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TRANSFER Approach:

Guidance for review authors on how to:

1. Improve collaboration with decision makers to

2. Systematically and transparently consider and assess
transferability of review findings to the review context

This material is not to be reproduced, used or adapted without consent.



Transferability factors

A subset of effect modifiers that are systematically present in 
a decision making context and are hypothesized to influence
the transferability of review findings to that context. 

This material is not to be reproduced, used or adapted without consent.



Assessment of transferability

Whether there is substantial difference between the context
of the review question and the context of the studies 
contributing data to the review finding, with respect to a priori
identified characteristics.

This material is not to be reproduced, used or adapted without consent.



3. Conduct the systematic review

3b. Develop search strategy for relevant databases, grey literature

3c. Screen titles/abstracts and full text for inclusion

3d. Assess methodological strengths and limitations of included studies

3e. Extract relevant data from included studies

4. Develop a TRANSFER overview of included studies

5. Assess transferability of the review findings

1. Establish the need for a systematic review

2a. Collaborate with stakeholders to refine the review question

2b. Identify and prioritize TRANSFER factors

2c. Define characteristics of the review context related to TRANSFER factors

TRAN
SFER

TRAN
SFER

TRAN
SFER

TRAN
SFER

TRAN
SFER

TRAN
SFER

6. Apply GRADE/-CERQual to assess certainty of evidence in review findings

7. Discuss transferability of review findings

TRAN
SFER

TRAN
SFER

3f. Synthesize data: Meta-analyse data, or narrative review

TRAN
SFER

3a. Define inclusion and exclusion criteria

Figure 1. In the above diagram, two people icons on the left indicate stages where collaboration between review authors and stakeholders is suggested, 
blue boxes show additional steps in the systematic review process as part of the TRANSFER Approach, and the TRANSFER stamp indicates to which steps of 
the review process the TRANSFER approach applies.



Stage 2. 
Refine PICO, 

Identify 
TRANSFER 

factors, define 
review context

Stage 1. 
Establish need
for a systematic

review

Stage 3. 
Extract data 
(systematic 

review)

Stage 4. 
Assess

relevance of
studies to review

context

Stage 5. 
Assess

transferability
of review findings

Stage 6.
Support GRADE 

/-CERQual
assessments

TRANSFER Approach

Repeat for any prespecified
local context(s) of interest

TRANSFER



Stage 2. 
Refine PICO, 

Identify 
TRANSFER 

factors, define 
review context

Stage 1. 
Establish need
for a systematic

review

Stage 3. 
Extract data 
(systematic 

review)

Stage 4. 
Assess

relevance of
studies to review

context

Stage 5. 
Assess

transferability
of review findings

Stage 6.
Support GRADE 

/-CERQual
assessments

TRANSFER Approach TRANSFER

Define review context 
and any other pre-
specified contexts of 
interest related to the 
transferability factors

Refine review 
question and PICO.

Identify and prioritize 
transferability factors

TRANSFER 
assessment table

TRANSFER table of 
included studies



Stage 2. 
Refine PICO, 

Identify 
TRANSFER 

factors, define 
review context

Stage 1. 
Establish need
for a systematic

review

Stage 3. 
Extract data 
(systematic 

review)

Stage 4. 
Assess

relevance of
studies to review

context

Stage 5. 
Assess

transferability
of review findings

Stage 6.
Support GRADE 

/-CERQual
assessments

TRANSFER Approach TRANSFER

Define review context 
and any other pre-
specified contexts of 
interest related to the 
transferability factors

Refine review 
question and PICO.

Identify and prioritize 
transferability factors

TRANSFER 
assessment table

TRANSFER table of 
included studies



Stage 2. 
Refine PICO, 

Identify 
TRANSFER 

factors, define 
review context

Stage 1. 
Establish need
for a systematic

review

Stage 3. 
Extract data 
(systematic 

review)

Stage 4. 
Assess

relevance of
studies to review

context

Stage 5. 
Assess

transferability
of review findings

Stage 6.
Support GRADE 

/-CERQual
assessments

TRANSFER Approach TRANSFER
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transparent 
processes that many
review authors are
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Stage 1: Define the need
What is the effect
of housing
programmes on
homelessness?

Stage 1. 
Establish need
for a systematic

review

Norwegian 
State Housing

Bank



Stage 2a: Refine the review
question

Stage 2. 
Refine PICO, 

Identify 
transferability 
factors, define 
review context
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Stage 2. 
Refine PICO, 

Identify 
transferability 
factors, define 
review context

Define review context 
and any other pre-
specified contexts of 
interest related to the 
transferability factors

Refine review 
question and PICO.

