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What is Evidence Synthesis? 

Evidence synthesis is the interpretation of individual studies within the context of global 

knowledge for a given topic. These syntheses provide a rigorous and transparent knowledge 

base for translating research in decisions. As such, evidence syntheses can be thought of as 

the basic unit of knowledge used in tools such a policy brief or clinical practice guideline.

In other words, evidence syntheses are the “evidence-base” in evidence-based policy, or 

evidence-based medicine etc. Essential to all evidence syntheses is the use of explicit and 

transparent methodology in the formation of the questions they address. The transparent 

methodology encompasses how studies are identified, selected, appraised, analyzed, and the 

strength of the evidence assessed to answer the questioned posed. 

(Evidence Synthesis International)
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What types of 
evidence 

synthesis are 
you familiar 

with? 



What types of evidence synthesis are you familiar with? 

The Slido app must be installed on every computer you’re presenting from

https://www.slido.com/powerpoint-polling?utm_source=powerpoint&utm_medium=placeholder-slide
https://www.slido.com/support/ppi/how-to-change-the-design
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Types of evidence synthesis

Systematic reviews Mixed methods reviews

Rapid reviewsQualitative evidence synthesis

Umbrella/Overviews ReviewsRealist synthesis

Scoping reviewsEvidence (gap) maps

….and more!



Types of Systematic Reviews

1. Interventions/Effectiveness

2. Qualitative/Experiences

3. Costs/Economic Evaluations

4. Prevalence or Incidence

5. Diagnostic Test Accuracy

6. Etiology and Risk

7. Policy/Opinion

8. Measurement properties 

9. Prognostic

10. Methodological

11. Preferences and values

12. Animal/bench studies

…and more!
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Subsets: Types of Prognostic reviews

• Four types:

– Overall prognosis

– Prognostic factors

– Prognostic models

– Treatment selection factors/models
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Subsets: Types(?) of Scoping Reviews

Broadly, scoping reviews are conducted:

• to identify the types of available evidence in a given field;

• to clarify key concepts/definitions in the literature;

• to examine how research is conducted on a certain topic or 
field;

• to identify key characteristics or factors related to a concept;

• as a precursor to a systematic review;

• to identify and analyze knowledge gaps.
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Previous work

Health Evidence Synthesis, Recommendations and Impact
Trustworthy evidence for impact



Health Evidence Synthesis, Recommendations and Impact
Trustworthy evidence for impact



Health Evidence Synthesis, Recommendations and Impact
Trustworthy evidence for impact



Issues and Challenges in Evidence Synthesis 

1. Approximately 80 reviews a day 

2. Duplication/Redundant reviews 

3. Poor quality/poorly reported 

4. No impact in practice 

5. Incorrect approach/methods for the question

(Hoffman 2021, Møller 2018, Ioannidis 2016, Page 2016, Munn 2018) 
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“To paraphrase the late Douglas 

Altman, is it possible we are now at 

the stage where we need less 

reviews, better reviews and reviews 

done for the right reason- as 

opposed to the current state of mass 

production”
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Premise

1. Evidence synthesis has seen an explosion in methods and approaches

2. There are many low quality and redundant evidence synthesis projects

3. There is confusion regarding the different approaches and no standard 

classification scheme that is continuously updated and internationally 

agreed 

4. We hope to build an evidence synthesis taxonomy that is a living 

repository and compendium identifying different approaches, methods 

and guidance  
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Research Officer, Facilitator
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Governance

180+ members in the ESTI Advisory Board



Publications
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Publications
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Right Reviews

Right Reasons

Right Methods
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Progress

Scoping 

Review

Published

Taxonomy Structure

Finalised

Harmonisation 

Ready to 

launch



The numerous 

typologies and 

taxonomies in 

evidence synthesis 
Dr Danielle Pollock

@Daniellep89

Health Evidence Synthesis Recommendations and 

Impact, School of Public Health, Adelaide University



Our Research Questions

What typologies, taxonomies, and classification schemes 

or compendia have been proposed for evidence synthesis 

methods?

1.  What evidence synthesis types/approaches have 

been described in typologies, taxonomies, and 

classification schemes or compendia discussing 

multiple evidence synthesis approaches? 

2. What are the characteristics of these typologies, 

taxonomies, and classification systems or 

compendia approaches?

3.  What are the facets against which evidence 

syntheses have been classified or distinguished 

from one another?

