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ABSTRACT: There is a proliferation of terms that are used to define and describe qualitative methods of 
review synthesis. These terms can make understanding which approach to use difficult, and the ability to 
generate operational clarity challenging. This is particularly important for lifespan mental health research, 
and further research is required that examines and maps the terms and approaches to synthesis. This scoping 
review aims to map the landscape of qualitative synthesis methods, evaluate the ability to operationalise 
named methods, explore their philosophical foundations and methodological associations, and consider the 
application within a specifically identified area of lifespan mental health research. Following PRISMA-
ScR guidelines, a scoping review was undertaken. A comprehensive search was conducted across multiple 
databases and grey literature sources. Articles were included that examined a methodological approach to 
qualitative synthesis. Data extraction and charting focused on synthesis type, frameworks, philosophical 
alignment, and operational guidance. Fifty-four articles were identified, and within these, 14 qualitative 
methodologies were identified, 5 types of aggregative methods, and 10 types of interpretive methods of 
synthesis. Meta-ethnography, meta-synthesis, and framework synthesis were the most frequently cited 
methodologies. A subset of these methodologies and methods was found to be the more operationalizable, 
and these are discussed. The review highlights significant terminological and methodological fragmentation 
in qualitative synthesis. It underscores the need for clearer guidance, standardised terminology, and stronger 
links between synthesis methodologies, methods, and philosophical traditions. A decision tree is proposed 
to support researchers in selecting appropriate synthesis methodologies. 

Keywords: Qualitative; Review; Meta-synthesis; Grounded theory; Narrative; Synthesis; Meta; Meta-
study; Interpretivist; Aggregative 
 

1. Introduction 

Qualitative evidence synthesis has become an essential component of evidence-based practice, 
particularly for lifespan development and mental-health research, where understanding lived experiences, 
perceptions, and contextual factors is critical. While searching for qualitative studies is a foundational step 
in any synthesis, and appraisal of study quality is variably applied depending on philosophical stance and 
review purpose, the process of synthesis itself remains the most conceptually challenging and least 
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standardized aspect of qualitative reviews. Currently, there is an abundance of terms used to describe the 
synthesis process; for instance, the term meta is accompanied by a high number of variations illustrating 
different synthesis approaches. This includes, but is not limited to, Meta-ethnography [1], Meta-study [2], 
Meta-synthesis [3], Meta-aggregation [4], and Meta-interpretation [5]. The term ‘synthesis’ faces similar 
problems due to the sheer number of terms used in academic literature. For instance, the following terms 
have been identified describing approaches to synthesis, including interpretive synthesis [6], aggregative 
synthesis [7], concept synthesis [8], narrative synthesis [9], textual narrative synthesis [10], thematic 
synthesis [11], and translation synthesis [12]. 

Compared to empirical methods for synthesis, review-based approaches are often not linked closely 
and clearly linked to accompanying methodologies or philosophies. For instance, thematic analysis could 
be used within a study situated within a subtle realist world view and using interpretive hermeneutic 
phenomenology; alternatively, social constructivist grounded theory is clearly associated with pragmatism 
[13] and has very specific, clear steps and considerations for analysis. Further empirical approaches could 
be named as such. The important point from this is that empirical approaches are easily operationalizable 
by knowing a methodology and philosophy, whereas the development of review synthesis approaches does 
not always appear to be. The inability to link methodology with synthesis approaches consistently means 
there is a greater need to understand the philosophical foundation of the synthesis approach to ensure the 
product of synthesis is what is intended by the approach. Recently, Soundy and Heneghan [14] identified 
an approach that combines an empirical method of analysis (social constructivist grounded theory) with a 
well-established review technique (meta-ethnography), which may be one way of answering this problem 
and retaining or honouring key analytical strategies [15]. However, the extent to which this problem is 
considered and identified in past reviews on synthesis approaches e.g., ref. [16] is limited. A review that 
examines the underlying philosophical considerations to the meta-synthesis approach would be useful to 
allow scholars to establish these links and ensure a higher standard of practice for reviewing articles related 
to lifespan development and mental-health research. 

Given the above, it is possible that reviewers of qualitative research are confused by an extremely high 
number of terms that don’t necessarily clearly fit with a methodology or philosophy. In addition to this, 
there appear to be several articles that talk across synthesis techniques but, in themselves, may not provide 
enough guidance to enable the different named approaches to be operationalised. For instance, Hannes and 
Macaitis [17], Nye [18] do an excellent job of introducing approaches, but the ability to operationalise each 
may be limited by what literature is available. A previous scoping review by Tricco et al. [8] highlighted 
that many synthesis methods described in the literature were difficult to operationalise. A more recent 
scoping review by Perlman et al. [19] identifies an excellent consideration of some of the processes; 
however, the details considered around the synthesis methods are lacking. This lack of clarity around 
methods of synthesis poses challenges for researchers attempting to apply these methods rigorously and 
transparently. Given this, it is important that an understanding of the aims of research that details different 
approaches is better understood. 

To illustrate the relevance of this review to lifespan development and mental-health research, it is 
important to anchor associate it within a specific area of psychology. For example, qualitative studies 
exploring adolescents’ lived experiences of depression would represent a good health psychology example 
topic. This topic includes interesting domains of psychology, including identity formation, peer 
relationships, emotional regulation, and developmental transitions. These domains are contextual and 
interpretive and provide opportunity for different approaches to be selected and chosen based on the overall 
outcome of the review which could be to identify and aggregate descriptions from papers, to use an 
established framework found in an area like emotional regulation to represent results of a review, to develop 
a new theory by examining experiences identified in papers or to reveal important and contextual difference 



Lifespan Dev. Ment. Health 2026, 2(1), 10003. doi:10.70322/ldmh.2026.10003  3 of 31 

 

that may exist across cultures and populations. Further to this, the area has been selected as recent examples 
of different review methodologies are available e.g., [20–24]. 

Due to the proliferation of new synthesis techniques, there is a need to revisit and update the landscape 
of qualitative synthesis approaches with a special focus on which techniques may be possible to operationalise. 
This scoping review aims to identify and map the range of qualitative synthesis methods currently described 
in the literature. Identify those which could be operationalised and explore the approaches for association to 
methodology as well as philosophical foundations that underpin these approaches. 

2. Methods 

2.1. Design 

A scoping review methodology was selected following the framework proposed by PRISMA [25]. This 
design is appropriate for mapping key concepts, identifying gaps, and clarifying definitions in complex and 
heterogeneous fields. 

2.2. Eligibility Criteria 

The eligibility criteria are based on the acronym PCC. 

2.3. Population 

Qualitative synthesis articles that have been written and published by academics interested in synthesis 
methodology and produce articles related to synthesis. 

2.4. Concept 

Articles that identify a methodological approach to conducting qualitative synthesis and identify some 
considerations towards the steps or methods involved in that approach. For this review, qualitative synthesis 
methods are defined as approaches that focus on bringing together research data that represent, or attempt 
to honour, participants’ voices, behaviours, or actions. Such data must not have been restricted to numerical 
categories or scales, nor converted for the purposes of statistical or quantitative methods of synthesis. 
Approaches that do not focus on synthesising qualitative data using qualitative analysis procedures fall 
outside this definition. Any type of qualitative approach was acceptable, including variations that may be 
associated with different methodologies or philosophical positions. Approaches that include the analysis of 
qualitative data using case studies were included. Worked examples of the synthesis procedures were used 
during the process of analysis. It was identified that the procedure was commonly understood and 
recognized, and could be operationalised as an approach. 

