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ABSTRACT   35 

Objective: To systematically identify, define, and classify emerging knowledge synthesis 36 

methods through a scoping review.  37 

Study design and setting: MEDLINE, CINAHL, Embase, PsycINFO, the Cochrane 38 

Methodology Register, the Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews, Social Sciences 39 

Abstracts, LISA, Philosopher’s Index, and ERIC were searched to identify papers reporting 40 

emerging knowledge synthesis methods across the disciplines of health, education, sociology, 41 

and philosophy. Two reviewers independently selected studies and abstracted data for each 42 

article.  43 

Results: In total, 409 articles reporting on 25 knowledge synthesis methods were included after 44 

screening of 17,962 titles and abstracts and 1,010 potentially relevant full-text papers. The 45 

majority of the included articles were an application of the method (83.9%); only 3.7% were 46 

seminal articles that fully described the method (ie, operationalised the steps). Most of the 47 

included articles were published after 2005. The methods were most commonly used across the 48 

fields of nursing, health care science and services, and health policy.  49 

Conclusion: We found a lack of guidance on how to select a knowledge synthesis method. We 50 

propose convening an international group of leaders in the knowledge synthesis field to help 51 

clarify emerging approaches to knowledge synthesis.  52 

 53 

Word count: 188 (abstract), 2710 (main text), 3 figures, 3 tables, 6 appendices. 54 

Key Words: systematic review, knowledge synthesis, realist review, meta-ethnography, meta-55 

narrative, meta-synthesis 56 

Running Title:  Scoping review of knowledge synthesis methods57 
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58 

What is new 

Key findings 

We found that most emerging knowledge synthesis methods were published after 2005, that 

most focused on nursing, health care science and services, and health policy fields, and that 

most represented an application of the method (83.9%) as opposed to being seminal articles 

describing the method in detail (ie, operationalising the steps; 3.7%).  

What this adds to what is known 

This is the first study to systematically characterise the features of novel knowledge synthesis 

methods. 

What is the implication 

We found a lack of guidance on how to select a knowledge synthesis method.  

What should change now 

We propose convening an international group of leaders in the field to help clarify emerging 

approaches to knowledge synthesis. 
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1.  Introduction 59 

 The notion of synthesising literature is not new [1]. Examples of knowledge synthesis in 60 

the field of philosophy date back to the 12th century, and statistical techniques for synthesising 61 

literature were common practice in astronomy in the 17th century. One of the first examples of a 62 

rudimentary meta-analytic approach in the health-related literature, in which studies on typhoid 63 

vaccination were pooled, was published in 1904 [2]. Statisticians working in the disciplines of 64 

education, social sciences, and psychology began advancing modern meta-analytic techniques in 65 

the 1970s [3-7].  66 

Empirical methods for conducting systematic reviews and meta-analyses of medical 67 

interventions have been formally established through over four decades of work by many 68 

organisations internationally, in particular the Cochrane Collaboration [8]. Systematic reviews 69 

based on these methods have changed the landscape of health research, but the methods 70 

themselves have been criticised as being unable to address questions of great complexity, such as 71 

exploring patients’ perceptions of disease, identifying underlying theories to explain the 72 

effectiveness of an intervention, or understanding the facilitators of and barriers to the uptake of 73 

an intervention. Because traditional systematic review methods may be inadequate to address 74 

these questions, other types of search approaches (eg, snowballing of papers, focusing on 75 

identification of key theories) and analysis techniques (eg, thematic analysis, grounded theory) 76 

may be required.  77 

Consider the following questions: “What are the processes involved with bioterrorism 78 

preparedness among nurses?” [9] “What is the lived experience of chronic illness among 79 

adolescents, and what recommendations can we make for clinical practice regarding that lived 80 

experience?” [10] “How can we better understand the dimensions, processes, and practices of 81 
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return to work following illness?” [11]. Such complex questions go beyond a simple 82 

consideration of what is effective and have resulted in the emergence of other knowledge 83 

synthesis methods. For example, the first question has been approached using concept synthesis 84 

