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ABSTRACT 
The number of mixed-methods systematic reviews in international development is growing in recent years. 

By recognising the value of qualitative research in providing valuable evidence on causal mechanisms, 

barriers, facilitators and the importance of context, mixed methods systematic reviews go beyond the ‘what 

works’ question. However, appropriate methods to screen and synthesise qualitative evidence in these 

reviews are still in a development phase and the methodological literature dealing with reviewing qualitative 

evidence in the field of development studies is scarce and under-developed. This paper aims to contribute to 

this gap by discussing the methodological and practical challenges of including qualitative evidence in a 

mixed methods systematic review in international development. In particular, this article makes a 

contribution in terms of offering reviewers and users of systematic reviews a full account of the process of 

screening and synthesizing a very large volume of heterogeneous qualitative studies. Using as an example a 

review on the effects of certification schemes for agricultural production (Oya et al, 2017), we report on each 

reviewing step, describing the problems encountered and solutions found. The paper proposes ways of 

extracting a large volume of data and integrating the qualitative synthesis with the evidence from the related 

quantitative effectiveness review. 
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1. Introduction 

 

Systematic reviewing is a method that allows ‘locating, appraising, and synthesising evidence’ and is widely 

used as an ‘aid to evidence based decision making’ (Petticrew, 2001: 98). The method aims to tackle two major 

issues undermining the standard literature review. By following transparent and replicable procedures of 

finding, appraising and synthesising evidence, it is not susceptible to the authors’ (or study commissioners’) 

‘cherry picking’ of studies and/or findings within studies to suit their purposes or preferred agenda. 

Additionally a systematic review separates ‘the wheat from the chaff’ and by excluding evidence which does 

not meet explicit quality criteria produces a synthesis of only the trustworthy evidence relevant to the review 

question (White and Waddington, 2012:352). Employed in medical sciences since the 1970s to synthesise 

evidence on health-care interventions, systematic reviews have since been used in an increasing range of 

disciplines outside health care, including natural sciences, education and social sciences (Petticrew 2001; 

Mallet et al 2012). Despite their relatively recent introduction in the field of development studies (the first 

systematic reviews in international development following the Campbell Collaboration standards date 2012, 

although non-Campbell systematic reviews in the field started to emerge in the early 2000s), their use has 

increased rapidly and considerably over the last years, amid calls for more and better evidence to inform 

policymaking (White and Waddington, 2012; Mallet et al, 2012). 

 
Originating from the field of medicine, systematic reviews have traditionally focused on synthesising 

quantitative evidence, typically from randomised control trials (RCTs), to assess the effectiveness of a 

treatment, i.e. on ‘what works’. In the field of international development, where randomisation is not always 

feasible (or desirable), this has been translated into systematic reviews drawing on evidence produced by both 

experimental and quasi-experimental study designs able to control for selection bias in order to conclude 

whether a specific development intervention works or not. Nevertheless, over the last decades it has been 

increasingly argued across disciplines that different types of questions require different research approaches. 

Scholars from the field of health and education have highlighted that qualitative studies have a ‘distinctive and 

important contribution’ to make in evidence-based policy (Dixon-Woods et al 2000:125), particularly in 

addressing question regarding the processes by which certain activities are undertaken (Davies, 1999). As a 

result, the need to move ‘beyond effectiveness in evidence synthesis’ and no longer consider quantitative 

methods as the only valid source of evidence has been recognised, and qualitative evidence has established ‘a 

place for itself’ in systematic reviewing (Popay 2006; Dixon-Woods and Fitzpatrick, 2001:765). This 

recognition comes among calls for more mixed methods theory-based evaluations that not only address the 

effectiveness question (i.e. does the intervention work?) but also questions on causal mechanisms and more 

specifically the how, why, when and for whom interventions work (Weiss, 1997; Pawson and Tilley, 2004; 

White, 2009; Snilstveit 2012; Caracelli and Cooksy 2013). Considering the importance of context and 

addressing the issue of external validity and transferability to other settings also call for a more pluralistic 

approach to impact evaluation and a broadening of the questions (Cartwright 2010). This is being reflected in 

an increasing number of systematic reviews that adopt a theory-based and/or realist approach that draws   on 
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both theoretical understandings and empirical evidence in order to elucidate the interplay between ‘the context 

in which the intervention is applied, the mechanisms by which it works and the outcomes which are produced’ 

(Pawson et al 2005:21). Such approaches are becoming common in the medical and health care field (e.g. de 

Goeij et al 2015; Nicaise et al 2013; O’Campo et al 2011; Wong et al 2010). Calls for transdisciplinary research 

synthesising knowledge from different academic traditions and contexts (Oliver et al 2017) and systematic 

reviews and maps combining different types of evidence (McKinnon et al 2016; Pullin et al 2013) have also 

emerged in environmental studies. In the field of international development, systematic reviews adopting a 

mixed methods approach drawing on different types of evidence, in order to not only understand what works 

but also for whom and in what circumstances, have increased their presence over the last years (see Figure 1). 

 
<INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE>. 

 
 

Nevertheless, systematic reviews methods were initially developed to synthesise quantitative evidence from 

controlled trials. While methodological texts for reviewing qualitative evidence (Atkins et al, 2008; Barnett- 

Page and Thomas 2009; Dixon-Woods et al 2000) and combining evidence provided by diverse study types 

(Dixon-Woods et al 2004; Harden and Thomas 2005; Caracelli and Cooksy 2013) are now emerging, mainly 

in the medical research literature, research in this area is still ongoing (Thomas and Harden, 2008). Related 

methodological literature dealing with reviewing qualitative evidence and conducting mixed methods 

systematic reviews in the particular field of development studies is even more scarce and under-developed 

(Snilstveit 2012). This paper aims to contribute to this gap by discussing the methodological and practical 

challenges of including qualitative evidence in a mixed methods systematic review in the field of development 

studies. In particular, this article makes a contribution in terms of offering reviewers and users of systematic 

reviews a full account of the process of screening and synthesizing a very large volume of heterogeneous 

qualitative studies. Using as an example a review on the effects of certification schemes for agricultural 

production (Oya et al, 2017), we report on each reviewing step, describing the problems that we encountered 

and the ways we dealt with them. Although our focus is methodological, we do not report here on some of the 

detailed methods used (e.g. precise searching terms or development of coding themes). A detailed account of 

the methods used to conduct the review is available to the reader in the full technical report (Oya et al. 2017). 