Chapters and books were only included if the methodological named approach could not be accessed 
via an article. Handbooks or commissioned reports that refer to articles when identifying synthesis and do 
not produce their own version of synthesis were excluded. Articles that identify an analysis approach 
designed for empirical studies. For instance, content analysis articles or thematic analysis articles would 
only be included if specifically designated for the purpose of being included as a step in a qualitative 
literature review. Quantitative meta-analyses or mixed methods reviews that are not solely focused on 
qualitative synthesis were excluded. For instance, meta-narrative (a qualitative and mixed methods 
approach), critical interpretive synthesis (an approach which draws on qualitative principles but is a 
methodological hybrid used for qualitative and quantitative sources), realist synthesis (a mixed methods 
approach designed to identify how and why interventions work), grounded meta-analysis (a methodological 
hybrid approach that can extend beyond qualitative data), qualitative comparative analysis (an approach 
which combines qualitative case knowledge with formal mathematical, and quasi-quantitative logic) and 
case survey (an approach which converts case studies to quantitative analysis) were excluded as approaches. 
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Further, for the purpose of this review, umbrella review approaches were excluded. The main reason for 
this is because this could introduce a different set of literature and some approaches, like mega-ethnography, 
have just used the phases proposed by meta-ethnography e.g., [26]. 

2.5. Context 

Only English language studies were included. Publications from any discipline, provided they focus on 
synthesizing qualitative data. Where multiple versions of the same article or approach exist by the same 
authors, only one of those articles was included. This was to avoid duplication and repetition; for instance, 
multiple references to the emerging guidelines were excluded, and one was selected to represent the approach. 

2.6. Information Sources and Search Strategy 

A comprehensive search was conducted across five electronic databases, including MEDLINE, 
CINAHL, PsycINFO, Scopus, and Web of Science. The first 30 pages of electronic search engines Google 
Scholar and ScienceDirect were searched. Grey literature and reference lists of included studies were also 
screened using ProQuest and GreyMatters. Search terms for electronic databases included combinations of: 
“qualitative synthesis” or “realist synthesis” “meta-ethnography” or “synthesis” or “meta-synthesis” or 
“framework synthesis” or “descriptive synthesis” or “narrative synthesis” or “critical interpretive synthesis” 
or “meta interpretation” or “grounded theory synthesis” AND “review” or “overview” or “methods” AND 
“qualitative” or “framework” or “approach”. A key and critical stage of citation chasing of included articles 
occurred to elaborate further and consider the approaches identified. The search strategy was intentionally 
methodological and not topic-specific. To demonstrate practical relevance for lifespan mental-health 
research, we provide examples drawn from adolescent mental health. These examples were selected post 
hoc for illustration only and were not used as inclusion criteria above or as keywords within the search. 

2.7. Selection Process for Sources of Evidence 

Titles and abstracts were screened by the study author. Covidence was used to assist in the storage of 
identified texts and allow assessment of inclusion criteria to occur with two reviewers. Full texts were 
retrieved for potentially relevant studies and assessed against inclusion criteria. Discrepancies were 
resolved through discussion or consultation with a third reviewer. 

2.8. Data Extraction 

For any included study, the author developed a standardized data extraction form that captured the 
following sections of information: name of author, year, aim of paper, and type of synthesis method used. 

2.9. Analysis 

Descriptive statistics were used to summarize the frequency and distribution of synthesis methods. 
Graphs were used to document the frequency of terms identified to describe synthesis. The summary aims 
of the articles were aggregated for the most common aims, with descriptive statistics added. The definition 
of terms was developed by aggregating study definitions. Further detailed descriptive analysis was 
undertaken for the most common 10 approaches to synthesis. This included identifying study originators 
or the earliest reference from results, if frameworks were used, the philosophical foundation (e.g., 
interpretivist, constructivist) of the approach, identification of synthesis approaches used to create 
operational guidance, and examples of application. 
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3. Results 

3.1. Search Output 

A total of 806 articles were identified, of which 54 were selected [3–5,7–9,11,15–18,27–69]. Figure 1 
provides the PRISMA flow diagram. 

 

Figure 1. The PRISMA 2020 flow diagram. 

3.2. Charting the Data and Synthesis 

Of the included studies, the UK and the USA had produced the most work centered around qualitative 
synthesis. This is identified as follows UK: 22, USA: 10, Canada: 5, Australia: 4, Germany: 3, France: 2, 
Ireland: 2, The Netherlands: 2, Norway: 1, Taiwan: 1, Belgium: 1 and Finland: 1. In addition to this, most 
of the research (n = 26) was published between 2006 and 2018 when around 3.5 papers/year were produced. 
Between 1975–1999, there were 2 identified; between 2000–2009, 19; between 2010–2019, 25; and 8 from 
2020 onwards. 
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The main aims of the articles included can be considered in Table 1. The three most common aims 
mentioned were; (a) to develop an innovative method, (b) to provide an overview of approaches, and (c) 
guidance for conducting synthesis. 

Table 1. Detailed Summary of Common Aims in the Scoping Review. 

Aim Category Description Example 

1. Methodological 
development/innovation 
(18 papers) 

These papers aimed to develop, refine, or introduce 
new synthesis methods or frameworks. They often 
proposed novel techniques, adapted existing ones, or 
created hybrid approaches to improve the rigour, 
flexibility, or applicability of synthesis. 

“To introduce a synthesised technique 
for using grounded theory in nursing 
research” 

2. Overview or review of 
existing methods (15 papers) 

These papers provided comprehensive overviews, 
comparisons, or critiques of existing synthesis methods. 
Their goal was to map the landscape of available 
approaches and help researchers understand the 
strengths, limitations, and contexts of use. 

“To bring together and review the full 
range of methods of synthesis that are 
available” 

3. Guidance or instruction for 
applying methods (10 papers) 

These papers offered practical guidance, frameworks, 
or step-by-step instructions for conducting synthesis. 
They were often aimed at helping researchers apply 
methods correctly and consistently. 

“To provide clear methodological 
instructions to assist others in applying 
these synthesis methods” 

4. Exploration of specific 
synthesis techniques (8 
papers) 

These focused on particular synthesis types (e.g., meta-
ethnography, thematic synthesis, narrative synthesis), 
often elaborating on their processes, benefits, and 
challenges. 

“To demonstrate the benefits of 
applying meta ethnography to the 
synthesis of qualitative research” 

5. Conceptual or 
epistemological discussion (6 
papers) 

These papers explored the theoretical foundations, 
philosophical assumptions, or epistemological 
implications of synthesis. They often questioned the 
validity or coherence of combining certain methods or 
paradigms. 

“To discuss whether this meta-
aggregation form of research has a 
sound epistemological foundation and 
should be considered a viable form of 
meta-synthesis” 

6. Application to case studies 
or specific fields (5 papers) 

These papers applied synthesis methods to specific 
domains (e.g., occupational therapy, psychiatry, supply 
chain management) or types of data (e.g., case studies), 
often to demonstrate feasibility or generate domain-
specific insights. 

“Provide the research design of a meta-
synthesis of qualitative case studies” 

The results are now split into an analysis of qualitative methodologies and methods. 

3.3. Methodologies Identified 

A total of 14 review methodologies were identified, see Figure 2. The three most frequently mentioned 
types of methodology were: meta-ethnography (n = 22), meta-synthesis (n = 15), framework synthesis (n 
= 11). Figure 2 identifies the frequency of the different types of review methodologies. 