[12], the second was answered using critical interpretive synthesis [13], and the third was 85 

answered through meta-ethnography [14].   86 

Although emerging knowledge synthesis methods can be fruitful in providing answers for 87 

decision-makers, they are challenging to find because they are employed across multiple 88 

disciplines, such as philosophy, education, and social science. As well, similar terms are used to 89 

describe different methods; for example, each of the terms “meta-ethnography,” “meta-90 

narrative,” and “meta-interpretation” refers to a distinct method. We aimed to identify and chart 91 

the various types of emerging knowledge synthesis methods, in terms of their definitions, 92 

comprehensiveness, disciplines, and objectives, through a scoping review of studies using 93 

emerging synthesis methods. This is the second in a series of articles reporting the results of our 94 

scoping review. The first article provides further details about the importance of research on the 95 

topic of emerging knowledge synthesis methods and our rationale for undertaking this scoping 96 

review [15]. 97 

98 
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2. Methods 99 

As outlined in our previously published protocol [16], our scoping review was predicated 100 

on the methods outlined by Arksey and O’Malley [17]. We selected a scoping review 101 

methodology because it is the most appropriate to address our objectives: to map the literature of 102 

evidence that is complex, largely understudied, and dispersed across multi-disciplinary fields, 103 

and to identify gaps where primary methods evidence is lacking and needed. As our methods 104 

have been presented in detail previously [16], they are described only briefly here.  105 

2.1 Information sources 106 

 We searched several databases from inception to December 2011: MEDLINE, CINAHL, 107 

Embase, PsycINFO, the Cochrane Methodology Register, the Cochrane Database of Systematic 108 

Reviews, Social Sciences Abstracts, Library and Information Science Abstracts (LISA), 109 

Philosopher’s Index, and Education Resources Information Center (ERIC). The literature search 110 

was supplemented by scanning the reference lists of included studies, as well as searching 111 

textbooks for details about the methods identified. The full literature search strategy for 112 

MEDLINE was published previously [16], and the other database search strategies are available 113 

upon request. 114 

2.2 Inclusion criteria  115 

We included any type of paper, study, report, dissertation, book chapter, or complete 116 

book that evaluated, used, or described emerging knowledge synthesis methods in health care. 117 

Our definition of these methods was developed with input from experts and was based on the 118 

authors’ experience. Methods meeting our criteria were those that (1) were not fully 119 

operationalised through the use of existing methods manuals and reporting guidelines and (2) 120 

were less frequently published in the health care literature than more standard methods. As such, 121 
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we excluded the following synthesis methods: systematic reviews of treatments and 122 

interventions, prognostic reviews, diagnostic reviews of test accuracy, aetiology reviews, 123 

economic reviews, and scoping (or mapping) reviews. We included methods from the disciplines 124 

of psychology, education, sociology, philosophy, and health as per the World Health 125 

Organization’s definition [18]. 126 

2.3 Screening and data abstraction 127 

Two reviewers independently screened the literature search results against the eligibility 128 

criteria. Potentially relevant full-text papers were screened in the same manner. Discrepancies 129 

were resolved through discussion. 130 

A data abstraction form was created in Excel, and all included studies were independently 131 

abstracted by two reviewers. Discrepancies were resolved through discussion. The abstracted 132 

data focused on country of conduct (based on corresponding author’s address), definitions of the 133 

method (according to the study authors), comprehensiveness of the method (ie, whether it could 134 

be used for the entire synthesis process—searching for evidence, abstracting data, and analyzing 135 

data—or just for the analysis), the discipline on which the paper focused, and the authors’ 136 

objectives in conducting the study. Disciplines were classified using subject categories in the 137 

Web of Science for the journal in which the paper was published. The papers were also classified 138 

as an application (or case example) of the method, a review article of multiple methods, or a 139 

seminal article that operationalised the steps involved in performing the method. Finally, the 140 

studies were classified as to whether they could be used to synthesise qualitative data only or 141 

mixed qualitative and quantitative data.  142 

2.4 Synthesis  143 
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We summarised the results descriptively. Qualitative analysis was conducted using 144 