Identify and prioritize 
transferability factors

Stage 2a: Refine the review
question



Suggested 
inclusion 
criteria

Questions for 
decision makers

Final inclusion 
criteria

Population

Intervention

Comparison

Outcome

Study design

Other

Characteristics
of context
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Stage 2a: Refine the review
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Suggested 
inclusion criteria

Questions for decision makers Final inclusion criteria

Population Everyone Adults? Single or with 
families? With/out mental 
illness or substance abuse 
disorder?

Adults over 18 
with/out families 
with/out mental 
illness/substance 
abuse disorders

Intervention Housing 
programmes

Specific models? Housing 
with/out employment 
components? Financial only or 
with case management?

Housing programmes 
with/out case 
management

Comparison Other / no 
intervention

Other / no intervention

Outcome Days homeless, 
days in stable 
housing

Quality of life? Health? 
Employment?

Primary: length of time 
homeless/in stable 
housing
Secondary: QoL, 
health

Study design RCTs quasi? RCTs
Other All languages,

since 2000
Why 2000? All languages, anytime

Characteristics
of context

Europe, Australia,
Canada

Why? USA? All countries

Stage 2. 
Refine PICO, 

Identify 
transferability 
factors, define 
review context

Define review context 
and any other 
contexts of interest 
related to the 
transferability factors

Refine review 
question and PICO.

Identify and prioritize 
transferability factors

TRANSFER PICO Template

Stage 2a: Refine the review
question



Stage 2a: Refine the review
question

Systematic review question:
What is the effect of housing 
programmes on homelessness and 
housing stability?

Secondary question:
How will the review findings transfer to 
the Norwegian context?Define review context 

and any other pre-
specified contexts of 
interest related to the 
transferability factors

Refine review 
question and PICO.

Identify and prioritize 
transferability factors

Stage 2. 
Refine PICO, 

Identify 
transferability 
factors, define 
review context



Stage 2b. Identify factors that may influence
transferability of review findings
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Define review context 
and any other pre-
specified contexts of 
interest related to the 
transferability factors

Refine review 
question and PICO.

Identify and prioritize 
transferability factors

Stage 2. 
Refine PICO, 

Identify 
transferability 
factors, define 
review context

Stage 2b. Identify factors that may influence
transferability of review findings



Define review context 
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Identify and prioritize 
transferability factors

Stage 2. 
Refine PICO, 

Identify 
transferability 
factors, define 
review context

Stage 2b. Identify factors that may influence
transferability of review findings



Stage 2b. Identify factors that may influence
transferability of review findings

TRANSFER Approach – transferability factors

Population

- Length of
homelessness
- Prevalence
of mental 
illness
- Urban vs
rural 

Intervention

- Length of
programme

Implementation

- Manual 
followed?

Comparison intervention
- Quality of usual services 

Environment

- Cold weather
- Immigration
regulations
- Social
tolerance for 
homelessness

Define review context 
and any other pre-
specified contexts of 
interest related to the 
transferability factors

Refine review 
question and PICO.

Identify and prioritize 
transferability factors

Stage 2. 
Refine PICO, 

Identify 
transferability 
factors, define 
review context



Stage 2b. Identify factors that may influence
transferability of review findings

Climate
Length of homelessness
Usual services

Define review context 
and any other pre-
specified contexts of 
interest related to the 
transferability factors

Refine review 
question and PICO.

Identify and prioritize 
transferability factors

Stage 2. 
Refine PICO, 

Identify 
transferability 
factors, define 
review context



Review context: Global

Transferability factors Characteristics – universal

Length of homelessness: Varies

Quality of usual services: Varies

Climate: Varies

Pixabay.com Pixabay.com
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Stage 2c. Define characteristics related to 
transferability factors – review context

Define review context 
and any other pre-
specified contexts of 
interest related to the 
transferability factors

Refine review 
question and PICO.

Identify and prioritize 
transferability factors

Stage 2. 
Refine PICO, 

Identify 
transferability 
factors, define 
review context



Secondary/local context: Norway

Transferability factors Characteristics - Norway

Length of homelessness: > 6 months

Quality of usual services: High quality

Climate: Cold weather seasons

Define review context 
and any other pre-
specified contexts of 
interest related to the 
transferability factors

Refine review 
question and PICO.