The methodological approaches are presented in Table 2. All approaches named in the table aim to 
produce higher order insights that transcend individual studies. Many approaches identify the need for 
iterative analysis and place emphasis on contextual meaning. The most developed approaches which both 
utilise one name for synthesis were meta-ethnography and meta-synthesis. Meta-ethnography, which has 
two frameworks developed [15,46] and illustrates a consistent use of steps for undertaking synthesis as well 
as specific terms used, which have all been derived from the original text [1]. Meta-synthesis had the most 
articles that identified stages of the approach, although these stages were not consistent, and referenced a 
similar process. 
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Readers should be mindful that meta-ethnography, thematic synthesis, and narrative synthesis have clear, 
agreed stages that help with the process of operationalizing the methodology based solely on the 
methodological article. In contrast, meta-synthesis and meta-interpretation are more flexible and ideographic. 
Framework synthesis and meta-study rely on formal frameworks and theories to inform the approach. 

 

Figure 2. A summary of the named qualitative review methodologies. 

Table 3 identifies the philosophical assumptions of each approach, as well as indicating specific 
findings about the approaches. It is important to locate the ontology and epistemology of approaches, 
especially when considering the product of the synthesis and what the synthesis is attempting to honor. 
Inductive theory building appears central to meta-synthesis and meta-ethnography. Whereas pluralism, 
historical context, and reflexivity are important to other approaches like meta-study. Figure 3 provides a 
decision aid tool for researchers considering which approach may be most useful. 

 

Figure 3. A summary of the named aggregative synthesis methods that could supplement a review.
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Table 2. Identifying the various qualitative methodologies. 

Approach 
What Is An Aggregated Definition 
Across Studies of the Approach 

Identified Sub-Types of the 
Approach and Key Differences? 

Are There Agreed Stages and What 
Are the Processes  

Originator or 
Earliest 
Reference 
Identified  

Framework That 
Accompanies the 
Approach & Articles 
with Detailed Description 

Meta-ethnography 

Meta-ethnography is an interpretive 
method for synthesizing qualitative studies. 
It involves the translation of concepts and 
metaphors across studies to build 
explanatory theory, new conceptual 
understandings, and higher-order 
interpretations. The method goes beyond 
summarizing findings by merging and 
combining insights to form a line-of-
argument synthesis. 

Social constructivist meta-
ethnography [15], which assumes a 
social constructivist philosophical 
position and brings grounded 
literature theory from the work of 
Charmaz. 
 
This approach emphasizes 
interpretation and conceptual 
translation, aiming to construct new 
theoretical understandings 

Agreed stages 
Yes  
 
Key stages  
Reciprocal Translational Analysis 
(RTA): Aligns concepts across studies. 
Refutational Synthesis: Explores 
contradictions. 
Lines-of-Argument (LOA): Builds a 
coherent whole from parts. 

Noblit and Hare 
[1] 

Frameworks:  
EMERGE [46].  
Social Constructivist 
Framework [15]. 
 
Articles  
Britten et al. [30], Cahill et 
al. [32], France et al. 
[45,46], Mohammed et al. 
[52], Moser and Korstjensc 
[53], Soundy [15], 
Whittemore et al. [64]. 

Thematic synthesis  

Thematic synthesis is a flexible and 
interpretative method that involves 
identifying, analyzing, and reporting 
themes across qualitative studies. It 
includes line-by-line coding, the 
development of descriptive and analytical 
themes, and aims to generate new insights, 
hypotheses, and conceptual frameworks. 

No.  
 
This approach balances data-driven 
and theory-driven synthesis, moving 
from descriptive to interpretive 
insights. 

Agreed stages  
Most studies identify Thomas and 
Hardin [60] and there three step 
approach. Step one coding text using 
line-by-line coding.  
 
Key stages 
Line-by-line coding 
Descriptive theme development 
Analytical theme generation 
Pattern identification, categorization, 
and hypothesis development 

Dixon-Woods et 
al. [6] 

Framework 
No framework. 
 
Articles  
Flemming and Noyes [44], 
Thomas and Hardin [60]. 
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Meta-synthesis  

Meta-synthesis is an interpretive and 
systematic approach to integrating findings 
from multiple qualitative studies. It aims to 
generate new theoretical insights, holistic 
understanding, and conceptual 
interpretations of a phenomenon. Unlike 
meta-analysis, it focuses on synthesizing 
textual data and translating qualitative 
accounts to produce higher-level 
explanations and generalizations. 

No. But many identify specific steps. 
 
This approach emphasizes holistic 
integration and theoretical insight, 
respecting dissonance and 
preserving original voices. 

Agreed stages 
No but many detailed approaches are 
available.  
 
Key stages 
Primary analysis and within-case coding 
Cross-case synthesis and translation 
Theory development and meta-theory 
Narrative presentation 

Jensen and Allen 
[48] identified a 6 
stage process 

Framework 
No framework 
 
Articles:  
Gewurtz et al. [47] identify 
a 5 stage process 
Hoon [12] identify an 8 
stage process 
Jensen and Allen [48] 
identify a 6 stage process 
 Leary and Walker [49] 
identify an 11 stage 
process 
Lachal et al. [3] identify a 
6 stage process  
Walsh and Downe [62] 
identify a 7 stage process 
Zimmer [69] identifies a 6 
stage process  
Xu [67] identifies a 7 stage 
process 
Noah [54] identify a 7 
stage process 
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Meta-Study 

Meta-study is a multifaceted and highly 
systematic research approach designed to 
analyse and synthesize qualitative research. 
It involves three core components: Meta-
data analysis: Examining the findings 
across studies to identify patterns, themes, 
and insights. Meta-method: Analysing the 
methodologies used in the original studies 
to understand their influence on outcomes. 
Meta-theory: Investigating the theoretical 
frameworks that underpin the research to 
explore how they shape interpretation. 

No. All references linked back to a 
book by Paterson et al. [2] 
 
This is a multi-layered synthesis, 
combining empirical, 
methodological, and theoretical 
insights. 

Agreed stages 
Yes. The agreed stages are based on 
work by Paterson et al. [2]  
 
Key stages 
Meta-data, meta-method, and meta-
theory analysis 
Integration into mid-range theory 

Paterson et al. [2] 

Framework:  
Ronkainen et al. [57] 
provides steps and best 
practice guidelines 
 
Articles 
Paterson et al. [2] 
Ronkainen et al. [57] 

Framework synthesis 

Framework synthesis is a qualitative 
evidence synthesis approach that adapts the 
logic and tools of Framework Analysis to 
reviews: it begins with an a priori 
conceptual framework (from existing 
theory, models, or review objectives), 
codes study findings against that 
framework, and then extends or revises it 
inductively to generate an explanatory 
model fit for decision-making and policy.  

Yes. Best-Fit Framework Synthesis 
(BFFS; Carroll and Booth [29]) 
starts from a pre-existing model that 
is the “best fit” for the review 
question, uses deductive coding to 
accommodate much of the data, and 
then applies an inductive phase to 
incorporate data not covered by the 
initial framework, producing a 
refined, context-specific model. 

Agreed stages.  
Yes.  
Brunton et al. [31]. Familiarization, 
framework selection, indexing, charting, 
mapping and interpretation.  
Alternative steps for BFFS see Booth 
and Carroll [29] 

Ritchie & Spencer 
[70] 

Framework 
Brunton et al. [31]. 
Booth and Carroll [29] 
 
Articles 
Barnett-Page and Thomas 
[16] 
Flemmings and Noyes [44] 
Caroll et al. [33] 
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Narrative Synthesis 

Narrative synthesis is an approach to the 
systematic review and synthesis of findings 
from multiple studies that relies primarily 
on the use of words and text to summarise 
and explain the findings. While it can 
manipulate statistical data, its defining 
characteristic is a textual approach that 
tells the story of the evidence across 
studies. It aims to bridge research, policy, 
and practice by bringing evidence together 
in a convincing narrative. The attached 
materials also characterise narrative 
synthesis as a systematic and transparent 
analytical process that integrates findings 
using conceptual mapping and reflection. 