NVivo 10 [19] to chart the definitions, comprehensiveness, disciplines, and objectives for the 145 

included methods. To depict the frequency of the most common knowledge synthesis methods, 146 

we created a word cloud using Wordle [20]. Two reviewers independently identified themes for 147 

knowledge synthesis objectives using thematic analysis; discrepancies were resolved through 148 

discussion. Methods with substantial overlap in terminology were identified using thematic 149 

analysis of the definitions during several team meetings. These methods were grouped together, 150 

and the most frequently occurring term was used for referring to the method. As well, similarities 151 

between knowledge synthesis methods were deciphered using thematic analysis of the 152 

definitions during several team meetings. 153 

154 
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3. Results 155 

3.1 Literature search  156 

We screened a total of 17,962 titles and abstracts and 1,010 potentially relevant full-text 157 

papers and found 409 articles that fulfilled our eligibility criteria (Figure 1; Appendix A and B). 158 

Some papers were review articles that described the conduct of multiple emerging knowledge 159 

synthesis methods. As such, each article contributed multiple lines of data that were analyzed in 160 

NVivo (523 lines of data in total).  161 

3.2 Characteristics of included articles 162 

 Most of the 409 included articles were published after the year 2000, with <5% published 163 

before that time (Table 1). The authors of many of the papers were from Europe (47.2%) or 164 

North America (40.1%). The methods were used across a wide range of disciplines, with nursing 165 

(33.5%) and health care sciences and services (16.1%) being the most common. The type of 166 

article was often an application of the method; <5% were seminal articles that described the 167 

method in detail (ie, operationalised the steps). The type of evidence most frequently synthesised 168 

by the methods was qualitative (70.2%); the remainder of the studies presented mixed qualitative 169 

and quantitative evidence (29.8%). 170 

3.3 Type of knowledge synthesis methods 171 

Twenty-five unique knowledge synthesis methods were identified. Twelve of these were 172 

identified as methods that could be used for the entire knowledge synthesis process (ie, provided 173 

guidance on the search strategy, article selection, and analysis), with meta-synthesis being the 174 

most common and concept synthesis the least common (Figure 2; Table 2; Appendix C). In 175 

contrast, 13 could be used only for the analysis (ie, provided guidance only on the analysis aspect 176 

of the knowledge synthesis), with thematic analysis the most common and ecological 177 
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triangulation, inductive analysis, integral meta-theory, philosophic analysis, and pragmatic utility 178 

being the least common.  179 

3.4 Most frequent knowledge synthesis methods by discipline 180 

 Papers using full knowledge synthesis methods were most commonly published in 181 

journals within the nursing discipline (31.8%), and articles that reported using meta-ethnography 182 

were published in the widest variety of disciplines relative to any of the other methods used for 183 

full knowledge synthesis (Table 3, Appendix D and E). Papers using analysis methods were also 184 

most commonly published in journals in the fields of nursing (7.6%) and articles that reported 185 

using thematic analysis were published in the widest variety of disciplines relative to any of the 186 

other analysis methods. 187 

3.5 Most frequent objectives for knowledge synthesis methods  188 

Using thematic analysis, we identified 11 main objectives across the included articles, 189 

which are outlined in Appendix F. Among the full knowledge synthesis methods, the most 190 

common objective was to explore a phenomenon (38.4%). Among studies that reported analysis 191 

methods, the most common objective was to explore different knowledge synthesis methods 192 