In this article we focus on particular issues that arose while reviewing qualitative research systematically and 

in the process of integrating the findings with those of a statistical meta-analysis. 

 
The paper is structured as follows. Section 2 provides a basic background to the review that is used as example, 

and presents the basic criteria used for inclusion of qualitative studies. Section 3 discusses the challenges of 

searching and screening a large volume of heterogeneous material, much of which had to be found outside 

conventional bibliographic databases. Section 4 focuses on the options for quality appraisal, an area for which 

there is published guidance but still fertile ground to experiment with different combinations of criteria 

depending on the nature of the qualitative studies found. Section 5 illustrates the hurdles in the process of data 

extraction and proposes some options for analytically-driven selectivity. Section 6 contains a more   detailed 
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account of the synthesis of qualitative evidence in a review with a large number of studies and provides an 

account of key decisions along the chain from coding to the narrative synthesis along theory-based thematic 

blocks. Finally Section 7 concludes and provides a summary of key pointers for researchers willing to integrate 

a large volume of qualitative material in systematic reviews. 

2. Background on the systematic review of agricultural certification 

 

We draw on our experience from reviewing qualitative evidence for a theory-based mixed methods systematic 

review of the socio-economic effects of certification schemes (CS) for agricultural commodities (Oya et al. 

2017). The review was commissioned by 3ie and was conducted according to the Campbell Collaboration 

standards for systematic reviews. It included a conventional quantitative effectiveness question about the 

impact of certification on indicators of wellbeing for producers and workers, complemented with a review 

question on contextual factors, barriers and facilitators which drew on the rich qualitative literature that was 

found on the patterns and nature of certification systems in agriculture. The focus in this paper is on the 

qualitative synthesis and the research process to synthesise evidence from qualitative research and integrate it 

with findings from the quantitative meta-analysis. The review question on barriers and facilitators3, which is 

of interest here, was twofold and explored the circumstances under which certification schemes have intended 

or unintended effects, as well as the factors that act as barriers or facilitators to these effects. To address this 

question we included studies that met the following inclusion criteria: 

 
1. The research question or objective had to be clearly reported. 

 
 

2. Data collection methods  and,  where  appropriate,  sampling  procedures  had  to  be  clearly 

reported. 

 
3. The study had to provide evidence based on primary data collected from CS beneficiaries, facilitators, 

implementers,   extension   agents,    auditors    or    experts    analysed    using    qualitative  

methods. 

 
4. The study had to provide substantive evidence on at least one of the key themes of interest 

(implementation dynamics, distributional dynamics and contextual factors) devised from the Theory 

of Change (ToC) used in this review 

 

 

 

 
 

3 These types of questions are also called ‘process’ questions as they explore the ‘conditions of programme 

implementation and the mechanisms that mediate between processes and outcomes as a means to understand when and 

how programmes work (Weiss, 1997:41). See also Moore et al (2014) on process evaluations in the context of health. 
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These were basic criteria designed to screen a wide range of sources and include only substantive evidence 

that met the review methodological inclusion criteria from a heterogeneous pool of studies that included a mix 

of secondary data analysis and primary research ranging from ‘quick-and-dirty’ advocacy reports to in-depth 

ethnographic work. By ‘substantive’ we meant that the material needed to provide either a ‘thick description’4 

(i.e. detailed description of the relevant context together with an analysis of how this context affects 

certification processes) or entire sections devoted to the analysis of certification processes (i.e. studies 

providing only mentions, or non-analytic descriptions of general or historical context were not included). 

Overall, 136 qualitative studies were included for synthesising barriers, enablers and other contextual factors. 

The findings of the qualitative synthesis where then integrated with the results of the statistical meta-analysis 

which was informed by 43 experimental and quasi-experimental studies. However, the technical report (Oya 

et al. 2017) reported the quantitative and qualitative syntheses separately first, in order to present the wealth 

of empirical information obtained from a large pool of studies for both review questions. On the basis of the 

main findings from each synthesis and a revision of the ToC which informed the research process from the 

protocol stage we then wrote a narrative integrated synthesis including relevant quantitative and qualitative 

findings  according  to  the  main  causal  chains  stemming  from  the  ToC  and  the  evidence  found. 

 

 

3. Searching & Screening 

 

 

Review scope 

 

It is debatable whether a systematic qualitative synthesis should include all relevant studies. Discussing meta- 

ethnography, Doyle (2003:326) argues that ‘the sample is purposive rather than exhaustive because the purpose 

is interpretive explanation and not prediction’, as it is the case in meta-analysis. Therefore, aiming for 

‘conceptual saturation’ may be more appropriate as a search strategy for qualitative research, Thomas and 

Harden (2008) suggest. On the contrary, Barroso et al (2003:154), state that a qualitative meta-synthesis should 

ideally retrieve all the relevant studies, not only a sample of them and cite Cooper (1998) to support that ‘the 

most important threat to the validity of any research integration effort is to fail to conduct a sufficiently 

exhaustive search’. Finlayson and Dixon (2008:61), on the other hand, suggest that in qualitative synthesis no 

method is preferable over the other, and see qualitative synthesis as a ‘continuum’ of methods from which 

researchers should choose the approach that best suits the material to be synthesised. 

