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In qualitative research, the potential for generalising from a single study arises from 
the extent to which researchers link their analysis to wider theoretical understandings. 
For example, Hilary Graham (1993) linked her analysis of qualitative data on white 
working-class women’s smoking behaviour to theories about coping behaviour, 
arguing that smoking provides a coping mechanism in di�cult life circumstances. 
While this provides the basis for generalising to other white working-class women, 
Graham’s later work (Graham and Blackburn, 1998) suggests that the �ndings do 
not apply across ethnic groups. 

On the basis of his review of the literature on implementation studies, Brock 
(2003) concludes that the �eld as a whole lacks cohesion, with no consensus having 
been reached over what a good-quality implementation study should look like. 
Consequently, with regard to systematic reviews, implementation research raises at 
least three methodological challenges: how best to search for relevant studies and 
what inclusion criteria to use; how to assess the methodological quality and therefore 
the reliability of studies using multiple methods; and how to approach the synthesis 
of �ndings from what may be very heterogeneous studies.

This article describes methodological work on a potentially useful approach to the 
synthesis of �ndings from multiple implementation studies, which we term ‘narrative 
synthesis’. This approach relies primarily on the use of words and text to summarise 
and explain the �ndings of the synthesis (Popay et al, 2006). Given that it is focused 
on only the synthesis stage of a systematic review, the approach does not address the 
other methodological questions highlighted: how to search for and quality appraise 
mixed method implementation studies.

Method
Identifying studies

Most of the studies included in the NS were drawn from an earlier exploratory review 
of evidence on the implementation of interventions aiming to reduce accidents 
among children and young people (Popay et al, 2003; Arai et al, 2005; Roberts et al, 
2006; Roen et al, 2006). This earlier review included primary studies identi�ed in a 
Cochrane review (DiGuiseppi and Higgins, 2000) as well as new studies found via a 
comprehensive search strategy. The demonstration synthesis was restricted to evidence 
on the implementation of interventions aiming to improve the uptake and functioning 
of domestic smoke alarms. A limited search was also undertaken to identify any new 
studies published since the original review was undertaken. Time and resources did 
not permit a synthesis of all of the studies identi�ed so a purposive sample was taken 
on the basis of the ‘thickness’ of the data on factors in�uencing implementation (see 
Roen et al, 2006, for more detail). As a result of this process, two members of the 
review team conducted a NS based on seven papers. Details of these seven papers, 
and the interventions reported on, are shown below in Table 1.
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The main elements of NS

The guidance used for this demonstration (Popay et al, 2006) identi�es four elements 
to the process of NS:

•	 developing a theory of how the intervention works, why and for whom;
•	 developing a preliminary synthesis;
•	 exploring relationships within and between studies;
•	 assessing the robustness of the synthesis.

For each element of the synthesis process the guidance describes a number of tools 
and te(n)15(2ac8p )Tj
EMC 
(within)Tj
/Span<</ActualsF0020>>>0 0 10.5-ng



366

Some approaches to evidence synthesis – for example, realistic synthesis – focus 
entirely on testing theories of how an intervention works, why, for whom and in 
what circumstances (Pawson, 2006; Petticrew and Roberts, 2006;). Weiss calls this 
a ‘theory of change’ (Weiss, 1997). In systematic reviews, theory development and 
testing would be one element of the review process as a whole and, strictly speaking, 
should be undertaken early in a review before the synthesis proper begins. In the 
guidance we suggest that this process can inform decisions about the review question 
and the types of studies to include. In terms of the NS, a ‘theory of change’ can also 
contribute to the interpretation of the review’s �ndings and will be valuable in assessing 
how widely applicable those �ndings may be. We included theory development and 
testing in the NS framework as a result of reviewers’ comments on a full draft of the 
NS guidance – too late for it to be included in the demonstration review reported 
here. For this reason, the demonstration review focused only on the latter three 
elements of the NS framework: the preliminary synthesis; exploring relationships; 
and assessing robustness.

The NS was carried out separately by two members of the study team, each 
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be made about descriptions of the intervention itself. These are also rarely available 
in detail in peer-reviewed journals, which limits comparison of the e�ectiveness 
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the way information is presented – with the �rst reviewer, for example, highlighting 
key words. The type and amount of information included in the two examples also 
varies. Reviewers should develop a standard format to ensure consistency of reporting 
in these types of descriptions.

Example 1:
In McConnell et al (1996), the target population was new heads of households in 
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working smoke detector. The 35-minute intervention (delivered during mandatory 
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Translating data: thematic analysis

Thematic analysis is a common technique for the analysis of qualitative data in primary 
research. In a synthesis, it can be used to identify systematically recurrent or salient 
themes or concepts across a number of studies. In the demonstration synthesis, di�erent 
reviewers, and the same reviewer at di�erent times, identi�ed di�erent themes, on 
an inductive basis, by reading and rereading the papers. They fell into two categories: 
those themes identi�ed by the authors from their qualitative data; and aspects of the 
interventions that seemed to act as barriers or facilitators, in the view of the authors 
or the reviewer. One example of each is given below.