(13.7%).  193 

3.6 Overlap in terminology among knowledge synthesis methods 194 

According to thematic analysis of the definitions, we found overlap in the terminology 195 

used to describe the knowledge synthesis methods. Methods with overlapping terminology were 196 

grouped, and the most frequent term was used to describe the method. For full knowledge 197 

synthesis methods, synonymy of terminology is indicated in Table 2. Critical interpretive 198 

synthesis was the method with the highest number of overlapping terms (critical literature 199 

review, critical review, interpretive approach, interpretive synthesis, and meta-interpretation). 200 
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For two of the full knowledge synthesis methods, meta-interpretation and meta-study, there were 201 

no synonyms.  202 

The findings were similar for the analysis methods. For the analysis methods, synonymy 203 

of terminology is indicated in Appendix C. Thematic analysis had the highest number of 204 

synonymous terms methods, including thematic framework, thematic literature review, thematic 205 

review, thematic synthesis, thematic content analysis, thematic meta-analysis, and comparative 206 

thematic approach. Overlap in terminology was not observed for content analysis, ecological 207 

triangulation, inductive analysis, integral meta-theory, philosophic analysis, and pragmatic 208 

utility.  209 

3.7 Similarities among full knowledge synthesis methods 210 

Using thematic analysis, we identified two main groupings of the full knowledge 211 

synthesis methods: methods that can be used to integrate qualitative and quantitative data and 212 

methods that can be used to establish or refine a theory, perspective, or phenomenon (Figure 3). 213 

Methods exclusively for integrating qualitative and quantitative data were meta-summary, meta-214 

narrative review, and mixed studies reviews. Methods exclusively for establishing a new theory, 215 

perspective, or phenomenon were concept synthesis, meta-ethnography, meta-interpretation, 216 

meta-study, and meta-synthesis. Four methods can be used for both functions: critical 217 

interpretive synthesis, integrative review, realist review, and narrative synthesis. 218 

219 
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4. Discussion 220 

Through our comprehensive scoping review, we identified 25 unique knowledge 221 

synthesis methods across 409 articles. About half of these reports described full knowledge 222 

synthesis methods whereas the remainder described methods that could be used only for analysis. 223 

Most of the methods were contemporary and likely emerging; indeed, 81.1% of the included 224 

articles were published after the year 2005. These 25 methods were most commonly used across 225 

journals in the fields of nursing, health care science and services, and health policy. Finally, we 226 

observed numerous applications of the various methods across the literature, yet we identified 227 

few seminal articles that operationalised the steps of these methods. This finding suggests that 228 

further empirical work to formalise these methods is required.  229 

These results can be used to advance the knowledge synthesis field. We have provided a 230 

framework of terminology and definitions for the 25 knowledge synthesis methods. These 231 

methods will likely be useful to answer complex questions that go beyond consideration of what 232 

is effective, for example, “How do young people (aged 13–19 years) with epilepsy experience 233 

information exchange in health care contexts, and what factors influence positive and negative 234 

health care communication?” [21] and “How can we use a policy assessment tool to evaluate the 235 

outcomes of policies promoting increased accessibility to services in rural areas?” [22].   236 

Using thematic analysis, we grouped the 79 individual methods identified as 25 unique 237 

methods. During this exercise, we aimed not to be overly reductionist. For example, narrative 238 

reviews and meta-narrative reviews have some similar aspects, because both begin with 239 

preliminary synthesis of findings through identification of key theories and because both aim to 240 

narratively describe the literature. However, we kept these methods separate because slightly 241 

different terminology was used and the methods seemed to differ slightly. Among the analysis 242 
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methods, techniques from content analysis are used in the case survey method, aggregative 243 

analysis, and inductive analysis, yet we kept these methods separate as well, again because of 244 

differing terminology. These issues will be further examined during a proposed meeting of 245 

experts in the field, described in more detail below.    246 

Our results may also be helpful because we identified many full knowledge synthesis 247 

methods, along with the types of review objectives that can be met by the various approaches. 248 

