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The GRADE-CERQual approach for assessing 
confidence in synthesised qualitative findings







CERQual Information and Resources

• Join the mailing list 
• Join the project group
• Read our PLOS paper: 

http://journals.plos.org/plosmedicine/article?id=10.1371/journal.pm
ed.1001895

• CERQual Series in Implementation Science

GRADECERQual@gmail.com
www.cerqual.org

@CERQualNet



New Cochrane-Campbell Handbook for 
QES due early 2025

https://training.cochrane.org/cochrane-campbell-handbook-qualitative-evidence-
synthesis



CERQual is used widely and there are common 
reporting and fidelity issues 



The good news is that Cochrane QESs included in the analysis (up to Aug 
2020) had no issues with GRADE CERQual:

• QES authors were CERQual originators
• QIMG convenors provided peer review and Editorial sign off 

• Fidelity and reporting issues were generally picked up before QES 
reviews were submitted for publication. 



• There are increasing numbers of QESs being conducted by wider groups of 
Cochrane authors in a new streamlined publication pipeline

• Problems with CERQual application and reporting are being picked up at the peer 
review and Editor sign off stage 

• Cochrane QES authors are not making best use of available free CERQual training 
resources and guidance

• Cochrane Qualitative and Implementation Methods Group Convenors have not 
generally been informed/consulted 

The current challenges 



Common reporting issues 



Common fidelity issues 



Assessment: Authors conceptualise methodological limitations in line with the guidance

Main Fidelity issues
• Applied the levels of concern to individual studies rather than review findings
• Conceptualised the assessment as a count of appraisal categories, not specific 
limitations in relation to the finding
• Component not defined and no Evidence Profile or SoQF tables from which to infer
• Not conceptualised in terms of identifying concerns
• Problems with how critical appraisals were done (e.g., only yes or no, no explanation)
• Specific methodological limitations mentioned but not how important they are in 
relation to the finding

Methodological limitations 
component 



Assessment: Authors conceptualise coherence in line with the guidance

Main Fidelity issues

• Component not defined and no Evidence Profile or SoQF tables from 
which to infer
• No demonstration of thinking of it in terms of the fit between review 
finding and data from primary studies, only focus on primary studies
• Not conceptualised in terms of identifying concerns
• Using wrong definition (“Consistent within and across studies”)
• Assessment was quantified

Coherence component 



Assessment: Authors conceptualise adequacy of data in line with the guidance

Main Fidelity issues 

• Component not defined and no Evidence Profile or SoQF table from which to 
infer
• Not assessed in terms of concerns
• Not assessing both quantity and richness, emphasising one or the other
• Confounding with other components
• Quantify the assessment of the component

Adequacy component 



Assessment: Authors conceptualise relevance in line with the guidance

Main Fidelity issues

• Component not defined and no Evidence Profile or SoQF tables from which to infer
• Language of concerns not used, or not used correctly
• Not all elements of ‘context’ were considered in the assessment
• Quantify the assessment by counting how many primary studies are indirect or 
partial, rather than identifying concerns

Relevance component 



New innovations to support review 
authors 

Interactive Summary of Qualitative Findings 
(epistemonikos.org)



New Data thickness/richness assessment tool – can help with assessing the richness of data 
for the adequacy component*  

See Ames et al  Cochrane Evidence Synthesis and Methods journal – in press
and chapter 6 Cochrane-Campbell Handbook for QES

 

Figure 4: The sliding data (A) thickness assessment tool and (B) richness assessment tool

*CERQual group would like to undertake more work on use of this tool 



New CAMELOT tool for assessing methodological limitations

CochrAne qualitative Methodological Limitations Tool. (CAMELOT)

See Munther-Kaas et al 
Cochrane Evidence Synthesis 

and Methods journal – in 
press

and chapter 7 Cochrane-
Campbell Handbook for QES



We are here to help!