Yes. The output can vary. Excluding 
mixed methods application, a 
descriptive or thematic narrative 
synthesis is possible by summarising 
findings per study looking at 
common themes/patterns. 
Alternatively a structure synthesis 
with conceptual mapping. Key 
approaches can include juxtaposing 
findings, integrating and interpreting 
them and conceptual mapping to 
build a conceptual map. 

Agreed stages:  
Yes. Based on Popay et al. [9]. 
 
Key stages:  
1.Developing a theory of how the 
intervention works, why and for whom. 
2. Developing a preliminary synthesis of 
findings of included studies. 3. 
Exploring relationships of the data. 4. 
Assessing the robustness of the 
synthesis.  

Popay et al. [9]  

Framework  
Popay et al. [9] 
 
Articles: 
None that provide detail 
beyond framework. 

Qualitative meta-
analysis 

A systematic, interpretive approach for 
synthesizing findings from multiple 
qualitative studies to generate higher-order 
insights and theoretical contributions that 
go beyond individual contexts. 
It emphasizes emergence, meaning new 
properties or insights arise from the 
interaction of multiple studies, not visible 
in any single study alone. 
Core characteristics: 
 
Interpretive rather than aggregative 
Preserves richness and complexity of 
qualitative data 
Focused on patterns, relationships, and 
conceptual advancements 

Yes.  
Emergent framework (Fendt [41]) 
Grounded meta-analysis (mixed 
methods version not included here; 
(Hossler & Scalese-Love [71]) 
Integrity-focused meta-analysis 
(Levitt et al. [50]). 

Yes. 
 
Emergent framework: Formulate 
research question with an emergent lens, 
select studies to enable emergent 
patterns, extract data to surface latent 
structures, synthesise to reveal higher 
order emergent insights, document 
emergent insights and analytical 
evolution, write up to communicate 
emergent contributions 
 
Integrity focused: identifying and 
describing primary studies, transforming 
primary findings into units of data, 
organising units into categories or 
themes, enhancing methodological 
integrity,  

Timulak [61]  

Framework 
Emergent framework 
(Fendt [41]) 
Integrity-focused meta-
analysis (Colins and Levitt 
[22]; Levitt et al., [50]). 
 
Articles 
Timulak [61] 
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Meta-Interpretation 

Interpretivist synthesis method that can 
maintain an interpretivist epistemology, 
using interpretation (not raw data) from 
published studies, focuses son meaning in 
context (valuing differences rather than 
reducing them to common denominators) 
produced. Emerging conceptual innovation 
and insights are valued as ouputs. 

No.  

Yes. 
Identify research area (consider 
theoretical sensitivity and maximum 
variation sampling), undertake initial 
analysis concurrent thematic and 
context analysis, iterative theoretical 
sampling and saturation, develop and 
refine exclusion criteria, maintain 
transparent audit trail, final synthesis 
and statement of applicability. 

Weed [63].  

Framework  
Weed [63] 
Weed [5] 
 
Articles 
No. 

Table 3. Philosophical Foundations of Synthesis Approaches. 

Approach Philosophical Foundation 
Adolescent and Mental Health Example, and Worked Examples of the 
Approach 

Meta-ethnography 
Social constructivist 
Meta-ethnography 

Meta-ethnography originally was identified a relativist ontology and interpretivist 
epistemology [1,46].  
Social constructivist meta-ethnography assumes a pragmatist ontology and relativist 
epistemology [72]. 

Adolescent mental health example: Lucas et al. [22] 
Worked examples: Britten et al. [30], Sattar et al. [73] 
Social constructivist worked example: McMillan and Soundy [74] 

Thematic Synthesis  

Thomas and Hardin [60] do not specifically identify the terms ontology and epistemology. 
However, it is likely that the ontology is relativism or contextualism. They state qualitative 
research is “specific to a particular context, time, and group of participants” and the 
epistemology is interpretivist as reviewers actively shape understanding.  

Adolescent mental health example: Broad et al. [21]. 
Worked examples: Thomas and Hardin [60]. Kavanagh et al. [75].  

Meta-synthesis  
Ontology is identified as constructivist assuming that reality is socially constructed and 
context-dependent and epistemology is interpretivist and knowledge generated by the 
reviewer by conceptualization and interpretation [34]. 

Adolescent mental health example: Rodriguez et al. [76]. 
Worked examples: Aguirre and Bolton [77]. Finfgeld-Connett [78]. Nye et al. 
[18]. 

Meta-Study 
Constructivist ontology identifying socially constructed reality with contextual truths. A 
single reality is not sought rather multiple interpretations are considered. The epistemology 
is interpretivist emphasising constructed knowledge [79]. 

Mental health example: Watkins et al. [80]. 
Worked example: Rycroft-Malone et al. [81]. Paterson et al. [2]. 

Framework Synthesis 
The ontology is likely subtle realist with the attempt to gain useable common findings. The 
epistemology is partially interpretivist but also structured and deductive and begins within 
an a priori framework [33].  

Adolescent mental health example: Viduani et al. [24]. 
Worked example: Carroll et al. [82] 
Rapid best fit worked example: Shaw et al. [83]. 
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Narrative Synthesis 

It is likely (because not specifically stated by Popay et al. [9] that the approach is situated 
within a pragmatism or post-positivism. The pragmatic positioning is supported as the 
approach looks to consider how the intervention works, why and for whom [9,16]. This 
supports a central component of pragmatism which looks to consider what works rather 
than what is true.  

Adolescent mental health example: Ballesteros-Urpi et al. [84] 
Worked example: Gross et al. [85]. Le Boutillier et al. [86]. 

Qualitative Meta-
analysis 

Levit et al. [87] considers this approach within an emergence epistemology due to the 
complexity of social life, the idea is to consider new ideas when studies are combined, so 
knowledge is considered as interpretive and evolving.   

Mental health example: de Vos et al. [88] 
Worked examples: Wu and Levitt [89]. Levitt et al. [87]. 

Meta Interpretation  

Interpretivist epistemology rejecting positivist assumptions of objectivity [5]. Knowledge 
is considered as situated and socially constructed. Importance is considered as meaning in 
context. Synthesis process is described as a triple hermeneutic (interpretations of 
interpretations of interpretations). Value in differences contextually ad methodological as 
sources of insight.  

Adolescent/mental health example: No identified example.  
Worked example: Santos et al. [90] 
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3.4. Methods Identified 

A total of 8 qualitative synthesis methods were identified, see Figure 3. The three most used qualitative 
synthesis approaches were meta-grounded theory (n = 10), meta-aggregation (n = 5), and content analysis 
(n = 5). 

The approaches identified represent a broad spectrum of synthesis methods, ranging from five 
aggregative methods (see Figure 3 and Table 4) which aim to summarise and generalize to inform practice 
(e.g., meta-aggregation, qualitative meta-summary, content analysis) to ten interpretive methods see (Figure 
4 and Table 5) which aim to interpret findings or add new findings as an approach (e.g., interpretive 
synthesis, meta-grounded theory). Meta-aggregation and content analysis have been designed to be 
included within and follow systematic review protocols with clearly defined steps. Whereas meta-grounded 
theory and interpretive synthesis are more iterative and flexible methods. 

 

Figure 4. A summary of the named interpretive synthesis methods that could supplement a review.

10

3

2

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

0 2 4 6 8 10 12

Meta Grounded Theory

Interpretive Synthesis

Thematic Analysis

Miles and Hubermans Technique

Cross Case Analysis

Translation Synthesis

Concept Analysis

Concept Synthesis

Thematic Summaries

Texual Narrative Synthesis



Lifespan Dev. Ment. Health 2026, 2(1), 10003. doi:10.70322/ldmh.2026.10003  15 of 31 

 

Table 4. A summary of the methods of aggregative synthesis methods identified. 