Identify and prioritize 
transferability factors

Stage 2. 
Refine PICO, 

Identify 
transferability 
factors, define 
review context

Stage 2c. Define characteristics related to 
transferability factors - local context



3. Conduct the systematic review

3b. Develop search strategy for relevant databases, grey literature

3c. Screen titles/abstracts and full text for inclusion

3d. Assess methodological strengths and limitations of included studies

3e. Extract relevant data from included studies

4. Develop a TRANSFER overview of included studies

5. Assess transferability of the review findings

1. Establish the need for a systematic review

2a. Collaborate with stakeholders to refine the review question

2b. Identify and prioritize TRANSFER factors

2c. Define characteristics of the review context related to TRANSFER factors
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SFER
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6. Apply GRADE/-CERQual to assess certainty of evidence in review findings

7. Discuss transferability of review findings

TRAN
SFER

TRAN
SFER

3f. Synthesize data: Meta-analyse data, or narrative review

TRAN
SFER

3a. Define inclusion and exclusion criteria

Stage 3: Systematic review



Data extraction

■ Study characteristics

■ Participant characteristics

■ Intervention characteristics

■ Results

■ Follow-up

■ Attrition

■ Extract data on transferability factors
– Length of homelessness of

participants
– Quality of usual services
– Climate in study setting

Stage 3. 
Extract data 
(systematic 

review)

Stage 3: Systematic review

Vectorstock.com/17685389



Synthesize data
Review finding:
Housing programmes lead to more days in 
stable housing compared to usual services. 

– 10 studies contributed data
– Low risk of bias in included studies

Stage 3: Systematic review

Stage 3. 
Extract data 
(systematic 

review)



Stage 4: Develop a TRANSFER overview of included 
studies

Studies
/Factors

Length of
homelessness

Quality of usual
services

Climate

Study 1

Study 2

Study 3

Study 4

Study 5

Study 6

Study 7

Study 8

Study 9

Study 10

Stage 4. 
Develop a 
TRANSFER 
overview of 

included studies



Stage 4: Develop a TRANSFER overview of included 
studies

Studies
/Factors

Length of
homelessness

Quality of usual
services

Climate

Study 1 > 6 months High quality Cold

Study 2 < 6 months High quality Cold

Study 3 > 6 months High quality Cold

Study 4 > 6 months High quality Cold

Study 5 < 6 months Low quality Cold

Study 6 < 6 months Low quality Cold

Study 7 > 6 months Low quality Cold

Study 8 < 6 months Low quality Cold

Study 9 > 6 months Low quality Cold

Study 10 < 6 months Low quality Cold

Stage 4. 
Develop a 
TRANSFER 
overview of 

included studies



Stage 5. Assess transferability of review findings

… per review finding

Review finding: 

Housing programmes lead to more days in stable 
housing compared to usual services 

Stage 5. 
Assess

transferability
of review findings



Review context: Global context

Local context: Norwegian context

Stage 5. Assess transferability of review findings

… per review finding

Stage 5. 
Assess

transferability
of review findings



Review context: Global context

Local context: Norwegian context

Stage 5. Assess transferability of review findings

… per review finding

Stage 5. 
Assess

transferability
of review findings



Review finding: Housing programmes lead to more days in stable 
housing compared to usual services 

Transferability factor: Length of homelessness

Stage 5. 
Assess

transferability
of review findings

Stage 5. Assess transferability of review findings



Studies
/Factors

Length of
homelessness

Quality of usual
services

Climate

Study 1 > 6 months High quality Cold

Study 2 < 6 months High quality Cold

Study 3 > 6 months High quality Cold

Study 4 > 6 months High quality Cold

Study 5 < 6 months Low quality Cold

Study 6 < 6 months Low quality Cold

Study 7 > 6 months Low quality Cold

Study 8 < 6 months Low quality Cold

Study 9 > 6 months Low quality Cold

Study 10 < 6 months Low quality Cold

SUMMARY Minor concerns

Review context: Norway

Transferability
factors

Characteristics

Length of
homelessness:

> 6 months

Quality of usual
services:

high quality

Climate: cold weather
seasons

Stage 5. Assess transferability of review findings
Stage 5. 
Assess

transferability
of review findings



Stage 5: Assessing transferability of review
findings

Review finding: Housing programmes lead to more days in 
stable housing compared to usual services 