4.  What are the methodological approaches to the 

development of these typologies, taxonomies, and 

classification systems? @Daniellep89



1010 different evidence synthesis 

terms 

The most common evidence synthesis types 

mentioned:

1. systematic review (346)

2. scoping reviews (159)

3.  meta-analysis (124)

4. rapid reviews (116)

5. narrative reviews (116)

• 158 terms describing specific systematic review 

types i.e.,  systematic review of qualitative 

studies, or systematic reviews (mixed methods).

• 742 terms only mentions once 

Terms 



How do we (or should we) distinguish between 

different types of  evidence synthesis?



Which characteristics should be used to differentiate 

between evidence synthesis types?

The Slido app must be installed on every computer you’re presenting from

https://www.slido.com/powerpoint-polling?utm_source=powerpoint&utm_medium=placeholder-slide
https://www.slido.com/support/ppi/how-to-change-the-design


How do we distinguish between different types of  

evidence synthesis?
15 common themes representing overarching dimensions to categorise or distinguish evidence synthesis types 

identified by our review team. 

Review question and foci of interest

Discipline/Field

Perspective (neutral stance to polemic)

Coverage

Inclusion criteria/eligibility criteria/ data sources considered

Review Purpose

Approaches

Theoretical underpinnings/philosophy/ epistemology / paradigm

Resources and time, operations, operational concerns 

Compatibility with heterogeneity 

Methodological procedures

Analytical techniques 

Product/output

Intended audience 

Intended impact or influence



This scoping review was a crucial stepping point 

in developing our evidence synthesis taxonomy 

- Too many terms and a lack of clarity or 

consistency

-Limited knowledge user involvement 

-Methodological approaches rarely described

- The need for harmonisation in evidence 

synthesis 
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Taxonomy 

Key points:
- Developed using a co-design approach 
with multiple workshops
- Informed by a large scoping review of 
previous classification systems
- Survey for feedback and approval of 
taxonomy and key data items





Research Officer, Facilitator

Health Evidence Synthesis, Recommendations and Impact
Trustworthy evidence for impact

Taxonomy 

Key points:
- Developed using a co-design approach with 
multiple workshops
- Informed by a large scoping review of 
previous classification systems
- Survey for feedback and approval of 
taxonomy and key data items



What 
properties are 

most important 
to prioritise 

when 
distinguishing 

between 
different types 

of evidence 
synthesis? 



What properties are most important to prioritise when distinguishing between different types of 
evidence synthesis? 

The Slido app must be installed on every computer you’re presenting from

https://www.slido.com/powerpoint-polling?utm_source=powerpoint&utm_medium=placeholder-slide
https://www.slido.com/support/ppi/how-to-change-the-design


Our thoughts for distinguishing the families…

•‘Review purpose’ and ‘Approaches’:

•Unit of inclusion (‘Inclusion criteria/eligibility criteria/data sources considered’): 

•‘Methodological procedures’ and ‘analytical techniques’



Quantitative Reviews Qualitative Evidence Synthesis Mixed Methods Reviews Review of Reviews Big Picture Reviews
Purpose 
Purpose Class

▪ Describe/ Descriptive (high level overview) 
▪ Understand/explore/Exploratory (possible generating a hypothesis or theory) 
▪ Explanatory/explain/Experimental (testing a theory or hypothesis)

Explanatory/explain/Experimental 
(testing a theory or hypothesis)

Understand/explore/Exploratory 
(possible generating a hypothesis 
or theory) 

Understand/explore/Exploratory 
(possible generating a hypothesis 
or theory) 

Explanatory/explain/Experimental 
(testing a theory or hypothesis

Describe/ Descriptive (high level 
overview) 

Describe/ Descriptive (high level 
overview) 

Approach to synthesis
Synthesis class 

▪ More configurative
▪ More aggregative

More aggregative More configurative More configurative

More aggregative

More aggregative More aggregative

Unit of inclusion
Primary studies

▪ Quantitative
▪ Qualitative
▪ Mixed methods

Evidence synthesis

Non-empirical data

Primary studies

▪ Quantitative

Primary studies

▪ Qualitative

Primary studies

▪ Quantitative
▪ Qualitative
▪ Mixed methods

Non-empirical data

Primary studies

▪ Quantitative
▪ Qualitative
▪ Mixed methods

Evidence synthesis

Primary studies

▪ Quantitative
▪ Qualitative
▪ Mixed methods

Evidence synthesis

Non-empirical data
Methodological procedures
Searching/Coverage

▪ Comprehensive/exhaustive
▪ Purposive/Selective

Comprehensive/exhaustive Comprehensive/exhaustive

Purposive/Selective

Comprehensive/exhaustive

Purposive/Selective

Comprehensive/exhaustive Comprehensive/exhaustive

Appraisal

▪ Risk of bias/ critical appraisal
▪ No risk of bias/critical appraisal

Risk of bias/ critical appraisal Risk of bias/ critical appraisal Risk of bias/ critical appraisal