Approach Definition Aggregated Steps/Process Supporting Sources 

Content Analysis 

A systematic, rule-governed method for coding and 
categorising textual data across studies to identify 
patterns, relationships, and conceptual structures; it can be 
applied inductively (codes emerge from data) or 
deductively (a priori categories), and may also quantify 
findings via counts/tabulations (manifest and latent 
content), thereby supporting transparent, replicable 
synthesis. 

 Preparation & material collection: define topic/keywords and scope; select and 
delimit literature; set unit of analysis; read and reflect on reports. Category 
development: build themes/categories a priori and/or derive inductively; specify 
coding rules and precise category definitions; allow iterative refinement.  

 Coding & data management: code data under categories; organise coded 
segments in matrices/tables with citations; use software where appropriate.  

 Analytic development: write memos; diagram relationships; interpret meaning 
in context; analyse frequency/meaning; count/tabulate occurrences.  

 Reliability & transparency: use multiple coders; assess agreement (e.g., Cohen’s 
kappa); resolve discrepancies through discussion; document category system 
and rules.  

 Iteration & synthesis: reflect and revise; assess saturation (no new insights) and 
conceptual fit; integrate patterns into coherent models or synthesised findings. 

Dixon-Woods et al. [6]; 
Finfgeld-Connett et al. [43]; 
Hannes & Macaitis [17]; 
Seuring & Gold [59]; 
Snilstveit et al. [11]. 

Meta Aggregation 
(JBI) 

A qualitative synthesis method that avoids reinterpretation 
of included studies and instead accurately presents 
findings as intended by original authors. Grounded in 
pragmatism and transcendental phenomenology, it aims to 
produce practice-level theory or lines of action for 
healthcare policy and practice. It is structured like a 
systematic review and focuses on aggregating findings 
rather than generating new theory. 

Standard JBI process: 

 Develop a review protocol (objectives, rationale, peer review). 
 Formulate review question using PICo (Population, Phenomenon of Interest, 

Context). 
 Define inclusion criteria (participants, phenomena, context, study types). 
 Conduct comprehensive search (published & grey literature). 
 Appraise methodological quality (JBI checklist). 
 Extract data (study details, verbatim findings, supporting quotes). 
 Assign plausibility ratings (unequivocal, equivocal, unsupported). 
 Three-step synthesis: group findings into categories (≥2 findings per category), 

then develop synthesized findings as overarching statements. 
 Report findings transparently (visual models, progression from findings to 

synthesis). 
 Develop practice recommendations (specific, measurable, context-rich). 
 Assess confidence in findings (CONQual rating). 

Lockwood et al. [51]; 
Hannes & Macaitis [17] 
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Meta-Aggregation 
general descriptors 

A method inspired by quantitative systematic reviews, 
aiming to produce generalizable statements from 
qualitative findings. Focuses on common meaning across 
studies, uses tree-like structures to categorize findings, 
and avoids theorization or critical interpretation. Purpose: 
guide practice and policy through inductive 
generalization. Critiques note risks of reducing rich, 
context-bound data into thin abstractions and ignoring 
contradictions. 

Core steps (aggregated from multiple sources): 

 Extract findings from studies. 
 Categorize findings into themes. 
 Aggregate themes into recommendations or lines of action. 
 Present findings in structured format for decision-making. 
 Compare and contrast grouped data. 
 Ensure transparency and link recommendations to synthesized findings. 

Bergdahl [4]; Booth [24]; 
Habersang & Reihlen [7] 

Descriptive 
synthesis 

Descriptive synthesis that summarises findings from 
individual studies without transforming them into higher-
level abstractions; maintains fidelity to original data. 

 Identify relevant studies 
 Extract descriptive findings from each study 
 Organise findings thematically or categorically 
 Present findings in a structured narrative or tabular format 
 Avoid reinterpretation or abstraction beyond the original scope 

Habersang & Reihlen [7] 

Thematic 
summaries 

Organises findings under salient themes, often structured 
by a conceptual framework; uses tabulation and reports 
divergence. 

 Categorise studies into thematic groups (e.g., intervention type, participants, 

outcomes) 

 Analyse and synthesise findings within each thematic group 

 Use tabulation; identify divergent findings 

 Synthesise under each theme 

Snilstveit et al. [11] 

Content analysis 
(fledgling 
approach) 

Condenses text into content-related categories; 
aggregative technique used as a fledgling synthesis 
approach. 

 Categorise textual content into content-related groups (specific procedural 

details not expanded in file) 

Barnett-Page & Thomas 
[16] 

Qualitative meta 
summary 
(Sandelowski & 
Barroso) 

Aggregative rather than transformative; quantifies 
frequency of findings and can calculate effect-size-like 
metrics for qualitative data. 

 Tabulate frequencies of qualitative findings 

 Compute qualitative effect-size-like metrics (details not expanded in file) 

Barnett-Page & Thomas 
[16]; Sandelowski & 
Barroso [91] 
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Table 5. A summary of the methods of interpretive synthesis methods identified. 

Approach Definition Aggregated Steps/Process Supporting Sources 

Interpretive 
Synthesis 

A synthesis method that reconfigures findings 
across multiple studies to develop new 
concepts, frameworks, and theory. It avoids 
fixing concepts early, acknowledges the 
authorial voice, prioritises plausibility and 
transparency, and integrates qualitative (and 
quantitative) evidence through interpretation. 
It is presented as the most interpretive and 
abstract form of synthesis (often drawing on 
meta-ethnography) and focuses on 
understanding patterns, mechanisms, and 
causal relationships across qualitative studies. 

Several steps are involved: 

 Avoid fixing concepts early; let theoretical structures emerge from the data. 
 Extract first-order concepts across included studies. 
 Develop second-order categories/themes that cut across studies.  
 Conduct third-order interpretations to produce new conceptualisations/theory. 
 Use reciprocal translation (translate concepts across studies) and constant comparison to refine 

links among concepts and categories. 
 Identify categories and patterns while preserving contextual integrity (retain the meaning-in-

context of source findings). 
 Build theory inductively and articulate causal/relational explanations where appropriate. 
 Ensure plausibility and transparency of interpretive decisions (authorial stance explicit), rather 

than prioritising reproducibility. 

Dixon-Woods et al. [6]; 
Habersang & Reihlen [7]; 
Hoon [12]. 
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Meta 
grounded 
theory  

An inductive synthesis that applies grounded 
theory methods (e.g., constant comparison, 
theoretical sampling, memoing, and multi-
level coding) across primary grounded theory 
studies (and sometimes broader qualitative 
literature) to produce a higher-order, abstract 
theory (grounded formal theory) that 
generalises beyond the original studies. It 
emphasises emergent theory building, process-
orientation, and conceptual integration across 
studies, matching synthesis procedures to the 
methodological logic of the included grounded 
theories. 

Several steps 

 Define & scope the review: establish inclusion/exclusion criteria, fields, sources, search terms; 
maintain theoretical sensitivity (openness to emergent concepts). 

 Search & select studies: perform database searches; filter by criteria; use citation tracking; 
ensure rigour of included grounded theory studies. 

 Prepare data for synthesis: extract study findings/segments; assemble grids/matrices for cross-
study comparison. 

 Substantive/open coding (often line-by-line, in-vivo): code using participants’ words and short 
phrases; cluster similar codes; raise terms to concepts through constant comparison. 

 Axial/relational coding: develop relationships among concepts/categories; specify properties, 
dimensions, and linkages; preserve contextual integrity. 

 Theoretical coding: use coding families (e.g., Glaser’s) to connect categories and elaborate 
theoretical relationships. 

 Memoing & diagramming: write analytic memos; map relations and processes; iteratively 
refine interpretive insights and category structures.  