Transferability factor: Quality of usual services

Stage 5. 
Assess

transferability
of review findings



Studies
/Factors

Length of
homelessness

Quality of usual
services

Climate

Study 1 > 6 months High quality Cold

Study 2 < 6 months High quality Cold

Study 3 > 6 months High quality Cold

Study 4 > 6 months High quality Cold

Study 5 < 6 months Low quality Cold

Study 6 < 6 months Low quality Cold

Study 7 > 6 months Low quality Cold

Study 8 < 6 months Low quality Cold

Study 9 > 6 months Low quality Cold

Study 10 < 6 months Low quality Cold

SUMMARY Minor concerns Minor concerns

Review context: Norway

Transferability
factors

Characteristics

Length of
homelessness:

> 6 months

Quality of usual
services:

high quality

Climate: cold weather
seasons

Stage 5. 
Assess

transferability
of review findings

Stage 5. Assess transferability of review findings



Review finding: Housing programmes lead to more days in 
stable housing compared to usual services 

Transferability factor: Climate

Stage 5. 
Assess

transferability
of review findings

Stage 5. Assess transferability of review findings



Stage 5: Assess transferability of review findings
- Norway
Transferability factor: Climate

Studies
/Factors

Length of
homelessness

Quality of usual
services

Climate

Study 1 > 6 months High quality Cold

Study 2 < 6 months High quality Cold

Study 3 > 6 months High quality Cold

Study 4 > 6 months High quality Cold

Study 5 < 6 months Low quality Cold

Study 6 < 6 months Low quality Cold

Study 7 > 6 months Low quality Cold

Study 8 < 6 months Low quality Cold

Study 9 > 6 months Low quality Cold

Study 10 < 6 months Low quality Cold

SUMMARY Minor concerns Minor concerns No concerns

Review context: Norway

Transferability
factors

Characteristics

Length of
homelessness:

> 6 months

Quality of usual
services:

high quality

Climate: cold weather
seasons



Stage 5. Assess transferability of review findings

Studies
/Factors

Length of
homelessness

Quality of usual
services

Climate

Study 1 > 6 months High quality Cold

Study 2 < 6 months High quality Cold

Study 3 > 6 months High quality Cold

Study 4 > 6 months High quality Cold

Study 5 < 6 months Low quality Cold

Study 6 < 6 months Low quality Cold

Study 7 > 6 months Low quality Cold

Study 8 < 6 months Low quality Cold

Study 9 > 6 months Low quality Cold

Study 10 < 6 months Low quality Cold

SUMMARY Minor concerns Minor concerns No concerns

Review context: Norway

Transferability
factors

Characteristics

Length of
homelessness:

> 6 months

Quality of usual
services:

high quality

Climate: cold weather
seasons

Stage 5. 
Assess

transferability
of review findings



Review finding:  Housing programmes lead to more days in stable housing compared to usual 
services
TRANSFER 
factors

Assessment Explanation Support-
ing
studies

Length of
homelessness
of participants

Minor 
concerns

The studies represented a range of participants with length of
homelessness at baseline rangeing from 1 month to more than 4 
years. All of the studies showed the same direction of effect.

1-10

Quality of
«usual services»

Minor 
concerns

The studies represented a range of quality of usual services. All of
the studies showed the same direction of effect. 

1-10

Climate No concerns The studies only partially represented the review context (cold
climates). We are unsure if the finding is tranfserable to settings 
with warm or temperate climates.

1-10

Overall 
assessment

Moderate 
concerns

There are no substantial differences between the included
studies and the review context with respect to length of
homelessness, quality of usual services or climate. However, the
review finding is only based on evidence from cold climate
settings, and we do not have any evidence available regarding
how the intervention may work in warm settings.

1-10

Stage 5. Assess transferability of review findings
Stage 5. 
Assess

transferability
of review findings
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Stage 6. GRADE the evidence
(Optional)

Stage 6.
Support GRADE 

/-CERQual
assessments



1. Differences in population (applicability)

2. Differences in interventions (applicability)

3. Differences in outcomes measures (surrogate 

outcomes) 

4. Indirect Comparisons (A v B = A v C + B v C)

Stage 6.
Support GRADE 

/-CERQual
assessments

Stage 6. Support GRADE/-CERQual assessments



Direct relevance

Indirect relevance

Partial relevance

Stage 6.
Support GRADE 

/-CERQual
assessments

Stage 6. Support GRADE/-CERQual assessments

Relevance



Risk of bias à GRADE component Risk of Bias

Stage 6.
Support GRADE 

/-CERQual
assessments



TRANSFER à GRADE component indirectness

Review finding:  Housing programmes lead to fewer days spent homeless compared to usual services 

TRANSFER factors Assessment Explanation Supporting
studies

Length of homelessness
of participants

No concerns The studies represented a range of participants with length
of homelessness at baseline rangeing from 1 month to more 
than 4 years. All of the studies showed the same direction of
effect.