No risk of bias/critical appraisal

Risk of bias/ critical appraisal No risk of bias/critical appraisal

Synthesis of findings/results/conclusions of included papers

▪ Aim to formally synthesise findings/results of included studies
▪ No formal synthesis of findings/results of included studies

Aim to formally synthesise 
findings/results of included studies

Aim to formally synthesise 
findings/results of included studies

Aim to formally synthesise 
findings/results of included 
studies

Aim to formally synthesise 
findings/results of included 
studies

No formal synthesis of 
findings/results of included 
studies

No formal synthesis of 
findings/results of included 
studies

Analysis

▪ Statistical analysis/synthesis (where possible)
▪ Qualitative analysis/synthesis (where possible)

*We recognise that in any type of evidence synthesis there is an option to provide a 
narrative summary of results. As such it is not a helpful sub property to distinguish 
between evidence synthesis types

Statistical analysis/synthesis (where 
possible)

Qualitative analysis/synthesis 
(where possible)

Statistical analysis/synthesis 
(where possible)

Qualitative analysis/synthesis 
(where possible)

Statistical analysis/synthesis 
(where possible)

Qualitative 

analysis/synthesis (where 
possible)

Statistical analysis/synthesis 
(where possible)

Qualitative analysis/synthesis 
(where possible)

Examples of Evidence Synthesis Types in family Systematic review of effectiveness; 
cost and economic review

Thematic synthesis, meta-
aggregation 

Mixed-methods reviews, realist 
reviews

Umbrella reviews, overviews, Scoping reviews, evidence and 
gap maps
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Taxonomy 

Second round survey results to approve the final structure for the taxonomy

97% Approval



Evidence 
Synthesis

Kingdom

Big Picture 
Reviews

Family

Qualitative 
Evidence 
Synthesis

Family

Reviews of 
Reviews

Family

Mixed Methods 
Reviews

Family

Quantitative 
Systematic 

Reviews 
Family

Effectiveness 
Reviews

Division

Diagnostic 
reviews

Division

Prevalence and 
incidence

Division

Prognostic 
systematic 

reviews
Division

Overall 
prognosis

Type

Prognostic 
factors

Type

Prognostic 
models

Type

Economic 
reviews

Division

Preferences 
and values 

reviews
Division

Measurement 
properties

Division

Etiology/risk 
reviews

Division

Evidence Synthesis Taxonomy v0.12 (or 1.0)
Modes: 

Living 

Rapid

Component: 

Single 

Multicomponent 



Evidence Synthesis

Kingdom

Big Picture Reviews

Family

Qualitative Evidence 
Synthesis

Family

Reviews of Reviews

Family

Mixed Methods 
Reviews

Family

Quantitative 
Systematic Reviews 

Family

Effectiveness 
Reviews

Division

Diagnostic reviews

Division

Prevalence and 
incidence

Division

Prognostic 
systematic reviews

Division

Overall prognosis

Type

Definition

Approaches

Also Known As

Approaches

Similar review types

Approaches

Registration options

Approaches

Indications for this 
review

Approaches

Synthesis 
techniques/analytical 

approaches

Approaches

Proportional Meta-
analysis

Analysis

Synthesis without 
meta-analysis

Analysis

Narrative synthesis

Analysis

Unit of inclusion

Approaches

Searching methods

Approaches

Research question 
elements

Approaches

Methodological 
guidance

Approaches

Risk of bias tools for 
included studies

Approaches

Risk of bias/critical 
appraisal for the 

review

Approaches

Reporting Standards

Approaches

Certainty of Evidence 
(GRADE)

Approaches

End user 
engagement

Approaches

Outputs/products

Approaches

Target audience and 
user needs

Approaches

Prognostic factors

Type

Prognostic models

Type

Treatment effect 
modifiers 

Type

Economic reviews

Division

Preferences and 
values reviews

Division

Measurement 
properties

Division

Etiology/risk reviews

Division

Evidence Synthesis Taxonomy v0.11

Living wiki

Modes: 

Living 

Rapid

Component: 

Single 

Multicomponent 
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Taxonomy – evidence synthesis types 

Follow up survey to approve evidence synthesis types within families 
Pragmatic approach and community/consensus driven
The primary distinguishing dimensions at the evidence synthesis type level tend to 
be the:
- Foci of the review or question focus
- Methodological procedures 
Further work to truly tease out true differences or if they are generally the same 
review approach with different names



