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INTRODUCTION TO META-INTERPRETATION

by Simon Moss




Introduction


Systematic reviews

	To justify their research, most researchers will conduct a literature review, in which they read, and then summarize, the relevant literature.  Several decades ago, however, scholars recognized that literature reviews can be biased.  For example, researchers may

· overlook many vital publications
· read only the publications that are compatible with their preconceptions
· extract only the findings that vindicate their preconceptions
· report only the findings and insights that substantiate these preconceptions

To override this problem, scholars formulated the notion of systematic reviews.  When researchers conduct systematic reviews, they 

· search the literature systematically and comprehensively
· extract all the publications that fulfill some criteria, and
· distill information from these publications methodically 

Since this time, researchers have developed other variants of these systematic reviews.  These variants include scoping reviews, rapid reviews, meta-analysis, and meta-ethnography.  











Limitations of these approaches

Besides a few exceptions, such as meta-ethnography, most of these approaches were deigned to review studies that present quantitative data.  Furthermore, these exceptions tended to be applicable in only particular circumstances.  For example

· meta-ethnography tends to integrate the insights of only five or fewer studies
· other approaches utilize techniques that adopt a positivist stance—and thus contradict the sensibilities of many qualitative researchers. 


Use of meta-interpretation

To override these limitations, Weed (2006, 2008) formulated an approach called meta-interpretation. This approach emanated from the literature in sport science but can be applied to any field of research.  Indeed, meta-interpretation has been applied to explore 

· the experiences of individuals diagnosed with cancer (Ozkan et al, 2013)
· the practices of parents (Corbin-Staton, 2009)
· the perceptions of suicide survivors (Ingram, 2015)


Key features of meta-interpretation

Meta-interpretation entails a series of phases, a subset of which tend to be applied iteratively.  In essence, researchers first identify a set of four to five studies that explore the research area in which they are interested.  Next, they extract and analyse the insights and interpretations of the authors as well as integrate these insights into a cohesive argument, theory, or narrative.  As they analyse these interpretations, they choose studies to exclude and then progressively develop their exclusion criteria.  If they feel their argument, theory, or narrative is incomplete, they seek more literature and continue this sequence of activities.  The following table outlines the key principles that underpin meta-interpretation (cf Weed, 2008).  




	Principles that underpin meta-interpretation

	The researcher collects studies iteratively—choosing research publications that could help these individuals clarify their arguments, theories, or conclusions

	The exclusion criteria evolve gradually—and are not set in advance

	The researcher analyses the interpretations of authors and not the specific findings or data of these publications

	When researchers analyse the interpretation of authors, they relate the themes to the circumstances, settings, or context in which these insights emanated—called meaning in context

	Researchers maintain an audit trail in which they catalogue and justify the choices they reach during this analysis

	The narrative or conclusions that researchers generate is merely an interpretation—rather than an objective summary of the literature







How to conduct meta-interpretation 1: Identify an initial set of illustrative studies


	To conduct a meta-interpretation, you need to complete a series of phases.  The following diagram outlines the first two phases.  
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Identify the research area

During the first phase, choose the research topic you want to explore.  In particular, select a broader research area rather than a specific research question.  For example

· you might decide to investigate the supervision of research candidates—a broad research area
· you would not, at this time, choose a specific research question—such as only to investigate whether humble supervisors are more effective

So, why do researchers start with a research area instead of a research question?  The main reason is that, while they conduct the meta-interpretation

· the direction of this research will gradually shift, as the researchers accrue more knowledge
· the research question will thus evolve, progressively and iteratively.  