Example 1:
This thematic analysis was originally presented as a table, which set out the themes 
developed on the basis of the evidence extracted from the included studies under 
three main headings: the smoke alarm, the individual and the community. The themes 
developed under each heading can be summarised as follows.

The smoke alarm:

•	 The design of smoke alarms has serious implications for their use.

The individual:

•	 Individuals perceive themselves to be invulnerable to fire.
•	 There is a general lack of awareness of fire safety and of the importance of smoke 

alarms.  
•	 Cultural factors can have an effect on smoke alarm use and functioning. 
•	 Factors such as age and poverty can affect smoke alarm installation.

The community:

•	 Landlords play a rcnpan<</ActualText<FEFF0020>>>	 a	a
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Table 5: Barriers and levers to use/functioning of smoke alarms
Barriers Levers

(1) Barriers and levers to acquisition of smoke alarms
General • Problems accessing 

communities
• Suspicion of ‘authority’ or 
local government

• Gaining trust of key community ‘players’ 
and leaders
• Emphasising separation from distrusted 
authority/forming alliance with trusted 
partners

Specific to 
smoke alarm 
campaigns

• Lack of awareness of 
benefits of smoke alarms
• Perceived cost of smoke 
alarms
• Perception that household 
is not at risk of fire (due to 
type of house/characteristics 
of household members)

• Running well-coordinated, culturally 
appropriate awareness campaign
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groups and interviews with individual residents in which they were asked about the 
best approaches to be used. Although the research team evaluating the intervention 
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intervention presumably increased residents’ estimates of their own risk but no 
information is provided about this. The third and less robust concept is residents’ level 
of trust. In the McConnell study, residents were involved in the development of the 
intervention and presumably this generated a certain amount of trust (even though 
the education was mandatory). In the Roberts study, the fact that some residents 
were uncomfortable with strangers coming into their homes to �t smoke alarms, and 
suspicious of anything o�ered free, suggests a lack of trust. These three concepts may 
just represent the potential for translation between the three studies. However, they 
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Table 6: Synthesis tabulation
Location and 
author

Context Explanatory factors
Targeted 
stage of 
intervention

Level Landlord 
commitment

Risk perception

Australia: 
Camit (1998, 
2002);
Young et al 
(1999)

Acquisition
Installation

Community Concerns about 
damage to rented 
property

Lack of perceived 
importance

US: McConnell 
(1996)

Maintenance Heads of 
households 
(tenants)

Housing authority 
carried out 
intervention

Powerful video 
made in study 
setting

UK: Di 
Giuseppi et al 
(1999); Roberts 
et al (2004)

Acquisition
Installation

Tenants/
community

Intervention 
supported by local 
authority and 
tenants’ association

In disabling smoke 
alarms, tenants are 
aware of risk, but 
balance immediate 
and longer-term 
risks to well-being

US:
Campbell
DeLong (2003)

Maintenance Tenants Population 
vulnerable to 
negligent landlords; 
good property 
management will 
solve problem

Lack of 
understanding of 
purpose of smoke 
alarm

The reviewers’ task was to bring together the preliminary synthesis product in such 
a way as to produce a coherent and evidence-based narrative.
Evans (2002) has argued, however, that it is important to distinguish between 
‘descriptive synthesis’ and ‘interpretive synthesis’ and is critical of the heavy reliance 
placed by some reviewers on synthesis by tabulation. For commentators such as Evans, 
the relationship between the visual representation of data (the descriptive synthesis) 
and the narrative elaboration of the patterns identi�ed (the interpretative synthesis) 
is critical to the quality of a NS. In this context, therefore, the reviewers produced a 
narrative account of the ‘story’ told by the tabulated synthesis �ndings, as follows:

The interventions described in these papers were all implemented in the context of 
disadvantaged populations, mostly living in rented property. The interventions were 
targeted at three different stages: acquisition, installation or maintenance of domestic 
smoke alarms. They were aimed at communities, individual tenants and other parties 
including landlords, estate agents and local shopkeepers. Two aspects of implementation 
appear to affect the success or otherwise of the interventions, although there are other 
relevant factors. The commitment of landlords is beneficial at all stages: by providing 
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alarms free of charge, or to overcome tenants’ fears about damage to property; 
to support or pay for installation; and to encourage and/or enforce maintenance. 
Landlord commitment is insufficient on its own, but negligent landlords are a major 
obstacle at all stages. Tenants’ appropriate perception of their own risk of domestic 
fires, which may be enhanced by a tailored and site-specific intervention, is necessary 
but insufficient at two stages: to motivate acquisition (in situations where the landlord 
does not supply smoke detectors); and to achieve maintenance. From these studies, it 
was not possible to reach a conclusion about the role of risk perception in the third 
stage, that of smoke alarm installation.