Approved terms and their place in the taxonomy

• Scoping reviews 
• Evidence and gap maps  
• Realist reviews  
• Mixed methods reviews  
• Umbrella review  
• Overviews of reviews  
• Meta-ethnography  
• Thematic synthesis  
• Meta-aggregation  
• Best fit framework synthesis  
• Systematic review of textual evidence  
• Diagnostic test accuracy systematic review 
• Measurement properties systematic review  
• Systematic review of prognostic models 
• Systematic review of prognostic factors 
• Systematic review of exposures 
• Systematic review of costs/economic evaluations 
• Systematic review of aetiology and risk 
• Systematic review of the effect of interventions 
• Systematic review of animal studies 



Not approved terms/more discussions needed and their place in the 
taxonomy

• Grounded theory 

• Content analysis 

• Qualitative interpretive synthesis 

• Framework synthesis 

• Systematic review of values and preferences

• Systematic review of harms 

• Complex intervention systematic review 

• Meta-analysis in genetic association studies 

• Preclinical systematic review 
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Taxonomy 

Presented as a wiki with standard elements for each 
review type
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Governance

We are moving to a new governance structure :

- Evidence Synthesis Family Methods Groups and Mode groups

- Provide advice to ESTI Advisory Board on approvals

- Identify gaps for further methods work/development

- Assist with keeping ESTI up to date
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Harmonisation



What approach to choose?

Health Evidence Synthesis, Recommendations and Impact
Trustworthy evidence for impact



Right Review 



67

ESTI Phase 1 Achievements
• Secured funding for this work

• Published articles on need for a taxonomy and evidence synthesis methods

• Conducted the scoping review on previous work

• Established a large, international and cross field network of those interested in 
evidence synthesis

• Co-designed the taxonomy through multiple workshops, meetings and discussions

• Created a database of evidence synthesis types proposed previously (SPECTRAL)

• Completed a survey on the taxonomy structure and dimensions

• Completed a survey on populating the taxonomy with evidence synthesis types

• Completed version 1 of the taxonomy

• Finalise NHMRC report

• Created websites for the initiative and the taxonomy 

• Created a new governance infrastructure for ESTI



68

ESTI Phase 1 – work to do
• Launch ESTI website and taxonomy

• Papers to finalise:
• Introducing and overview of ESTI

• Taxonomy development methods paper

• Research notes paper on SPECTRAL



69

ESTI Phase 2 Goals
• Transition to a living mode

• Update, evaluate and continue populate the taxonomy

• Continue harmonisation of ES types 

• Conduct methods work to address gaps in evidence 
synthesis

• Update the RightReview tool

• Collaborate with other groups/initiatives (PRISMATIC, SR 
Toolbox, TYPE-ME, LATITUDES etc…)  

• Create/update a definition for evidence synthesis (?) 



70
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Right Reviews

Right Reasons

Right Methods
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Thank you 
Questions?

 

Get in touch! 

Zachary.Munn@adelaide.edu.au



Thank you!

Questions and Suggestions?
Contact:

Email: Zachary.Munn@Adelaide.edu.au

mailto:Zachary.Munn@Adelaide.edu.au


Relevance for guidelines?

Evidence to decision framework

Inform panel members’ judgements about the pros and cons of 

each option (intervention) that is considered

Ensure that important factors that determine a 

recommendation (criteria) are considered

Provide a concise summary of the best available research 

evidence to inform judgements about each criterion

Help structure discussion and identify reasons for 

disagreements

Make the basis for recommendations transparent to guideline 

users



How to populate Decision making criteria?

Priority of problem Systematic reviews of disease burden (prevalence and incidence) Cross-sectional studies -  Govt Data

Benefits and harms Systematic reviews on effects of interventions/exposures

Values Systematic reviews on values - Panel Surveys - Health utility studies - panel/ advisory groups

Resources/Cost-
effectiveness

Systematic reviews (costs as an outcomes) – Systematic reviews of economic evaluations – simple 
evaluations – economic evaluations  - panel/ advisory groups

Equity
Systematic reviews (equity focused) – cross-sectional studies – panel surveys/discussion  - qual studies 
– primary studies  - panel/ advisory groups

Acceptability
Qualitative evidence synthesis – systematic reviews – realist synthesis – mixed methods - surveys – 
qualitative studies - panel surveys/discussion 

Feasibility
Qualitative evidence synthesis – systematic reviews – realist synthesis – mixed methods - surveys – 
qualitative studies - panel surveys/discussion 

Planetary health
Systematic reviews (planetary health outcomes included)– surveys –  qualitative studies - panel 
surveys/discussion 
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