 Theoretical sampling & saturation: revisit studies (sample concepts, not just participants) until 
no new concepts emerge; test category fit across cases.  

 Core category & basic processes: identify central categories and basic social/psychological 
processes (multi-stage patterns of change) that integrate the theory. 

 Integrate into grounded formal theory: consolidate categories/processes into mini-theories and 
an overarching explanatory framework; structure and present the theory with 
matrices/diagrams and transparent decision trails. 

Barnett-Page and Thomas 
[16]; Chen and Boore [35]; 
Dixon-Woods et al. [36]; 
Eaves [38]; Finlayson and 
Dixon [42]; Hannes and 
Macaitis [17]; Nye [18]; 
Schick-Makaroff [58]; 
Whittemore et al. [64]; 
Wolfswinkel et al. [65]. 

Miles & 
Huberman’s 
technique 

Cross-case interpretive approach using meta-
matrices and thematic coding to compare and 
integrate findings across studies. 

 Develop a start list of codes 
 Conduct within-case analysis (code & summarize each study) 
 Add categories and subthemes as needed 
 Create summary tables for each study 
 Perform cross-case analysis to identify commonalities and differences 

Dixon-Woods et al. [6] 

Cross-case 
analysis 

Systematic comparison of categories across 
studies to refine and align constructs; noted as 
transparent, with limited guidance on 
sampling/appraisal. 

 Systematic identification of categories 
 Cross-referencing and refinement across studies 

Finlayson & Dixon [42] 

Translation 
synthesis 

Constructivist synthesis using reciprocal 
translation of studies into one another to build 
interpretations from multiple perspectives. 

 Translate concepts across studies 
 Engage in hermeneutic or dialectic processes 
 Construct informed reconstructions of participant meanings 

Hoon [12] 
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Concept 
analysis 

Systematically clarifies a concept by 
extracting its attributes from the literature, 
definitions, and case examples to specify 
meaning in a domain/context. 

 Determine purpose and aims 
 Delineate concept boundaries 
 Review literature and definitions 
 Analyse data sources for attributes 
 Develop prototype and compare with contrary/borderline cases 
 Test practical significance 
 Formulate defining features 
 Relate to theoretical or practical application 

Schick-Makaroff [58] 

Concept 
synthesis 

Identifies concepts, viewpoints or ideas; 
focuses on defining attributes and developing 
a synthesis model. 

 Identify and define concepts 
 Develop a synthesis model 

Tricco et al. [8] 

Thematic 
analysis 

Flexible interpretive method to identify, 
analyse and report themes; can be data-driven 
(themes emerge) or theory-driven (pre-
specified). 

 Extract findings from studies 
 Line-by-line coding/code data into themes 
 Group themes into categories 
 Summarise findings under thematic headings and/or create summary tables 
 Interpret patterns across studies (data-driven or theory-driven) 

Dixon-Woods et al. [6]; 
Hannes & Macaitis [17] 

Thematic 
synthesis 

Draws on thematic methods used in primary 
research—coding, theme development and 
analytical interpretation—to move beyond 
description. 

 Line-by-line coding of findings 
 Develop descriptive themes 
 Generate analytical themes (go beyond description to implications/recommendations) 

Snilstveit et al. [11] 

Textual 
narrative 
synthesis 

Groups studies into homogeneous sets and 
compares them using structured summaries; 
highlights context and heterogeneity. 

 Group studies into homogeneous sets 
 Compare using structured textual summaries 

Barnett-Page & Thomas 
[16]; Developers: Lucas et 
al. [22] 
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4. Discussion 

This scoping review mapped the landscape of qualitative synthesis methodologies and methods. This 
revealed a clear selection of methodologies with accompanying guidance documents, as well as a selection 
of methods, which at times require further consideration if the methods are to be successfully 
operationalized. The findings underscore several critical issues that merit further discussion, particularly 
around the operationalisation, philosophical foundations, and terminological clarity of synthesis methods. 

4.1. Proliferation and Confusion of Terminology 

Most synthesis development occurred between 2006 and 2018, with the UK and USA leading in 
publication output. This suggests a period of methodological innovation and consolidation, possibly driven 
by increased interest in qualitative evidence synthesis within health and social sciences. However, the 
decline in recent publications may indicate either saturation or a shift toward refining existing methods 
rather than introducing new ones. 

One of the most striking findings is the sheer volume and variation of terms used to describe qualitative 
synthesis approaches. Across 54 papers, 14 methodologies, 5 methods of aggregative synthesis, and 10 of 
interpretive synthesis. This terminological diversity had previously added layers of confusion for 
researchers when decided on a qualitative approach to synthesis. The lack of standardised naming 
conventions may hinder methodological transparency and reduce the accessibility of synthesis techniques. 
Research has begun to categorise synthesis into types; for instance, the aggregative and interpretive types 
provide a useful focus e.g., [92]. However, the current paper identifies methodologies that provide a useful 
basis for decision making. 

4.2. Operationalisation: A Key Focus 

While many synthesis approaches are conceptually rich, only a subset appear to be sufficiently 
developed to allow for practical application. Notably, meta-ethnography, meta-synthesis, framework 
synthesis, and meta-study were identified as more easily operationalisable due to the presence of 
frameworks, agreed stages, and detailed guidance. Meta-ethnography, for example, benefits from two 
established frameworks [15,46] and a consistent set of analytical steps derived from Noblit and Hare [1]. 
In contrast, other approaches, such as grounded theory synthesis or thematic synthesis, often lack unified 
guidance, making their application more variable and dependent on reviewer interpretation. This disparity 
in operational clarity reflects a broader issue: many synthesis methods are introduced or discussed 
conceptually but lack sufficient detail to be implemented rigorously. This aligns with previous reviews e.g., 
[8,19], which noted the difficulty of operationalising synthesis techniques due to limited methodological 
elaboration. It is important to note, however, that the evaluation of operationalisability is based on published 
procedural guidance rather than empirical evidence of implementation fidelity in applied reviews. 

4.3. Philosophical Foundations: Interpretive versus Aggregative Approaches 

Understanding the philosophical roots of each approach is essential, as these foundations influence not 
only the synthesis process but also the nature of the findings produced. One useful distinction of methods 
is by interpretive methods, such as qualitative meta-synthesis and critical interpretivist synthesis, versus 
aggregative synthesis, grounded in realism and pragmatism, which often seeks to summarize findings for 
practical application, often avoiding reinterpretation. This is true for both methodologies and methods. One 
danger of interpretive approaches is that multiple syntheses on the same topic may create nuanced but 
potentially overlapping insights. This raises concerns about redundancy and the risk of rewording existing 
knowledge rather than generating genuinely novel understandings. 
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4.4. Implications for Reviewers and Methodologists 

Given the findings from the current scoping review, several implications emerge: 

 Four methodologies have the most guidance, including meta-ethnography, meta-synthesis, framework 
synthesis, and meta-study. Each of these methodologies will provide a different output and warrant 
consideration. 

 Clearer guidance is needed for reviewers to select and apply synthesis methods appropriately. Meta-
aggregation is arguably the easiest method to apply due to the guidance being associated with the 
Joanna Briggs Institute. 

 Methodologies can be selected using a decision tree. This decision tree reflects current guidance and 
may be subject to change as more approaches are developed. See Figure 5. 

 Terminological standardisation could help reduce confusion and improve the comparability of 
synthesis approaches. 

 Training and education in qualitative synthesis should emphasise the link between philosophical 
foundations and methodological choices, helping researchers navigate the interpretive-aggregative 
spectrum more effectively. 

 

Figure 5. A decision tree for selecting qualitative synthesis approaches. 

