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Guidelines have traditionally relied on 
quantitative evidence to address a narrow set 

of questions  
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Qualitative evidence can inform key parts of the 
evidence to decision process



Methods of Synthesis

Cochrane 
handbook for 

prognostic 
reviews due 2025 



Increasing role of qualitative research in guideline development 

Between 2020 and 2022

18/29 WHO guidelines included 
qualitative research to guide 

decisions 



Examples of qualitative studies on heritable 
disorders

Semi-structured 
interviews



Third sector organisations commonly conduct ‘grey 
literature’ qualitative studies on heritable disorders



Also possible to conduct mixed-methods 
reviews

Contains qualitative, 
quantitative and mixed-

method studies

Copyright: 
https://www.genes2me.com/service/oncology/her
editary-cancer/hereditary-cancer-panel



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



CERQual is applied to individual
synthesis findings
• In the context of a qualitative evidence synthesis, a finding is…:

• Findings from qualitative evidence syntheses can be presented as:
• themes, categories or theories
• As both descriptive or more interpretive findings

…an analytic output that describes a phenomenon or an aspect of 
a phenomenon



Summary of qualitative findings tables



CERQual made easy



Scenario:

Decision makers are considering a new healthcare 
service. But before they introduce it, they want to know 
whether those affected, including patients and 
healthcare workers, are likely to accept it.

A review of qualitative research is commissioned and 
conducted

One of the findings describes women’s experiences of 
the intervention

































After assessing all four components an overall 
assessment is made, expressed as either:

- High confidence
- Moderate confidence
- Low confidence
- Very low confidence

For each CERQual component, you need to 
identify your concerns and whether these
are:

• No or very minor concerns
• Minor concerns
• Moderate concerns 
• Serious concerns



After assessing all four components an overall 
assessment is made, expressed as either:

- High confidence
- Moderate confidence
- Low confidence
- Very low confidence



Confidence can be assessed as high, 
moderate, low or very low

• High confidence: It is highly likely that the review finding is a 
reasonable representation of the phenomenon of interest

• Moderate confidence: It is likely that the review finding is a 
reasonable representation of the phenomenon of interest

• Low confidence: It is possible that the review finding is a 
reasonable representation of the phenomenon of interest

• Very low confidence: It is not clear whether the review finding is a 
reasonable representation of the phenomenon of interest



Summary of qualitative findings tables



To learn more about CERQual

• 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

http://journals.plos.org/plosmedicine/article?id=10.1371/journal.pmed.1001895
http://journals.plos.org/plosmedicine/article?id=10.1371/journal.pmed.1001895
http://www.cerqual.org/
http://www.cerqual.org/
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