 
In our case, we developed a common search strategy for both qualitative and quantitative evidence, and aimed 

at  making  our  search  as  exhaustive  and  comprehensive  as  possible. 5   In  the  literature  on  agricultural 

 

4  See Geertz (1973). 

5 See Thomas and Harden (2008) on why it makes sense to search both quantitative and qualitative studies together 

before initiating separated screening. 
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certification schemes it is sometimes impossible to distinguish what is primarily quantitative and qualitative 

from title and abstract searches. Moreover, any given paper could produce relevant quantitative and qualitative 

evidence at the same time, especially in the case of mixed-method evaluations. We searched for studies that 

included qualitative evidence regardless of their design (i.e. qualitative evidence could be provided by purely 

qualitative studies on CS, quantitative impact evaluations or mixed-methods evaluations) or whether the 

evidence was linked to programmes included in the effectiveness review. One constraint faced by this review 

and discussed in the section on synthesis method below, was that theory-based evaluation studies that collected 

sufficient evidence for process and ‘qualitative’ questions alongside data for the effectiveness question are 

scarce in the certification literature. It is also generally hard to find relevant qualitative material from separate 

studies conducted in the same exact settings as contemporaneous impact evaluations. More importantly, the 

team regarded qualitative studies and their evidence useful in their own right even when not directly linked to 

specific impact evaluations and their particular settings. Overall this meant that adopting an ‘effectiveness 

plus’ approach (Snilstveit, 2012) and drawing only on additional information from studies included in the 

effectiveness review, or evidence from different studies but on the same interventions or settings as the 

quantitative evidence, was not an option that could address the process question in a satisfactory way. Instead, 

we set out to search and synthesise relevant qualitative evidence on CS, regardless of whether this evidence 

was in any way linked to the specific programmes reviewed in our meta-analysis. This approach is not new in 

systematic reviewing, as Snilstveit (2012) underlines providing examples from the medical field (e.g. Thomas 

et al. 2003; Harden et al 2009). It seems to be more scarce, however, particularly in the field of international 

development where we are aware only of few other reviews that have followed that path so far (Waddington 

et al, 2014; Lawry et al, 2014; De Buck et al, 2017). On the contrary, mixed methods reviews narrowing the 

inclusion of qualitative evidence only to the evidence that is linked to the interventions (or countries) included 

in the effectiveness review appear to be more common (e.g. Carr-Hill et al 2016; Molina et al 2016; Samii et 

al 2014; Berg and Denison 2012). 

 
An ‘effectiveness plus’ mixed-method review has the advantage of reducing the volume of material to screen 

and especially synthesise. By contrast, including all the relevant existing trustworthy evidence instead of only 

evidence directly linked to quantitative evaluations is time and resource demanding. This was clearly the case 

in this review. Despite the high cost involved, however, our experience shows that broader but highly relevant 

qualitative evidence can be very valuable in illuminating implementation patterns across different contexts, as 

well as in contributing to our understanding of why the same type of intervention can be effective in one 

context but not in another. This is illustrated by the way 46 qualitative studies included in this review, which 

contained evidence not directly linked to the quantitative evaluations included in the effectiveness review, 

allowed a deeper understanding of the crucial role of Producers’ Organisations (POs) in the effectiveness of 

CS more broadly. By synthesising evidence on the governance and implementation dynamics within POs and 

between POs and buyers, we were able to identify aspects of PO management but also in the characteristics of 

producers and buyers that could influence certification effectiveness. PO mismanagement and corruption, for 

instance,  was  a  recurrent  issue  across  different  contexts  and  value  chains,  which  affected   producers’ 
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participation in CS and the resulting benefits. On the other hand, transparency in management and transactions 

and provision of high quality services was identified as a facilitator of CS effectiveness. Externally-imposed 

POs were more vulnerable to corruption than POs formed on producers’ own initiatives and efforts and 

therefore the latter performed better than the first in terms of certification benefits. PO-buyer relations were 

also important, with cases of long-lasting, direct and transparent relations with buyers enhancing certification 

benefits to producers. Should these 46 studies not been included we would have lost all this valuable 

explanatory evidence on how PO specific characteristics can undermine or boost the effects of CS. 

Searching multiple sources 

 

Searching for relevant qualitative evidence is a particularly challenging, time- and resource- consuming task. 

Qualitative research is more ‘widely dispersed than quantitative research’ across different databases and 

journals (Dixon-Woods et al 2000:130; Walters et al, 2006) and is often published in books or theses instead 

of indexed in electronic databases (Atkins et al 2008) and therefore can be more time consuming to retrieve 

than quantitative evidence (Lloyd Jones, 2004). In our case, characteristics specific to the certification 

literature added to the above mentioned challenges. The literature on certification is heterogeneous in its origin 

(from academic studies to impact evaluations commissioned by certifying bodies or funders of CS), spanning 

across disciplines (from geography and economy, to gender or environmental studies) and hosted in a vast 

array of locations, from electronic databases to websites of research institutions, organisations related to 

standards and certification, funders and donors. It often stands in a grey zone between scholarship and 

advocacy, where studies commissioned by certification related organisations to be used for marketing purposes 

abound. A further challenge, not exclusive of the certification literature but one that clearly applies, is the 

existence of papers with unclear titles and abstracts (or no abstracts at all). This may lead to inappropriate 

indexing of these papers (Atkins et al 2008) but also to a substantially larger proportion of papers having to be 

retrieved for full text screening in order to enable inclusion decisions (Lloyd Jones, 2004). 

 
Due to these complexities, it was not possible to rely exclusively on electronic searches of bibliographic 

databases. Therefore, besides extensively searching multiple electronic databases with different foci (i.e. social 

science-related bibliographic databases, subject-specific databases covering agriculture and international 

trade/economics, systematic review databases, and national and regional databases), we also developed a 

multi-pronged strategy to find relevant ‘grey’ literature’. This included meticulous targeted searches for 

reports, students theses and papers not indexed in databases, as well as hand searches of books for relevant 

chapters. In our initial searches we prioritised higher sensitivity over precision of search terms in order to avoid 

omitting relevant studies which did not report sufficient information in their title or abstract. Implementing 

this obviously complex search strategy required highly specialised skills and knowledge on information 

retrieval and it would not have been possible without the support and advice of two information retrieval 

specialists, who not only ensured that our search strategy was as exhaustive as possible but also assisted in 

technical troubleshooting with specific databases. Moreover, the second phase of targeted searches was much 
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more time consuming than the initial electronic searching of bibliographic databases, an issue that must be 

considered in advance in order to devise realistic timeframes for this kind of systematic review. 