It is important to stress that this synthesis was conducted on a sample of studies 
rather than being the product of a comprehensive search. It is possible that a more 
comprehensive synthesis would have identi�ed a wider range of factors shaping 
the outcome associated with smoke alarm interventions and, as a result, produced 
a more comprehensive explanatory account of these outcomes. In particular, this 
synthesis did not examine the often rational choices made by tenants in balancing 
risks, whether these are allowing a stranger into their home to �t an alarm or trading 
o� noise, nuisance and relationships with neighbours against an oversensitive alarm 
– choices revealed by a number of studies in this �eld. Additionally, this NS did not 
begin with the identi�cation of a theoretical framework: if it had, this would have 
provided a structure for bringing together the various outputs from the tools and 
techniques used.

Assessing the robustness of the synthesis

Comparison with earlier review findings

In our original NS guidance we suggested that the results of the synthesis might 
be compared with those of an earlier related review (Popay et al, 2003). In the 
demonstration synthesis, this comparison was a useful contribution to the assessment 
of robustness. Di�erences between reviews may be explained in terms of di�erence 
in the synthesis process and/or included studies. The results of the demonstration 
NS reported here were compared with the earlier review of the same evidence base, 
which had involved a simple thematic analysis of the �ndings of included studies, 
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•	 some description of the specific factors affecting implementation. These 
might include an understanding the people and the community receiving the 
intervention, and the role of community leaders and other key local figures to 
programme success.

These are useful, although rather general, insights into factors a�ecting implementation. 
In fact, this is less a synthesis than a list of insights about implementation drawn from 
the reports.

In comparison, the results of the NS reported here suggest potential explanatory 
factors in implementation that might account for the success or failure of particular 
interventions in di�erent contexts. These explanatory factors were not identi�ed 
in the earlier review but emerged in the process of using the various tools and 
techniques.

The NS guidance describes a number of tools that may aid in the assessment of 
the robustness of the synthesis results. These were not used in the synthesis described 
here for a number of reasons. The ‘weight of evidence’ and ‘best evidence synthesis’ 
approaches could not be used as they required information on the methodological 
quality of included studies, which was not available. The latter would also require a 
larger number of included studies.

Checking with the authors of primary studies was not undertaken because of 
limited time. Checking with authors is potentially valuable but it does depend on 
the accessibility and generosity of authors in providing further information. Our 
experience of this in other studies has been almost entirely positive (Popay et al, 
2003).

Critical reflection and conclusion

The synthesis reported here was based on a small number of studies selected 
purposively on the basis that they provided ‘thicker’ evidence on implementation 
(Popay et al, 2003). This approach to inclusion was better suited to an exercise like 
this one where we were testing the processes of NS rather than seeking to provide 
a de�nitive synthesis product or ‘answer’. However, it should be remembered that 
at present, many, perhaps most reviews are based on small numbers of studies with 
similarly scant data on implementation; normally, however, this would be because 
more studies have not been found. Methodological work such as this does not claim 
to be an exhaustive synthesis and there are several other factors that may be expected 
to impinge on the uptake and functioning of domestic smoke alarms, such as the level 
of community engagement and the e�ect of policy or legislation on installation.

The work reported here demonstrates how the process of NS can be made more 
transparent and suggests that using some of the tools and techniques described in 
the guidance produced by the authors of this article can improve the quality of this 
type of synthesis. It has also highlighted a number of other issues in the conduct of 
NS. For example, combining the work of two reviewers can provide information on 
inter-researcher di�erences. The reviewers in the demonstration synthesis used the 
di�erent tools and techniques in parallel ways, not necessarily identifying precisely 
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the same themes or concepts. Indeed, one of the reviewers carried out two thematic 
analyses at di�erent times, and identi�ed di�erent themes in her later re�ections. This 
could be seen as leading to a lack of reliability in conclusions, although here the use 
of tools and techniques allowed greater transparency than is usually possible.

The product of the synthesis will re�ect the experience of the reviewers as well as 
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Notes
1 At the time of writing this article, Lisa Arai and Helen Roberts were based in the Child 
Health Research and Policy Unit, City University, London.

2 The word ‘intervention’ is used here to refer to a wide range of policies and practices 
that seek to change the circumstances of individuals and/or groups. These may include 
interventions aiming to improve health status as well more complex programmes aiming to 
improve a wide range of outcomes including, for example, social and economic circumstances 
or educational attainment.
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