NATIONAL
SOCIO-ENVIRONMENTAL
SYNTHESIS CENTER

Credit: North Carolina Museum of Natural Sciences

Explainer: Qualitative Synthesis Methods: Critical

Interpretive Reviews, Narrative Reviews, Expert Opinions
By Margaret Palmer, SESYNC |  August 18, 2022

Synthesis as a research method is frequently defined as the integration of multiple sources of data

to generate new findings, to increase the statistical power of an analysis, or to broaden the spatial or
temporal inference of results. (Also see Carpenter et al. 2009, Hackett et al. 2016.) With individual
datasets that are in the same format or those that can be harmonized,* researchers can combine them
into a single database and subject them to a traditional statistical analysis. Socio-environmental
research, however, brings together information from many disciplines and in many forms—including
both quantitative and qualitative data. Thus, it is not always possible to use data-focused statistical
methods. Further, it is not always desirable to do so because synthesis goals may be related to
elaborating perspectives or generating theory rather than evaluating evidence to support a specific
question.

Qualitative and semi-qualitative syntheses help accomplish those goals. They may rely on published
or unpublished work and usually are done by scholars with deep knowledge of the topic. However,
they may also involve input from non-specialists, especially individuals who are in a position to use
the synthesis results to inform policies, management, or practices. In the following sections of this

! Data harmonization is the process of building a composite dataset after ensuring data are in a consistent, standardized format. Often, this process
involves converting data to common units, but sometimes, data on the same topic has been collected using different methods or at different scales, and
thus, researchers must use modeling or other tools to make them comparable.



explainer, brief overviews of three types of qualitative review approaches are provided. For more
information on these see: Dixon-Woods et al. 2006; Popay et al. 2006; Edwards et al. 2016.

Critical Interpretive Reviews

A critical interpretive review integrates the methods used in systematic reviews with a qualitative
tradition of inquiry. It may clearly delineate how sources of information were selected, but it does not
seek to draw conclusions based on all relevant sources or to say what “all the evidence” suggests. Rather,
it seeks to generate a framework or theory by interpreting or critiquing a group of studies that are often
qualitative in nature. And it uses an interactive and iterative process for collecting information to address
a question that may actually evolve over time during the review process. Offering qualitative insights

on a topic, critical interpretive reviews often appear in work that requires some subjective insights. For
example, McDougall (2015) discusses it well in her article on bioethics research. A socio-environmental
example comes from work by Hirons (2021) who used critical interpretive review methods to synthesize
selected research. He used this synthesis to reflect on key issues and future prospects related to “natural
climate solutions” and on the extent to which they deliver on their “promises” depending on governance.

Narrative Reviews

In the context of synthesis, a narrative review is interpretative in nature and aimed at developing or
advancing concepts, theories, or “plausible truths” (as understood or defined by Greenhalgh et al. 2018).
It can read very much like a standard scientific paper, or it can use a story-like narrative summary

to explain findings, views, and perspectives based on the author’s knowledge. It usually starts as a
broad question or topic and evolves over the course of the synthesis process. Policy makers or other
stakeholders may be involved in the process when the purpose of the review is to inform decisions.
Often, however, the review is by a scholar with broad knowledge of the field and some perspective on
work that has been done on the topic. The review process may involve using tools to analyze textual
documents and extract themes, but it can also involve tabulating information, categorizing it as a group,
and counting votes. A socio-environmental example comes from work by Froeling et al. (2021), who
provided a narrative review to “promote” (their words) the understanding and application of citizen
science in environmental epidemiology. They cite literature extensively to bolster their explanations and
arguments, but do not describe any type of systematic evaluation of the literature.

Expert Opinions

Expert opinions plays a significant role in evaluating or developing policies or procedures in a

variety of fields but particularly in the health sciences and natural resource management. There is now
wide recognition that policies are more equitable when a broad range of people contribute to their
development, and they are also more likely to have traction. How opinions are collected range from
highly structured, scientific approaches (e.g., see expert elicitation methods in the SESYNC Explainer:
Quantitative Synthesis Methods: Literature Reviews, Expert Elicitation) to very informal methods based
on conversations. Many socio-environmental studies rely only on the research team and its discussions
or critical evaluations of material as the expert source. For example, Weiskopf et al. (2022) developed
recommendations for improving decision makers’ uptake of socio-ecological models based on discussions
among the authors who had extensive experience in modeling. Increasingly, researchers are extending
their definition of “experts” much more broadly to bring in more diverse types of knowledge, which may
lead to more sustainable decisions (e.g., Albuquerque et al. 2021).



https://www.sesync.org/resources/quantitative-synthesis-methods-literature-reviews-expert-elicitation
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