Selecting studies 

 
 

Screening and selecting studies from a wide range of sources is an established practice in systematic reviewing, 

as authors seek to identify all the relevant literature and minimise bias from omitting valid evidence (Livoreil 

et al. 2017). In this process we encountered some well, and other less, documented challenges by scholars with 

experience in searching and synthesising different types of evidence. First, including sources beyond large 

databases with export facilities in place resulted in a high number of studies which could not be automatically 

imported in EPPI-Reviewer 4, our systematic reviewing software, as it is the standard procedure (Bates et al 

2007). Instead, studies retrieved from databases or websites with no export facilities, which, given our 

searching scope, were multiple, had to be screened on title and abstract on the spot. Only the papers eligible 

for full text screening were then manually imported into the software. This proved to be a more resource 

intensive process than having all the references automatically imported at once and then screened after 

duplicate removal. 

 
Second, the screening process required several rounds of screening on partial and full text due to the fact that 

title and abstract alone often failed to provide sufficient information for exclusion, an issue already highlighted 

in the health literature (i.e. Evans 2002, Barroso et al 2003, Lloyd Jones 2004). As a result, we undertook a 

first round of screening on title and abstract only against relevance criteria (i.e. is the title and abstract relevant 

to the topic of the review), during which we decided to be over-inclusive in order to deal with unclear titles 

and abstracts. This lead to large number of irrelevant and ineligible studies being included after the first round 

of screening on title and abstract. Therefore, before proceeding to full text screening we engaged in a partial 

text review aimed at excluding studies which were irrelevant but could not be excluded without screening, at 

least partially, the main body of the study. However, during this partial text review we were able to exclude 

some of the studies that did not meet the first three inclusion criteria (see section 2), mainly those which were 

not based on primary data or new analysis of existing data. This additional partial text screening also gave the 

opportunity to separate the included studies according to the type of evidence they contained (quantitative, 

qualitative, mixed). 

 
We then proceeded to full text screening using two different coding tools containing methodological criteria 

for quantitative and qualitative evidence. Studies containing mixed evidence were screened against both 

coding tools. Interestingly, during the full text screening phase there were more disagreements between coders 

for studies containing qualitative evidence. This is despite the fact that the review relied only on basic 

methodological criteria for inclusion of qualitative evidence (i.e. research question/objectives and data 

collection methods should be clearly reported, relevant qualitative evidence should be based on primary data). 

This is significant of the difficulties in dealing with qualitative evidence where, unlike quantitative    studies, 

there are no clear-cut inclusion criteria for study design and analytical methods. Potential discretion   among 
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coders means that a consistent system of checks and piloting of coding is necessary to avoid disagreements. 

This in itself adds to the time needed to screen studies. The more disagreements in initial stages, the more 

piloting and cross-checking was needed until coding decisions finally converged. 

 
The initial full-text review suggested that, although large number of studies contained relevant evidence to the 

broader field of CS and met all the basic methodological criteria for inclusion, the depth of evidence with 

explanatory power to address the specific questions on context, barriers and facilitators in which we were 

interested was much more limited. The result of that first-stage full-text screening was a large number of 

studies containing qualitative evidence (n=264) but no assurance that they were all suitable for the task of 

addressing our review question with the required substance. Moreover, trying to synthesise such a large 

number of studies would have compromised depth of analysis for the sake of breadth, given limited time and 

resources. We therefore decided to only include studies which contained 'relevant and substantive' evidence 

on the specific thematic areas of interest, namely implementation dynamics, distributional dynamics and other 

contextual factors shaping the causal pathways to impact (see section 2 on the definition of “substantive” 

evidence). This allowed us to exclude a large number of studies which passed the basic methodological criteria 

and contained relevant evidence, but whose analysis was rather thin and descriptive, findings were not clearly 

linked to data and overall lacked the ability to explain how, for whom and under what circumstances CS could 

or could not work. 

Discussion of the searching and screening results 

 
 

The searching and screening process resulted in 136 included studies across 114 individual reports. 20% of 

the included studies provided qualitative evidence resulting from ethnographic research methods. Our results 

reaffirm that going the extra mile to search for studies not indexed in electronic databases was indeed necessary 

in order to avoid missing relevant qualitative evidence. Although we have not tracked the source of our 

included studies, figure 2 below shows that only 37% of the included studies were journal articles published 

in peer reviewed journals, and therefore likely to be indexed in bibliographic electronic databases. A 

substantial 43% of the included studies were in the form of research reports and working papers, which can be 

easily accessible online, though not always indexed in the main social sciences electronic databases (Figure 

2). Finally, the remaining 20% originated from PhD and Master thesis and a small percentage of book chapters. 

It is unlikely that we could have captured this evidence without targeted searched in databases specialised in 

theses and dissertations or hand searches. 

 
<INSERT FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE> 

 
 

It is important to note here that despite representing a rather small percentage of the total of the included 

studies, searches for theses and dissertations rewarded us with twenty-four eligible studies which proved to be 

exceptionally rich sources of  trustworthy and  insightful primary qualitative  evidence,  particularly     when 

ethnographic methods were used (e.g. Sen, 2009; Setrini, 2011; Staib, 2012; Naylor, 2014). Having the space 
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(and obligation) to provide detailed methodological and analytical chapters, these studies commonly met all 

the methodological criteria for inclusion, and as we shall discuss further on, ticked most of the boxes in the 

quality appraisal process and provided evidence that could convincingly unpack the ‘black box’ of the CS 

processes. 