For example, a researcher who wishes to explore a phenomenon could consider content analysis, 249 

framework analysis, grounded theory, or thematic analysis. Alternatively, to explore perceptions, 250 

meta-summary, meta-synthesis, and mixed studies reviews might be of use.  251 

To further group methods and develop an algorithm for matching the most appropriate 252 

knowledge synthesis method to any knowledge synthesis question (or objective), our next step 253 

will be to convene a meeting of an international group of leaders in the field. We anticipate that 254 

this group will further clarify the emerging knowledge synthesis approaches identified here. For 255 

example, subgroups can answer the same research question using different knowledge synthesis 256 

methods and results from the various synthesis approaches will be compared to determine 257 

whether the answers differ according to the method used. We anticipate that this exercise will 258 

refine the methods identified in our scoping review. We encourage readers who are interested in 259 

joining this international group to contact the corresponding author.    260 

Although our scoping review was comprehensive, it had some limitations. Like all 261 

scoping reviews, ours involved no assessment of risk of bias or meta-analysis, and its focus was 262 

on providing breadth rather than depth about a particular topic [23]. However, this approach was 263 

appropriate, given our objective of mapping out the literature on a largely understudied and 264 

complex topic. Additionally, we applied rigorous methods (including a calibration process for 265 
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study selection, duplicate screening, and use of standardised data abstraction), and we adhered to 266 

current standards for the conduct of scoping reviews, as outlined by Arksey and O’Malley [17]. 267 

We did not comprehensively search the grey literature beyond conference abstracts, protocols, 268 

and dissertations. Also, to increase the efficiency of our review, we limited our coverage to 269 

articles written in English. Although we searched the literature outside health databases, our 270 

search focused predominantly on health-related literature across the areas of psychology, 271 

education, sociology, and philosophy. As a consequence, our results likely reflect the English 272 

literature in health databases, and we may have missed some important knowledge synthesis 273 

methods written in other languages and applied in disciplines other than health. Furthermore, it 274 

was difficult to classify the 79 methods initially identified into 25 unique methods, and there may 275 

have been some misclassification. Additionally, we have reported our findings according to two 276 

distinct features of full knowledge synthesis methods that emerged from our data: 277 

methodological activity (ie, integrating quantitative and qualitative evidence) and purpose (ie, 278 

generate theory), but there may be alternative ways to represent the differences among different 279 

knowledge synthesis methods. However, we expect that any false assumptions or 280 

misclassifications will be resolved during our planned international meeting of experts. Finally, 281 

because of the sheer size of this scoping review, we were unable to include other important work 282 

published later than our search date, such as textbooks published by Gough and colleagues [24], 283 

Pawson and colleagues [25], and Hannes and colleagues [26]. However, these textbooks will be 284 

considered in the development of an algorithm during the international meeting. 285 

The next two articles in this series will describe the similarities and differences, strengths 286 

and limitations, and key knowledge and skills required for conducting full knowledge synthesis 287 
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methods in the two main groupings, those for integrating qualitative and quantitative data [27] 288 

and those for establishing or refining a theory, perception, or phenomenon [28]. 289 

290 
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FIGURE LEGENDS 291 

Figure 1: Study flow diagram 292 

Figure 2: Word cloud for most frequent knowledge synthesis methods 293 

Figure 3: Similarities between the full knowledge synthesis methods 294 

295 
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Table 1: Summary of papers included in the scoping review 320 

Characteristic 
Articles,  

n (%) 
(N=409 total) 

Year of publication  
Before 1980 1 (0.2) 
1980–1989 2 (0.5) 
1990–1999 16 (3.9) 
2000–2004 58 (14.2) 
2005–2009 181(44.3) 
2010–2012 151 (36.9) 

Country (corresponding author’s address)  
Europe  193 (47.2) 

North America 164 (40.1) 
Australia or New Zealand 30 (7.3) 

Asia 11 (2.7) 
South America 8 (2.0) 

South Africa 3 (0.7) 
Discipline  

Nursing 137 (33.5) 
Health care sciences and services 66 (16.1) 

Medicine 35 (8.6) 
Public, environmental, and occupational health 35 (8.6) 

Health policy and services 30 (7.3) 
Education 29 (7.1) 

Social science 20 (4.9) 
Psychology 17 (4.2) 

Rehabilitation 12 (2.9) 
Psychiatry 8 (2.0) 

Information science and library science 7 (1.7) 
Business 3 (0.7) 

Communication 2 (0.5) 
Sport science 2 (0.5) 

Geography 1 (0.2) 
Health management 1 (0.2) 

Integrative and complementary medicine 1 (0.2) 
Law 1 (0.2) 

