For the synthesis component of the qualitative reviews, a 

black box remains between what people claim to use as a 

synthesis approach and what is actually done in practice. 

(Hannes & Macaitis 2011)

Metasynthesis investigations frequently result in isolated 

findings rather than findings in relationship, and 

opportunities to generate research hypotheses and 

theoretical models are not always fully realized.

(Fingfeld-Connet 2014)



• on the most basic level: a comprehensive and well-

organized compilation of qualitative research 

findings on a phenomenon

• synthesizing the findings of primary qualitative 

research on a higher level of abstraction

• deepening knowledge and understanding of a 

phenomenon

• contributing to development of evidence-based 

practice

Sys revs of qualitative research: purpose





Application in peer review research

Jefferson T, Rudin M, Brodney Folse S, Davidoff F. Editorial peer 

review for improving the quality of reports of biomedical studies. 

Cochrane Database Syst Rev. 2007 Apr 18;(2):MR000016.

• Objective: to estimate the effect of processes in editorial peer 

review

• Inclusion criteria: prospective or retrospective comparative 

studies with two or more comparison groups, generated by 

random or other appropriate methods, and reporting original 

research, regardless of publication status

• Search: 28 studies included

• Synthesis: narrative (no meta-analysis)



Application in peer review research

Jefferson T, Rudin M, Brodney Folse S, Davidoff F. Editorial peer 

review for improving the quality of reports of biomedical studies. 

Cochrane Database Syst Rev. 2007 Apr 18;(2):MR000016.

• Results/outcomes: 

o effect of blinding/masking on the quality of external 

opinions

o effects of submission checklists on the outcome

o effects of communication media on the outcome

o effects of training, feedback and correspondence on the 

outcome

o presence and effects of reviewer bias on the outcome

o effects of peer review on study validity

o effects of peer review on study report quality



Application in peer review research

Demicheli V, Di Pietrantonj C. Peer review for improving the quality 

of grant applications. Cochrane Database Syst Rev. 2007 Apr 
18;(2):MR000003

• Objective: to estimate the effect of grant giving peer review 

processes on importance, relevance, usefulness, soundness of 

methods, soundness of ethics, completeness and accuracy of 

funded research.

• Inclusion criteria: prospective or retrospective comparative 

studies with two or more comparison groups assessing different 

interventions or one intervention against doing nothing.

• Search: 178 citations retrieved, 37 full texts checked, 10 studies 

included

• Synthesis: narrative (no meta-analysis)



Application in peer review research

Demicheli V, Di Pietrantonj C. Peer review for improving the quality 

of grant applications. Cochrane Database Syst Rev. 2007 Apr 
18;(2):MR000003

• Results/Outcomes:

o effect of different ways of screening submissions

o effect of different ways of masking submissions

o effect of different decision making procedures

o agreement of the results of peer review processes (inter-

reviewer agreement, efect of different rating scales)



Sys rev of qualitative research of peer review?

Research question:
• broad, thematic – probably not many qualitative studies

• inclusion criteria – type of study, context...

Search strategy:
• broad, sensitive – probably resulting in a very large number of 

citations for screening (time-consuming!)

Data/findings extraction
• easier with articles, more difficult with books

Synthesis:
• choosing the approach

ANY VOLUNTEERS?
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