Uncover illustrative studies

Second, uncover four to five qualitative studies that have explored this research area.  Specifically, identify studies that

· appear to be especially relevant to this research area
· vary on some key dimension, such as the culture of participants or the size of universities; this tendency to identify a variety of studies is called maximum variation sampling




How to conduct meta-interpretation 2: Identify an initial set of illustrative studies


	After you identify a set of studies to investigate, researchers tend to apply a sequence of four activities.  The yellow bricks in the following diagram outline these activities. 
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Conduct thematic analysis and context analysis

	Next, subject these studies to a blend of thematic analysis and context analysis.  More specifically, you should

· extract the key interpretations of the authors—that is, the main arguments or conclusions these authors proposed
· convert each interpretation into a few words, called a code
· after you code all the interpretations, identify sets of codes that correspond to the same pattern or perspective—to uncover themes
· for each theme, record the circumstances, setting, or situation in which these patterns or themes were observed

The aim of this analysis, therefore, is to generate themes or insights while you remain sensitive to how these themes or insights depend on the circumstances or setting.  For example

· one of the themes might revolve around the notion that research candidates prefer humble supervisors—supervisors who acknowledge their own limitations
· however, the researcher might recognize this preference towards humility seems more pronounced in very competitive universities


Identify studies to exclude

While you analyse each study, you might feel this study is not as relevant to the research you are pursuing.  That is, you might want to exclude this study.  The following table outlines some reasons you might want to exclude specific publications.    
 
	Possible reasons to exclude studies

	Although the abstract might refer to your topic, you recognize the study actually explores an issue that is not relevant to your work—such as research supervisors of experienced researchers 

	You might doubt the quality of this study.  For example, the data might not have been analysed rigorously



After you clarify the reasons you excluded these studies, you might be able to refine your exclusion criteria.  For example, suppose you excluded one study because this research investigated supervisors of experienced researchers and another study because this research did not apply a rigorous method to analyse the data.  You might then decide to exclude studies that

· did not investigate attitudes towards research supervisors of PhD or Masters by Research candidates
· did not apply a systematic method to analyze the data, such as thematic analysis or grounded theory


Develop a narrative, theory, or conclusion

Next, you should interpret the themes and contexts you derived from the studies that have not been excluded. For example, you might combine two or more themes—or simply order two or more themes—to unearth a narrative, argument, or theory about topic of interest.  


How to conduct meta-interpretation 3: Identify more studies if saturation is not reached


	The yellow bricks in the following diagram outline the final phases of meta-interpretation.  The original framework, developed by Weed (2006), might appear more complex—but simply includes more information about how to manage excluded studies.  


[image: ]






Ascertain whether you have reached saturation

Although uncommon, after this first round of studies, you might reach saturation.  So, what is this saturation?  And how can you ascertain whether you have reached this point.  According to many researchers

· saturation is the point at which further data will no longer extend your insights, theories, or conclusions
· that is, the data—in this instance, the interpretations of each author—are consistent with the arguments you have already uncovered
· therefore, you no longer need to analyze more studies

However, as Low (2019) argued, if researchers adopt this definition, they are never certain as to whether they have reached saturation.  Indeed, researchers seldom ever reach this point: more data and studies will always refine and extend their narrative, theories, and conclusions, at least slightly.  Instead, according to Low (2019)

· researchers achieve the point of saturation once their narrative, theories, and conclusions are sufficiently convincing
· to ascertain whether these conclusions are sufficiently convincing, they should ask themselves a range of questions
· the following table outlines some of these questions


	Questions to decide whether researchers have reached saturation

	Are the insights, themes, or categories—derived from the analysis—related to one another, generating a unified, cohesive narrative?

	Is this narrative or conclusion sufficiently consistent with all the insights of past research, including the insights that seem unexpected or distinct?




Identify additional studies

If you have not reached saturation, you need to search, to access, and to analyse more studies.  But how do you decide which studies to search?  Which keywords should you enter into the search box?  To identify these keywords, consider

· the research topic that is gradually emerging
· the shortfalls in the narrative, theories, or conclusions you have derived so far
· recognize that you cannot be certain which keywords to search

After you identify four to five more studies, you then combine these studies with the previous studies you have collected.  And then, as the flowchart indicates, you repeat the phases again.  That is, you should

· subject these additional studies to a blend of thematic analysis and context analysis
· decide which studies should be excluded
· update the exclusion criteria—and apply these exclusion criteria to the previous studies as well
· derive a narrative, theories, and conclusions from these themes and contexts 



Justification of meta-interpretation


Weed (2006), the founder of meta-interpretation, derived this approach from several other techniques. This section outlines these approaches and specifies the features of each approach that inspired meta-interpretation. 