Philosophy 1 (0.2) 
Policy 1 (0.2) 

Article type  
Application or case example 343 (83.9) 

Review article of multiple methods 51 (12.5) 
Seminal article that operationalises steps 15 (3.7) 

Type of evidence  
Qualitative 287 (70.2) 

Mixed qualitative and quantitative 122 (29.8) 

 321 
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Table 2: Frequency and definitions of the full knowledge synthesis (KS) methods 322 
KS Method (N)*; Method(s) 

with similar definitions 
Definition 

Integrative review (36); 
Integrative literature review, 
integrative review with 
conceptual framework 

Umbrella term used to describe synthesis methods for integrating qualitative and quantitative data. Can be used to draw 
conclusions that provide a more comprehensive understanding of a particular phenomenon than that existing before the review.  

Meta-synthesis (95); 
Qualitative meta-synthesis 

Umbrella term used to combine separate elements to form a coherent whole using a process of logical deduction. It aims to provide 
an accurate interpretation of a phenomenon and to compare and contrast individual studies to reach consensus on a new 
understanding of that phenomenon. It is an integrative and interpretive method that allows themes or key metaphors to emerge. 

Mixed studies review (15); 
Mixed methods approach, mixed 
methods review, mixed methods 
synthesis, mixed methods 
systematic review 

Umbrella term used to describe reviews combining or integrating (i) qualitative and quantitative studies, (ii) only mixed methods 
studies, or (iii) mixed methods studies and either qualitative or quantitative studies (or both). 

Meta-interpretation (7); 
None identified 
 

Umbrella term used to describe theoretical synthesis methods that provide a broader understanding of human behaviour and 
experience and should lead to new insights that are not observed in the original studies. It is an iterative process that uses 
interpretation of interpretations and theoretical sampling of studies for synthesis until theoretical saturation is reached.  

Concept synthesis (7); 
Conceptual framework synthesis 
model, conceptual model 
development, conceptual 
review, conceptual analysis 

Synthesis method used to identify concepts, viewpoints or ideas. Focuses on identifying the defining attributes of the concepts and 
can be used to develop a synthesis model. 

Critical interpretive synthesis 
(17); 
Critical literature review, critical 
review, interpretive approach, 
interpretive synthesis, meta-
interpretation 

Synthesis method that uses an iterative approach to refine the research question, search and select articles from the literature, and 
define and apply codes and categories. Data is re-categorised and interpreted, which results in a comprehensive critical narrative 
using qualitative and quantitative evidence that is grounded in data reported in the included studies. May result in new typologies, 
concepts, models or theory. Adopted from qualitative research areas (eg, ethnography, historical research and hermeneutics). 

Meta-ethnography (61); 
Extended meta-ethnography 
 
 

Technique to synthesise qualitative research, or develop ‘‘translations of qualitative studies into one another” (ie, reciprocal 
translation analysis). Interpretive approach that aims to provide a new interpretation of these studies or a new theory to explain the 
range of research findings encountered, rather than a simple aggregation. A way of re-analyzing and comparing the texts of 
published studies (rather than the original data of each) to produce a new interpretation. Involves induction and interpretation, 
whereby separate parts are brought together to form a “whole” (ie, looking for a new theory or ‘line of argument’ to explain all the 
studies) so that the result is greater than the sum of its parts.  

Meta-narrative review (6); 
Meta-narrative, meta-narrative 
mapping analysis 

Method developed from the need to synthesise evidence to inform complex policy-making questions. Involves looking across 
different paradigms or research traditions to uncover their “unfolding storyline,” which results in maps of “meta-narratives” from 
which dimensions or themes can be revealed and distilled. Useful for exploring differences between research traditions and making 
sense of conflicting results.  

Meta-study (27); 
None identified 

A multifaceted, interpretive approach to synthesis developed to study the experiences of patients living with chronic illness. 
Consists of three components to be completed before synthesis: meta-data-analysis, meta-method and meta-theory. Collectively, 
these create a new interpretation accounting for the results of all three elements of analysis (called meta-synthesis). 