4.5. Illustrative Application: Synthesising Qualitative Research on Adolescent Depression 

The methodological distinctions identified in this review can be illustrated by presenting worked 
examples of reviews that have synthesised qualitative studies on adolescent depression. Based on Figure 5, 
examples are given by the four purpose statements and outcomes of reviews (generation of theory, 
conceptual insight, actionable findings for policy or practice, and an analysis of methods, theory, and 
findings together). Examples are considered against guidelines, and where appropriate, deviations from 
guidelines are reported to help establish best practice for operationalisability. 

4.5.1. Examples of Theory Generation (Meta-Ethnography and Social Constructive Meta-Ethnography) 

Two examples are given around the use of meta-ethnography. Example 1, Lucas et al. [22] developed 
a meta-ethnography focusing on young women’s perception of mental health during and after pregnancy. 
A process for identifying participant quotes (first-order translations), author quotes (second-order 
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translations), and their own interpretation across studies (third-order translations) is given. A thematic 
representation, including perceptions, experiences of support, and social and economic experiences, is 
identified, and, to aid context, a focus on specific countries is given. Alongside the interpretations and 
themes, a line of argument analysis is developed (going beyond the data). This suggests that different levels 
the experience of these women should be considered in terms of the individual personal and physical 
exercise, the relationship influence, the economic security, the social surveillance, and narrative reparation. 

Example 1 Comparison Against the Referenced Guidelines 

Sub-titles are not listed correctly when compared against the eMERGe guidelines [46]. Detail is 
missing in both the protocol and the published review. For example, within the synthesising translations 
sub-title, eMERGe calls for reporting the methods used to develop overarching concepts and potential 
alternative interpretations—neither of which is provided. Some older references are used to justify stages 
of extraction and synthesis [30,93], which may have limited or influenced the choice of what to include, 
despite the authors citing the eMERGe guidelines. A line-of-argument synthesis is presented in the results 
but not described in the methods, meaning that how it was identified and tested is not clear. No 
supplementary material or audit trail is provided. No consideration of certainty assessment (e.g., ConQual 
[94] or CERQual [95]) is given. 

Example 2, the basis for a social constructivist meta-ethnographic review could be considered by 
identifying a specific past area of research such as adolescent coping with mood disorders, include related 
studies e.g., [96] as well as other searching, that could include past theories and conceptualizations of coping 
e.g., [37] to allow the iterative process of theory development to take place with the emphasis on developing 
a substantive theory through identifying a process, model and theory. 

Example 2 Considerations Against a Referenced Standard 

Authors must adhere to the social constructivist meta-ethnographic framework [15]. This means 
appreciating a pragmatist ontology and relativist epistemology, and understanding that the author is an 
embodied and situated knowledge producer, open to multiple perspectives, including an appreciation of the 
cultural, historical, social, and environmental factors that shape their inquiry. Attention must be given to 
aspects such as inequity, injustice, silenced voices, and taken-for-granted meanings, as this ensures a stance 
suitable for critical inquiry. 

Finally, key phases of immersive reading, coding, memoing, focused coding, and development of 
categories are required and should be clearly presented. Categories, models, or processes identified during 
the synthesis need to be challenged through a process of iterative idea generation, which involves techniques 
adopted from social constructivist grounded theory (including, but not limited to, constant comparison, 
theoretical sampling, and abductive reasoning). Unlike traditional meta-ethnography, multiple searches are 
possible, and an audit trail is essential (see [74] for a worked example with supplementary material). 

4.5.2. Examples of Reviews Providing Conceptual Insight (Thematic Synthesis, Meta Aggregation, and 
Meta-Synthesis) 

Three examples are given that provide conceptual insight. Example 1, a systematic review according 
to JBI guidance and meta-aggregation study by Twivy et al. [23] was undertaken this which undertook a 
process the extraction of verbatim text from qualitative studies looking at the lived experience of depression. 
This review identified several findings (like codes). Focusing on those with the most support (using a ranked 
system normally). The ranking wasn’t mentioned in the study, but the following steps of grouping findings 
together to create categories (which need at least 2 findings) with the support of NVivo software [version 
number not given by paper]. Following these categories are brought together in a group, which was 
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identified as synthesised findings. Three synthesized finding areas were identified, including causes (3 
categories), symptoms (8 categories), and coping (5 categories). The resultant synthesis identifies different 
categories and locates all references that discuss them. This means the work was aggregative and did not 
seek to interpret the findings. 

Example 1 Comparison Against the Referenced Guidelines 

The use of meta-aggregation within Example 1 references the JBI Manual and related guidance 
documents, including the JBI checklist [51], the extraction-of-findings tables supported by JBI, and the JBI 
credibility rating scales (identified as unequivocal, credible and unsupported). This aligns with the 
guidelines [51] and is further supported by reference to a previous worked example [97]. The authors define 
these ratings on page 757; however, even with the supplementary material, it is difficult to understand what 
“findings without question” (unequivocal rating) looked like versus findings that were “partially supported” 
(credible rating). Greater clarity regarding the steps following the extraction of results would be helpful, 
ideally in the form of an audit trail. Furthermore, JBI recommends a certainty assessment e.g., ConQual 
[94], which was not conducted. 

Example 2: A thematic synthesis was undertaken by Broad et al. [21] to consider the transition from 
child mental health services to adult mental health services. The authors identify a thematic synthesis that 
first independently identified codes, which was followed by meetings to develop a consensus of codes and 
meaning, and this was completed by the main reviewer, identifying three (complex interplay of multiple 
concurrent transitions, balancing autonomy and the need for supports and factors impacting your experience 
of transition) over-arching themes. Each theme has no sub-themes, but example quotes to illustrate points. 

Example 2 Comparison Against the Referenced Guidelines 

The review references a protocol through PROSPERO and the use of the ENTREQ [98] framework 
and checklist to assist reporting. The authors identify a data analysis section and mention initial ‘content 
analysis’ followed by thematic synthesis. They identify independent coding to develop a consensus of codes 
and describe trustworthiness through independent analysis, triangulation of perspectives, and revision of 
the coding dictionary. 

Whilst they acknowledge that their approach adapts methods from meta-ethnography and grounded 
theory, they do not specifically name these methods or include an audit trail that would allow a reader to 
follow the analytic processes. This review did not undertake a sensitivity analysis for the critical appraisal, 
nor did it describe the three stages of analysis using sub-titles or outline the generation of analytical themes 
as the final stage [60]. 

The risk with this review is that reporting a protocol and using a checklist such as ENTREQ may create 
the appearance of quality; however, the description and level of detail provided do not offer sufficient 
evidence to understand how the synthesis was guided or how it aligns with the stated approach. 

Example 3, a meta-synthesis was undertaken by Achterbergh et al. [20] considering the experiences of 
loneliness among young people with depression. The synthesis is based on the work of Lachal et al. [3] and 
identifies 6 stages of analysis. The analysis process is identified as involving independent researchers 
importing all text related to loneliness. This was important into the Invivo software, and the independent 
researchers then identified what to include from this. A final database of extracted data was then coded 
independently to develop a coding framework which was then refined through a process of iteration and 
taxonomy of themes. The thematic synthesis is presented in a similar way to Broad et al. [21] but also 
included sub-themes. It should be noted that a breakdown of the stages identified by Lachal el al [3] is not 
provided for instance Lachal et al. [3] identifies active reading in stage 1 (which he identifies as appraising, 
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familiarizing, identifying, extracting, organising, relating, mapping, stimulating comparing and verifying) 
and then two further stages which are not mentioned by Achterbergh et al. [20]. 