1-10

Quality of «usual services» No concerns The studies represented a range of quality of usual services. 
All of the studies showed the same direction of effect. 

1-10

Climate Minor concerns The studies only partially represented the review context
(cold climates). We are unsure if the finding is tranfserable to 
settings with warm or temperate climates.

1-10

Overall assessment Minor concerns There are no substantial differences between the included studies and the review context with
respect to length of homelessness, quality of usual services or climate. However, the review finding is 
only based on evidence from cold climate settings, and we do not have any evidence available
regarding how the intervention may work in warm settings.

1-10

Stage 6.
Support GRADE 

/-CERQual
assessments



Review finding:  Housing programmes lead to fewer days spent homeless compared to usual services 

TRANSFER factors Assessment Explanation Supporting
studies

Length of homelessness
of participants

No concerns The studies represented a range of participants with length
of homelessness at baseline rangeing from 1 month to more 
than 4 years. All of the studies showed the same direction of
effect.

1-10

Quality of «usual services» No concerns The studies represented a range of quality of usual services. 
All of the studies showed the same direction of effect. 

1-10

Climate Minor concerns The studies only partially represented the review context
(cold climates). We are unsure if the finding is tranfserable to 
settings with warm or temperate climates.

1-10

Overall assessment Minor concerns There are no substantial differences between the included studies and the review context with
respect to length of homelessness, quality of usual services or climate. However, the review finding is 
only based on evidence from cold climate settings, and we do not have any evidence available
regarding how the intervention may work in warm settings.

1-10

Finding Summary of review
finding

Studies contributing 
to the review 
finding

Methodological
limitations

Coherence Relevance Adequacy CERQual
assessment 
(confidence in 
the findings)

Explanation of
CERQual
assessment

Factors affecting experience of being homeless

1 Participants who 
receive housing 
programmes experience 
less stress and are 
more positive to long 
term opportunities

Study a, study b, study c, 
study d, study e, study f, 
study g, study h, study i, 
study j

Minor concerns 
regarding 
methodological 
limitations due to 
issues with reflexivity, 
recruitment and 
research design

Minor 
concerns
regarding
coherence

Minor 
concerns
regarding
relevance

Moderate 
concerns 
regarding 
adequacy 
due to 6 
contributing 
studies with 
moderately 
thick data

Moderate 
confidence

Due to minor concerns 
regarding 
methodological 
limitations, coherence, 
and relevancy, and 
moderate concerns 
regarding adequacy

Stage 6.
Support GRADE 

/-CERQual
assessments

TRANSFER à GRADE-CERQual component
Relevance



Secondary question (local context): What is the effect of housing
programmes on homelessness and housing stability in Norway?

Stage 6. 
GRADE/-

CERqual the
evidence

Stage 6. GRADE/-CERQual the evidence



Stage 6. 
GRADE/-

CERqual the
evidence

Stage 6. GRADE/-CERQual the evidence

Review question: What is the effect of housing programmes on
homelessness and housing stability?



Published papers
Munthe-Kaas, H., Nøkleby, H., Lewin, S., & Glenton, C. (2020). 
The TRANSFER Approach for assessing the transferability of 
systematic review findings. BMC Medical Research Methodology, 
20(1), 11.

Munthe-Kaas, H., Nøkleby, H., & Nguyen, L. (2019). Systematic 
mapping of checklists for assessing transferability. Systematic 
reviews, 8(1), 22.

Munthe-Kaas, H., Nøkleby, H., & Rosenbaum, S. (forthcoming). 
User experience of the TRANSFER Approach and stakeholder 
collaboration in systematic reviews (working title). 



• Pilot refined versions of TRANSFER in upcoming reviews

• Conversation guide
• Guidance for review authors

• User test methods for presenting TRANSFER assessments

• User test TRANSFER assessments to support GRADE assessment of
indirectness

• Pilot TRANSFER in qualitative evidence syntheses (and GRADE-CERQual
relevance component)

• Set up TRANSFER project group (please email me if interested)



Volunteers?

■ If you would like to user test the TRANSFER Approach please
contact us.



Thank you

Heather.Munthe-Kaas@fhi.no

Heid.Nokleby@fhi.no

This material is not to be reproduced, used or adapted without consent.
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