Meta-summary (10); 
Meta-aggregation, meta-review, 
meta-summaries, qualitative 
meta-summary 

A quantitatively oriented summary of qualitative findings developed to accommodate the distinctive features of qualitative 
surveys. Can be used to combine descriptive quantitative and qualitative studies. The approach includes the extraction, grouping 
and formatting of findings, and the calculation of frequency and intensity effect sizes, which can be used to produce mixed 
research syntheses and to conduct  analyses of the relationship between reports and findings. May be used to develop a map of 
qualitative studies, which can serve as a basis for a further synthesis.  

Narrative synthesis (10); 
Narrative and theoretical 
syntheses, narrative review, 
narrative summary 
 
 

Synthesis method that includes a formal analytical process to generate new insights or knowledge by seeking to be systematic and 
transparent. Involves the juxtaposition of findings from the studies included in the review and some element of integration or 
interpretation. Slight differences in the field have been noted for narrative synthesis and narrative analysis, as described below: 
Narrative synthesis 
Draws out central theories or causal mechanisms identified in multiple studies and builds an explanation of the body of research by 
telling the story of the evolution of the field or mapping the domains covered by the literature in an area. Created using the 
methods of thematic analysis, conceptual mapping and critical reflection on the synthesis process. Process of compiling descriptive 
data and exemplars from individual studies and building them into a mosaic or map (ie,meta-narrative mapping). 
Narrative review (qualitative) 
Qualitative systematic review that uses a narrative inductive method of analysis. Allows for qualitative description, interpretation 
and synthesis, leading to identification of common and emergent themes, rather than testing theory or evaluating study findings. 

Realist review (27); 
Realist synthesis 

A method rooted in realist philosophy that is used to investigate “what works for whom, under what circumstances, and why.” 
Primary focus is on the causal mechanisms or “theories” that underlie types of interventions or programs, aiming to build 
explanations across interventions or programs that share similar underlying “theories of change” as to why they work (or do not 
work) for particular groups in particular contexts. 

Note: *References for each method are shown in Appendix A. 323 
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Table 3: Methods by type of evidence, discipline and objective for the full knowledge 324 
synthesis (KS) methods according to authors of articles describing the method 325 

KS Method* Type of evidence used Discipline* Categories of objectives† 
Integrative 
review 
 

Qualitative data and 
quantitative data 
 

Education; Health care services and 
science; Health policy and services; 
Medicine; Nursing; Public, 
environmental, and occupational health 

Explore understanding 
Explore perceptions 
Explore a phenomenon 
Review and evaluate 

Explore synthesis methods 
Explore qualitative research 
Develop/describe framework 
Investigate barriers and facilitators 

Mixed studies 
review 
 

Qualitative data and 
quantitative data and 
mixed data 

Education; Health care services and 
science; Health policy and services; 
Information science and library science; 
Medicine; Nursing; Public, 
environmental, and occupational health; 
Social science 

Explore perceptions 
Explore a phenomenon 
Explore synthesis methods 
 

 

Realist review Qualitative data and 
quantitative data 

Business; Education; Health care 
services and science; Health 
management; Health policy; Integrative 
and complementary medicine; Law; 
Medicine; Nursing; Public, 
environmental, and occupational health; 
Rehabilitation; Social science 

Explore understanding 
Explore a phenomenon 
Review and evaluate 
Explore synthesis methods 
Develop/describe frameworks 
Study policy and decision making 
Tool development 

 

Critical 
interpretive 
synthesis 
 

Qualitative data and 
quantitative data; 
qualitative data alone  

Education; Health care services and 
science; Health policy and services; 
Information science and library science; 
Nursing; Psychiatry; Rehabilitation; 
Social science 

Explore understanding 
Explore perceptions 
Explore a phenomenon 
Study process and relationships 
Explore synthesis methods 

Explore qualitative research 

Narrative 
synthesis 
 

Qualitative data and 
quantitative data; 
qualitative data alone 

Business; Health care services and 
science; Health policy and services; 
Nursing; Psychology 