Example 3 Comparison Against Referenced Guidelines 

The authors of Example 3 introduce the term meta-synthesis first as a method based on interpretation, 
citing four methodological papers. They then identify thematic synthesis, which they state is influenced by 
meta-ethnography and grounded theory, citing meta-ethnographic texts before returning to the six-step 
methodological approach to meta-synthesis proposed by Lachal et al. [3]. The reference to different named 
approaches may confuse readers. 

However, inspection of the methodological paper on meta-synthesis by Lachal et al. [3] shows that the 
steps of synthesis are indeed associated with other named approaches. Four steps of synthesis are identified: 
reading and re-reading each study (step 1); coding (step 2), linked to Interpretative Phenomenological 
Analysis [99]; grouping codes into categories and producing a hierarchical tree (step 3), linked to the meta-
ethnographic step of translation; and, finally, developing analytical themes (step 4), which corresponds to 
the meta-ethnographic process of third-order interpretations and a line-of-argument synthesis. 

Importantly, within the data analysis section of the article, these four steps are not mentioned. Instead, 
the authors describe the use of software, the coding of a dataset, and the comparison of codes among four 
researchers to develop a coding framework, which was then refined through an iterative process to produce 
a taxonomy of analytical themes. No supplementary file is available, and the protocol demonstrates 
deviations in analysis and terminology—for example, the protocol specifies percentages for reviewer 
agreement and names thematic analysis within it. 

Quality markers include triangulation from researchers with diverse backgrounds [3], and Example 3 
provides evidence of improving external validity through the use of a multidisciplinary team. 

4.5.3. Example of Analysing Methods, Theory and Findings Together (Meta study) 

Example 1 of Analyzing Methods, Theory, and Findings (Meta-Study). One example of a meta-study 
is identified. Example 1 was a meta-study by Watkins et al. [80] which examined the meta-theory 
considering how theories were considered within the topic of interest around black male mental health and 
well-being (no adolescent example was available). The authors examined the meta-methods and identified 
the outcome measures and sampling approach procedures used, and finally, the meta-data analysis was able 
to consider new interpretations from the analysis of qualitative data, although this example identifies using 
meta-ethnographic principles for this final phase. 

Example 1 Comparison Against the Referenced Guidelines 

The example of meta-study does not present the six steps (1. formation of the team, objectives and 
theoretical lens; 2. identification and assessment of existing studies; 3. categorising data based on 
methodology, sample, publication year or other criteria; 4. analysis of methodologies and how they impact 
methods and presentation of findings; 5. examination of theory in primary studies and the implications for 
subsequent theory development; 6. critical synthesis of methodological directions, ideas, and implications) 
as identified by Paterson et al. [2] 

The authors do, however, identify general stages including meta-theory (using Lenski’s [61]) standards 
for theory construction), meta-method (appraisal of individual studies in “search of proper ‘fit’ with stated 
research methods and their influence on research findings” (p. 208), as well as an appraisal of themes), 
meta-data analysis (referred to as the analysis of “processed data”, involving comparative analysis of 
individual studies and, in this instance, drawing on the meta-ethnographic approach to analysing text [1]), 
and a synthesis approach of meta-synthesis (described as the final step and involving a new interpretation 
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of the phenomenon that accounts for the data, method, and theory). This was identified in the article as 
follows Paterson et al.’s [2] three-stage approach (recoding, organising lists of codes, and re-analysing 
original findings focusing on central study metaphors). 

This synthesis process, without an audit trail, is extremely difficult to follow, and the mention of other 
approaches such as meta-ethnography, or the later reference in the results to “content and constant 
comparative analyses” (p. 316)—may confuse readers. 

4.5.4. Example of Providing Actionable Findings for Theory and Practice (Framework Synthesis and 
Narrative Synthesis) 

Two examples of synthesis that provide actionable findings are given. Example 1, a narrative synthesis 
is proposed by Ballesteros-Urpi et al. [84], which identifies a specific application using predefined stages. 
They identify a need for a preliminary synthesis, which will first produce a summary of mental health and 
adolescent recovery, including definitions, theories, conceptual and theoretical frameworks, domains, and 
dimensions. Studies will be grouped by setting and type, and work will be tabulated to identify where 
concepts are similar, different, and where overlap occurs, with reasons for these identified. This preliminary 
synthesis will be discussed and focus on common themes and sub-themes used to identify an initial 
conceptual framework. A secondary synthesis will follow this to develop the framework. 

Example 1 Considerations Against the Reference Standard 

This example does not mention the expected four stages of narrative synthesis (developing a theory, 
preliminary synthesis, exploring relationships, and assessing the robustness of the synthesis) as identified 
by Popay et al. [9]. The worked example demonstrates some alignment with Popay et al. [9], including 
intentions to produce a preliminary synthesis and plans to develop a conceptual framework. However, Stage 
1 (developing a theory) is not mentioned, and Stage 4 (assessing the robustness of the synthesis) is also 
omitted. Furthermore, no reference is made to tools or techniques such as grouping and clusters, idea webs, 
or textual descriptions, which are recommended by Popay et al. [9]. These omissions may make the 
synthesis process harder to follow. 

Example 2, a framework analysis is undertaken by Viduani et al. [24] to understand the experience of 
depression in adolescents. The framework used in the analysis is based on two theories: illness representation 
theory [100] and ecological theory [101]. This enabled the researcher the ability to index the interactions 
identified in studies between individuals and their environment. 

Example 2 Comparison Against the Reference Standard 

Example 2 references Brunton et al. [31]; however, it does not mention all the stages of framework 
synthesis (familiarisation, framework selection, indexing, charting, mapping, and interpretation) as sub-
titles. The article describes indexing studies according to past theories and coding across broad areas 
(personal meaning of depression, contextual factors influencing depression, and the ways adolescents 
coped). Line-by-line coding is identified, followed by the development and description of themes. 

Further description of familiarisation, charting, mapping, and interpretation, as well as examples of 
framework matrices, could be provided, as could clarification of the relationship between theoretical coding and 
emergent codes. As with other articles, a protocol was published, and supplementary materials are available; 
however, understanding the framework approach remains limited even with these additional resources. 
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4.6. Future Directions 

Future research should aim to: 

 Develop consensus frameworks for under-defined synthesis approaches. 
 Ensure that review authors do not treat good practice as a simple ‘box ticking exercise’. This includes 

cases where authors state that a protocol was developed or that a guideline was followed, without 
demonstrating how these shaped the synthesis. Reviewers should instead be encouraged to detail the 
specific synthesis stages as outlined in well-developed qualitative synthesis articles, using the same 
stages, phases, or terms as the original methodological authors. Authors should also take care when 
mentioning different synthesis types, methods, stages, or techniques within another synthesis approach, 
as this may confuse readers about what was undertaken. 

 Provide an audit trail within supplementary materials so that reviewers and readers can establish the 
authenticity of the approach and understand how results from individual studies were translated into 
the final synthesis. Explore the epistemological implications of repeated interpretive syntheses on the 
same topic. 

 Investigate how synthesis methods can be better linked to empirical methodologies, potentially 
enhancing coherence and applicability. 

 Examine the impact of philosophical alignment on the quality and utility of synthesis findings, 
particularly in applied fields such as health policy and rehabilitation. 

4.7. Limitations 

This review did not include books or handbooks that could capture relevant material. It is possible that 
this review has not captured all types of synthesis approaches. The review is limited by its focus on synthesis 
approaches and keywords used, and not the fuller or broader steps of review. Only the most elaborate papers 
from a researcher or research group on a synthesis approach were included. Because not every synthesis 
paper from each author was included, there may be some limitations in findings. Finally, the boundary for 
deciding which qualitative synthesis approaches to include meant that the current review shouldn’t be 
considered as an exhaustive list of synthesis and it may be possible to reconsider limits of eligibility to 
include other qualitative synthesis techniques that were currently excluded (see eligibility criteria). 
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