 
On the contrary, searches in websites of certification-related organizations lead to mostly non-includable 

studies. Despite being relevant to the topic of the review, these studies often failed to meet the inclusion 

methodological criteria, including those on relevant and substantial evidence. This does not necessarily mean 

that these papers did not contain good research. However, being written for a non-academic public, they often 

failed to report sufficiently on their research design and methods as their readership was not expected to require 

such details. Unfortunately, poor or absent methodological reporting prevented assessments of the quality of 

these studies and lead to their exclusion as a rigorous synthesis of the evidence would require these details 

(e.g. Fairtrade Foundation, 2010; Giovannucci et al, 2008; UTZ, 2016; TWIN, 2013). Another problem with 

the literature sometimes commissioned and /or conducted by certification systems is that it is often limited to 

‘fact-finding’ information, with no explanatory power to illuminate questions of process and context. 

Sometimes the operational expediency of this kind of studies lacking enough explanatory depth is related to 

the constraints on time and resources that commissioning organisations face. It should be highlighted, however, 

that some studies commissioned by standards bodies and NGOs implementing certification programmes of 

high research quality and reporting standards have also appeared in recent years (e.g. Waarts et al 2013 

&2016). This may indicate a change in the research culture of such organisations and thus make systematic 

review searches more promising. 

 
Finally, we would like to highlight that research reports, working papers and PhD theses commonly included 

more details on the data collection and analysis methods than the journal article versions of the same studies. 

This resulted in journal articles being excluded on the basis of non-substantial evidence, while the linked ‘grey’ 

version of the same study was included. It was common, for instance, to include the PhD thesis of an author 

but to exclude journal articles associated with the thesis. Some examples of excluded articles linked to included 

PhD thesis are Bacon (2005), Jaffee (2008), Lyon (2007), Shreck (2002), Sen (2014). Part of the problem lies 

in the space constraints that authors face when submitting to journals, where priority is often accorded to 

findings and the details of the data analysis, rather than to methodological aspects of data collection. 

 
The above points underline the importance of going off the road to search for studies that although not indexed 

in main electronic databases, can contain valuable and trustworthy qualitative evidence. However, they also 

reveal the need to be selective regarding ‘grey’ literature searches, particularly when dealing with limited 

resources. Databases and websites addressed to a more general, non-academic public may not yield a 

satisfactory amount of includable studies due to limitations in their methodological reporting. 
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4. Quality appraisal 

 

No consensus exists regarding how, or even whether, the quality of qualitative research should be assessed 

(Campbell et al 2003; Atkins et al 2008; Thomas and Harden, 2008). While some have criticised the ‘the quest 

for permanent or stable criteria’ as adopting a positivist approach in social inquiry (Schwandt, 1996:58), others 

agree that defining what ‘good evidence’ and ‘high quality’ research is, is necessary in order to systematically 

review and synthesise evidence (Popay et al, 1998; Dixon-Woods et al 2004; Hannes 2011). Even when 

agreeing that qualitative evidence should be appraised, however, the purpose of the process is debated, with 

qualitative research scholars arguing against excluding studies on the basis of the quality assessment due to 

the lack of consensus on what is ‘good’ qualitative evidence (Sandelowski et al. 1997). 6Further concerns 

related to quality appraisal of qualitative evidence regard how a single set of criteria can do justice to the 

diversity of approaches within qualitative research (Dixon-Woods et al 2004) and the risk of excluding good 

research due to inadequate appraisal criteria (Atkins et al, 2008). Unlike the case of quantitative evidence 

where it is established that different study types require different appraisal criteria (i.e. a controlled trial needs 

to be assessed in a different way than a propensity score matching study), qualitative research has been so far 

regarded by quality assessments as a ‘unified field’, Dixon-Woods et al (2004:8) underline. Another concern 

in appraising qualitative (but also quantitative) evidence relates to the challenge of distinguishing between the 

quality of reporting and the quality of the study design and execution (Dixon-Woods et al 2004). 

 
So how and for what purpose should we assess the quality of qualitative evidence included in mixed methods 

systematic reviews? Alongside the debate about the extent to which qualitative evidence can or should be 

assessed and the recognition of the challenges that come with the task, a series of appraising tools, checklists, 

or list of questions for assessing qualitative evidence has emerged (Spencer et al 2003). One of the most popular 

tools in qualitative and mixed methods systematic reviews is the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) 

which consists of a series of 10 questions. Originally developed for assessing qualitative evidence in the field 

of medicine (e.g. Bohren et al, 2015; Munro et al 2007; Campbell et al 2003), the tool has also been adapted 

for assessing qualitative evidence in development studies systematic reviews (e.g. Waddington et al 2014; 

Lawry et al 2014; De Buck et al 2017). Comparing how the CASP instrument performs in relation to two other 

methods of appraising qualitative research, Dixon-Woods et al (2007:45) conclude that the tool encourages 

judgements on the ‘procedural aspects of research’, but can be less insightful regarding the depth of  analysis 

 

 

 
 

6 However, there is an increasing tendency in the methodology literature to agree on basic principles of quality that can 

correspond to the standard validity criteria used for quantitative research. Hannes (2011) mentions the criteria of 

credibility (qualitative equivalent for internal validity); transferability (external validity); dependability (reliability); and 

confirmability (objectivity). Reflexivity and plausibility mays also be considered in addition to the core criteria above, 

especially in cases where the epistemological orientation of the researcher prevents from conforming to the principle of 

confirmability (Bryman 2012). 
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of the study or the contribution of knowledge it make in its field. In short, it is a good foundation from which 

to develop more elaborate and fine-tuned tools that also focus on substance and analysis. 