Explore perceptions 
Explore a phenomenon 
Review and evaluate 

Explore synthesis methods 
Develop/describe frameworks 

Meta-narrative 
review 
 

Qualitative data and 
quantitative data; 
Qualitative data alone 

Health care services and science; Health 
policy and services; Medicine; Public, 
environmental, and occupational health; 
Social science 

Explore understanding 
Explore a phenomenon 
Review and evaluate 
Explore synthesis methods 

Explore qualitative research 
Develop/describe frameworks 

Meta-summary 
 

Qualitative data and 
quantitative data; 
Qualitative data alone 

Health care services and science; Health 
policy and services; Medicine; Nursing; 
Public, environmental, and occupational 
health; Social science 

Explore perceptions 
Explore a phenomenon 
Explore synthesis methods 
Explore qualitative research 

 

Meta-synthesis Qualitative data Education; Health care services and 
science; Health policy and services; 
Information science and library science; 
Medicine; Nursing; Psychiatry; 
Psychology; Public, environmental, and 
occupational health; Rehabilitation; 
Social science 

Explore understanding 
Explore perceptions 
Explore a phenomenon 
Review and evaluate 
Study process and relationships 
Explore synthesis methods 
Explore qualitative research 

Develop/describe frameworks 

Meta-
ethnography 

Qualitative data Business; Communications; Education; 
Geography; Health care services and 
science; Health policy and services; 
Information science and library science 
Medicine; Nursing; Psychiatry; 
Psychology; Public, environmental, and 
occupational health; Rehabilitation; 
Social science; Sport science 

Explore understanding 
Explore perceptions 
Explore a phenomenon 
Review and evaluate 
Study process and relationships 
Explore synthesis methods 
Explore qualitative research 
Develop/describe frameworks 

 

Meta-
interpretation 

Qualitative data Health care services and science; Health 
policy and services; Nursing; Public, 
environmental, and occupational health; 
Social science; Sport science 

Explore perceptions 
Explore a phenomenon 
Explore synthesis methods 

 

Concept 
synthesis 

 

Qualitative data Information science and library science 
Medicine; Nursing; Psychiatry; 
Rehabilitation 

Explore understanding 
Explore a phenomenon 
Explore synthesis methods 

Develop/describe frameworks 

Meta-study 
 

Qualitative data Education; Geography; Health care 
services and science; Health policy and 
services; Nursing; Psychology; Public, 
environmental, and occupational health; 
Rehabilitation; Sport science 

Explore understanding 
Explore perceptions 
Explore a phenomenon 
Review and evaluate 
Explore synthesis methods 

Explore qualitative research 
Develop/describe frameworks 

Note: *Categorised according to Web of Science classification. †Develop/describe frameworks also includes guidelines, models, measures/scales, 326 
and programs; Explore understanding = explore how the topic or phenomenon is understood in the literature; Explore perceptions = explore how 327 
people perceive and experience a phenomenon, disease or health state; Review and evaluate = aim is to broadly synthesise the literature on a 328 
health topic, including the effectiveness of an intervention. 329 
Abbreviation : KS, knowledge synthesis 330 
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N=17,962 titles and abstracts 
from MEDLINE, CINAHL, 

ERIC, LISA and other sources

N=16,952 excluded
1) Not a knowledge synthesis method 

(n=16,915)
2) Not related to health or philosophy 

(n=37)

N=1,010 potentially relevant 
full-text articles

N=409 included articles 
reporting on 25 methods

N=601 excluded
1) Not a knowledge synthesis method 

(n=457)
2) Non-English study (n=72)
3) Unable to locate full text (n=69)
4) Not related to health or philosophy 

(n=3) 
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Establish or refine a theory, 

perspective or phenomena

Concept synthesis

Meta-ethnography

Meta-interpretation

Meta-study

Meta-synthesis

Critical interpretive synthesis

Integrative review

Realist review

Narrative synthesis

Integrate qualitative and 

quantitative studies

Meta-summary

Meta-narrative review

Mixed studies review