Interpretative phenomenological analysis

One common qualitative methodology is called interpretative phenomenological analysis.  According to proponents of this approach

· when respondents attempt to recount their experiences, they cannot describe their life impartially and accurately
· instead, their perspective and circumstances shape how they interpret their life
· similarly, when researchers listen to the respondents, they cannot fully understand the entire account of participants
· again, their own perspective and circumstances shape how they interpret this account of respondents

Therefore, the interpretations of respondents, and then researchers, shape how the experience is understood, called the double hermeneutic.  Consequently

· the account that researchers construct will never match the original experience precisely
· hence, member checking—in which the researchers invite respondents to assess whether this account is accurate—is unnecessary  
· instead, proponents of this methodology advocate an audit trail, in which researchers transcribe and justify all the decisions they reached during the research
· the purpose of audit trails is to show their procedures were reasonable and transparent—rather than demonstrate their results are necessarily accurate or comprehensive.

Researchers can apply a similar rationale to meta-interpretation.  That is

· when a researcher conducts a meta-interpretation, their perspectives and experiences shape the conclusions they will derive from other studies 
· the researcher should thus utilize an audit trail to catalogue and to justify their choices 



Secondary analysis of primary data

 	Quantitative researchers sometimes re-analyse and re-interpret the data that other scholars have collected.  Qualitative researchers, especially if they adopt a constructivist perspective, should not re-analyse and re-interpret the data that other scholars have collected.  The reason is that 

· the original interpretations of researchers integrate both the data as well as an implicit understanding of the circumstances, setting, and context
· therefore, if other researchers attempt to interpret the same data, they may overlook this tacit knowledge; their interpretations will neglect the context

Similarly, when researchers conduct meta-interpretation, they should not re-analyse the original data.  Instead, they should trust and utilize the interpretations of each researcher.  



Grounded theory

	Grounded theory is one of the most pioneering and prevalent qualitative approaches.  Proponents of grounded theory attempt to derive a theory about some event or issue, but only from the data they collect rather than from past literature.  One of the key features of grounded theory is that researchers iteratively collect more data to assess, to clarify, and to extend their theories.  Specifically

· proponents of grounded theory do not attempt to identify participants who are representative of the population
· instead, proponents of grounded theory direct their attention to individuals and data that could assist in their endeavor to improve their theories
· for example, they may choose participants or ask questions that seem most relevant to their theories and uncertainties

Some features of meta-interpretation apply these principles.  To illustrate

· researchers do not attempt to collate a representative and comprehensive set of studies
· instead, researchers collect a few studies they feel could be more useful—that is, studies that are more likely to evaluate and refine their arguments, narratives, or conclusions
· and they continue to collect more studies that fulfill this purpose, until saturation is reached




Meta-ethnography

	Like meta-interpretation, meta-ethnography is designed to synthesize distinct qualitative studies.  And, like meta-interpretation, proponents of meta-ethnography tend to utilise the interpretations of findings, rather than raw data, to derive their conclusions.  However, when individuals conduct meta-ethnography, they attempt to develop a common language to clarify the association between these interpretations.  For example, 

· an interpretation or insight of one author might, at first glance, seem to deviate from an interpretation or insight of another author
· these interpretations, however, might actually overlap
· because the authors did not utilize the same language or perspective, this overlap might be obscured
· consequently, the researcher should attempt to translate these interpretations into a common language—to clarify this overlap

According to Weed (2006), however, this translation often separates the theme or insight from the corresponding setting, circumstance, or context.  Therefore, proponents of meta-ethnography may reach conclusions that neglect the richness and dynamics of the setting or circumstance—contrary to the priorities of qualitative researchers who adopt a constructivist perspective.  Weed, therefore, did not advocate this translation activity.   
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