 
In our case, we developed an adapted version of the CASP (2013) tool to assess the quality of the included 

qualitative evidence. At the time our systematic review was conducted, the only published mixed methods 

systematic review in the field of international development, meeting the Campbell Collaboration standards and 

including all the qualitative evidence and not only the one linked to the effectiveness review was the review 

on the effects of Farmer Field Schools (FFS) for improving farming practices and farmer outcomes, conducted 

by Waddington et al (2014). Given the proximity between FFS and agricultural CS as interventions targeting 

farming populations, and the fact that it was the closest published example of what we were trying to do, we 

decided to follow Waddington et al (2014) in their selection of qualitative appraisal tool and build on their 

version of CASP to adapted to our needs. Like Waddington et al (2014) we assess the included studies against 

the clarity of research question, the existence of a clear descriptions on the context, the sampling procedures, 

the data collection and analysis methods, and the triangulation of data. While Waddington et al (2014) focused 

more on the sampling procedures, such as reporting of sample size and location, we were interested in 

understanding not only how participants were selected into the research but also how research sites were 

selected and in assessing whether research placement could have affected the research findings (i.e. researchers 

choosing a research site because of previous connections with a certain citification body, NGO involved in a 

certification programme, certified PO, etc.). This is a critical issue as we consider the selection of research 

sites as more important for questions of external validity and potential programme and research placement bias 

than the specific selection of respondents and the size of the samples once sites have been decided. It is also 

remarkable how many studies of certification tend not to give detailed justification of site selection or give 

unconvincing reasons, such as sites being suggested by PO leaders (Cramer et al. 2014). We also included a 

criterion on whether the study reported on the researcher’s role/ positionality, while in Waddington et al (2014) 

this point was addressed by focusing on the authors' conflicts of interest. In the context of qualitative research 

there may not be explicit conflicts of interest but reflexivity is important given that data analysis processes and 

interpretation of findings are influenced by researcher’s positionality given limited standardisation. Finally, 

although we have initially included judgements on the extent to which methodological choices were 

appropriate or not, we found this part of the tool dysfunctional in its application. While checking whether 

certain methodological elements were included in the research design and reported (e.g. triangulation) was 

quite straight forward, making judgements about whether the methodological choices were appropriate or not 

required more time, as well as more experienced coding skills. Given the large amount of included papers and 

the resources and time constraints of the review, we ended up skipping this stage. 

 
Another difference with Waddington et al (2014) is that we decided a priori not to exclude any studies on the 

basis of the quality assessment. As described in the previous section, studies that lacked reporting of basic 

methodological aspects or whose analysis was thin and descriptive without sufficient substantive evidence 

related to the ‘process’ question were already excluded during the full text screening stages. Instead, we used 
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the assessment to provide an account of the quality of evidence used in the synthesis. In that sense, our 

approach is similar to Atkins et al (2008) and De Buck et al (2017) who applied adapted versions of the CASP 

instrument to identify the strength and limitations of their evidence base, but not to further exclude studies that 

already met their basic inclusion criteria. Appraising qualitative evidence without excluding studies on the 

basis of the assessment was also reported by Lloyd Jones (2004: 276) who comment that this approach allowed 

‘an understanding of each study on its own terms’ and enabled reflections on the ways in which the research 

methods used by each study shaped ‘understandings about the subject of interest’. 

 
We find our experience from assessing qualitative evidence using the CASP tool similar, in the sense that it 

has enabled a better understanding of how the evidence was produced. As we anticipated, different research 

approaches performed in different ways in the assessment. Ethnographic studies commonly went into 

considerable detail in documenting their methodological choices, and although the concept of sampling (in 

terms of size or standardised criteria of selection) might not apply, relevant information on how the research 

was conducted was thorough, including issues of reflexivity and triangulation (e.g. Jaffee, 2006; Pollack, 2006; 

Sutton, 2014). On the contrary, qualitative studies that were rapid assessments focused on gathering 

perceptions from participants or on understanding the certification process tended to report limited information 

on methods, usually in the form of a list of methods of data collection with not further information or 

justification on the selection of research sites, let alone for the sampling of respondents interviewed through 

focus groups, semi-structured interviews or participatory techniques. Quantitative impact evaluations 

containing complementary qualitative evidence tended to report even less information on the research 

procedures that regarded the collection and analysis of qualitative data (e.g. Barham and Weber, 2012; Jena et 

al, 2012; Subervie and Vagneron, 2013). In many of these cases, qualitative data appeared as ad hoc ‘add-ons’ 

for which there was no need to document methods and research process. 

 
Although we did not use the assessment to exclude studies, we did classify the evidence as either high 

confidence or low confidence. We chose not to produce a synthesised individual quality assessment for each 

study, but to provide a summary of the quality of the evidence synthesised on the review instead in order to 

visualise the strengths and limitations of the overall evidence base. 

5. Data extraction 

 

Deciding what data to extract for qualitative synthesis is far more challenging that in the case of statistical 

meta-analysis, where numeric results of experimental or quasi-experimental studies are easily identifiable and 

extractable (Thomas and Harden, 2008). In qualitative studies, however, the task is more complicated due to 

varying reporting styles, misrepresentation of primary data or analytical processes as findings, or misuse of 

quotes and field observations to produce findings (Sandelowski and Barroso, 2002). In short, qualitative data 

are intrinsically heterogeneous and make standardised procedures of extraction harder to apply. One strategy 

of dealing with data extraction in qualitative studies is identifying and extracting the ‘key concepts’ or  main 
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points from each included studies before proceeding with the synthesis (Campbell et al 2003). However, this 

is not always possible. Thomas and Harden (2008:n.a) describe how while identifying ‘data’ in the studies was 

a straightforward task, locating key concepts or ‘succinct summaries of finding’ was far more challenging, 

particularly for studies who merely describe and summarise their data, without reaching further analytical 

depth. 

 
In our case, narrowing the scope of the review to include only ‘relevant and substantial’ evidence allowed to 

exclude a large amount of studies with ‘descriptive excess’ (Sandelowski and Barroso, 2002 citing Lofland 

and Lofland, 1995) and limited analytical depth. However, our included material drew on different qualitative 

research approaches and it is true that we had to deal with a variety or reporting styles. Instances of 

misrepresentations of data as findings or unclear connections between data and claims were also common. To 

deal with these challenges, we decided to extract data from the entire text of the included studies and not only 

from the specific study sections in order to avoid missing relevant data due to different reporting styles. At the 

same time, we opted for being selective in our data extraction and we applied the same logic in including 

studies to including data from within included studies. This means that we only extracted text from each 

included study that emanated from primary data and that was both ‘relevant and substantial’. 

 
Relevance had to do with our three main areas of interest: the implementation of CS, the distributional 

dynamics among scheme participants, and contextual barriers and facilitators, especially as these relate to 

achieving stated goals of CS. For example, there were basic aspects of context like the labour market structures 

and standards in each country/location; relations and structures in specific value chains both locally and 

globally; preferences and actions by key value chain actors, which could impact on adoption and effectiveness; 

the historical trajectories of specific POs and how they could shape internal governance structures and decision 

making. For this reason, data from qualitative studies that only reported on CS outputs, without providing any 

insights on implementation or distributional dynamics, or on how the context can shape these outputs, were 

excluded. Substance had to do with the degree to which the findings within the included studies went beyond 

simple statements and descriptions and had the power to explain how, why, for whom CS had or did not have 

certain effects, as well as how contextual factors influenced these effects. Therefore, descriptive data on the 

impact of CS which were not embedded in the context of the study or were not followed by an analytical 

discussion were not included for coding. For instance, simple descriptions of the use of social premium, which 

were commonly found, were excluded from data extraction, unless they were accompanied with some insights 

on how related decisions on the premium investments were reached, who was able to benefit from these 

investments (or who was not, and why), how the context played a role in the success or failure of such 

investments, etc. Additionally, authors’ statements or opinions that were not supported by evidence or rich 

context descriptions were not included for synthesis. Similarly, qualitatively-researched perceptions of CS 

effects (i.e. farmers' perceptions on the benefits resulting from participation in CS) were not included unless 

accompanied  with  factual  descriptions  or  explanations  of  how  or  why  these  perceptions  were formed. 
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Perceptions may be useful in their own right but not so if they do not provide insights into causal mechanisms 

and key contextual factors. 

 
To illustrate out data extraction strategy we provide two example of included and excluded text extracts. Both 

extracts are from the same study, which also underlines that qualitative data is not homogenous, but varying 

qualities of description and analysis can be found within the same study. The following extract from Smith 

(2010:49) was excluded as despite being relevant in terms of CS implementation (i.e. use of social premium), 

it did not contain sufficient explanatory power: ‘Funds from the Fairtrade Premium had also been used to help 

combat HIV/AIDS, including co-finance for HIV testing and awareness-raising.’ On the contrary the following 

extract from the same study was included: 

 
‘Fairtrade had had another important impact on the social and legal status of Haitians in the Dominican 

Republic. Funds from the Premium were being used to process passports and working visas, giving them 

protection from the regular mass expulsions of migrant workers by Dominican authorities. It also reduced the 

cost of travelling to and from Haiti, as they no longer had to pay ‘coyotes’ to get them across the border 

illegally. However, obtaining the right to stay and work in the Dominican Republic did not give automatic 

rights to workers’ children, as Dominican law required children to have a Dominican birth certificate in order 

to attend school and access other public services. As a result some Haitians were resorting to paying 

Dominicans to ‘adopt’ their children so they could obtain a birth certificate and gain full citizenship.’ (Smith, 

2010: 50) 

 
The above extract was deemed to provide enough substantial relevant evidence on all our key themes of interest 

for the following reasons: it describes specifically not only how the Fairtrade premium was used (process 

passports and working visas), but also provides a link with direct effects (provide protection; reduction of 

travelling costs), and therefore it is was considered relevant for implementation dynamics. Further, it provides 

insights on how a specific group of workers (illegal immigrants from Haiti) benefited from a certification input 

and therefore it was relevant for distributional dynamics. Finally, it provides contextual information 

(expulsions of migrant workers by Dominican authorities) which was deemed important to understand 

contextual barriers and facilitators that can affect CS effectiveness. 

6. Synthesizing qualitative evidence 

 

While methods for synthesising quantitative evidence have become increasingly sophisticated in order to 

include different study designs in addition to RCT studies synthesis methods for qualitative research have 

evolved less rapidly (Dixon-Woods et al 2004). Currently, a number of approaches to qualitative synthesis 

exist, from narrative summaries to grounded theory and meta-ethnography. Each has its own problems and 

strengths, as Dixon-Woods et al (2004) show, and probably no approach is better than the other, but         the 
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optimal choice depends on the type of the studies to synthesise and the aims of the synthesis (Finlayson and 

Dixon, 2008). 

 
In our example review we opted for a ‘thematic synthesis’ approach of the qualitative evidence, as by 

developed by Thomas and Harden (2008). The approach ‘combines and adapts approaches from both meta- 

ethnography and grounded theory’ in order to address process as well as effectiveness questions (Barnett-Page 

and Thomas, 2009:3). It involves line-by-line coding of the relevant text and then the organisation of these 

codes into first ‘descriptive’ and then ‘analytical’ themes (Thomas and Harden, 2008). The creation of 

‘analytical themes’ that ‘go beyond’ the findings of the primary studies and generate ‘additional concepts, 

understandings or hypotheses’ (ibid: n.a), has similarities to the creation of ‘third order interpretations’ and 

the process of translation found in meta-ethnography, while the fact that themes are developed inductively also 

resonates with grounded theory, Barnett-Page and Thomas (2009) note. This approach to synthesis has been 

used by Thomas et al (2003) in a systematic review on the barriers and facilitators on healthy easting for 

children. In the field of international development, Waddington et al (2014) followed the same approach to 

synthesise qualitative evidence on the barriers and facilitators to the effectiveness of Farmer Field Schools 

(FFS). The difference between the two reviews is that while Thomas et al (2003) made no use of predetermined 

themes and allowed the study findings to guide their coding, Waddington et al (2014) combined predetermined 

themes which resulted from the FFS’s ToC with emerging themes from the included studies. 

 
Our approach is similar to Waddington et al (2014) in that we combined predetermined and emerging themes. 

The approach was therefore driven by our ToC and the previous knowledge of the certification literature by 

the reviewers involved in the data extraction process. We used the assumptions included in the ToC into core 

thematic blocks, i.e implementation dynamics; distributional dynamics; other contextual factors, which could 

be broken down in further sub-themes (e.g. costs of certification, gender dynamics in distribution) more 

directly linked to critical assumptions in each of the main causal chains. However, we also expected that further 

sub-themes would emerge in the coding process and like Thomas et al (2003) we kept adding new codes and 

refining old ones during the coding process, i.e. grounding our revised ToC in the data as they revealed key 

structures, processes and relations. Additionally, we allowed for every piece of relevant data to be coded under 

one or multiple codes, a fact which enabled observations of how the different themes interrelate and informed 

the creation of ‘analytical themes’ later on. 

Coding process 

 

All the included studies were coded using both MS excel and Nvivo. While MS Excel allowed recording basic 

information on the predetermined themes and managing the bulk of our coding, the flexibility of Nvivo was 

key in incorporating emerging themes not previously considered. Some of these emerging themes were added 

as new separate codes, while others were merged with already existing ones, creating new and more refined 

codes. This allowed us to develop a much more detailed, multi-layered hierarchical tree structure   in Nvivo, 
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while our spreadsheet coding tool remained simpler. Both tools, however, maintained the same basic structure 

throughout the process. 

 
Table 1 in Annex shows a Matrix illustrating (for a small sub-set of themes) how our initial Excel codes 

evolved into a restructured, more expanded and detailed ‘node’7 tree in Nvivo. For instance, codes related to 

certification ‘training’, ‘services’ and ‘premium’ were separated in the initial Excel coding tool. However, 

during the coding process it became apparent that the three themes were interconnected, with credit, a 

certification service, often affecting premium payments, for instance. As a result, the three themes got grouped 

under the term ‘Certification inputs’ in Nvivo, while at the same time several ‘child nodes’ emerged under 

each initially separate theme to capture the variability and complexity of the implementation of CS (e.g. six 

different child nodes emerged under the ‘training’ node). As the coding process enlarged our understanding of 

the reality of CS implementation, we also had to make adjustments in our vocabulary. For example, while 

initially we had two predetermined codes for the certification premium, financial and social, during the coding 

process we realised that it was very difficult to isolate the financial premium from the price producers received 

for certified products, which in its turn was influenced by a number of other factors, such as the efficiency of 

the cooperative management, the percentage of the total produce sold as certified, the size of the cooperative, 

etc. As a result the initial theme ‘financial premium’ was renamed ‘price’ in the Nvivo tree. 

 
Nvivo also allowed us to easily incorporate and elaborate on new emerging themes which were not initially 

anticipated, but proved to be significant in illuminating the process question. An example is the role of multi- 

certification in understanding the CS implementation dynamics, and particularly the combination of organic 

with social standards. Organic certification in isolation from other certifications was excluded as an 

intervention from the scope of the review for reasons addressed in the technical report (see Oya et al, 2007:51), 

but studies covering an eligible certification scheme, commonly Fairtrade, in combination with organic 

certification were included for synthesis. However, no code for ‘organic certification’ was included in our 

initial coding tool, since this was out of the scope of the review. Nevertheless, during the coding process we 

realised that organic certification was commonly linked to increased costs of production and therefore acted 

as a barrier to participation also for social standards when those were combined with organic (Milford, 2014; 

Jaffee, 2006; Abarca-Orozco, 2015). On the other hand, strong demand for organic products also meant that 

while producers were uncertain to receive the Fairtrade premium, organic markets were more likely to 

remunerate for the total of the harvest (Valkila, 2009). The Nvivo tree not only allowed us to quickly create a 

new code and accommodated relevant data, but also to explore the links with other nodes, such as ‘costs of 

certified production’, or ‘adoption of standards’. 

 

 

 

 
 

7 Node is the term that Nvivo uses for ‘a collection of references about a specific theme, place, person or other area of 

interest’ (http://help-nv10.qsrinternational.com/desktop/concepts/about_nodes.htm) 

http://help-nv10.qsrinternational.com/desktop/concepts/about_nodes.htm
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Synthesis process 

 

 

 
 

After coding all the primary studies, we proceeded to generation of detailed descriptive themes (Thomas and 

Harden, 2008). This was done by reviewing the Nvivo coding structure for similarities and differences between 

the codes, and adjusting its structure by relocating and merging codes accordingly. Then, we summarised the 

extracted data across studies under each code to produce a descriptive synthesis. This was still close to the 

extracted original text and did not ‘go beyond’ the content of the primary studies to generate additional 

concepts, understandings or hypothesis (ibid). 

 
We then built on the descriptive synthesis to generate ‘analytical themes’. This was done by interpreting the 

descriptive summaries to provide ‘new interpretive constructs, explanations or hypotheses’ (Thomas and 

Harden, 2008:n.a) that could inform our process review question. ‘Going beyond’ the content of the primary 

studies can be the most controversial part of a qualitative synthesis, as Thomas and Harden underline, since it 

depends on ‘the judgement and insights of the reviewers’. In order to reduce the potential influence of the 

researcher on the transition from descriptive to analytical themes, each analytical theme was discussed by the 

three reviewers, who come from different disciplinary backgrounds but have extensive experience in 

qualitative data analysis and particularly in the specific field of literature covered by this review. The joint 

work on the synthesis not only contributed to a better calibration of the contributions of different studies to the 

main core themes but also to the identification of a set of additional sub-themes that provided other contextual 

information that had not been fully anticipated. As a result, our thematic synthesis does not derive from the 

interpretation of a single researcher but rather from an iterative dialogue between three researchers. 

 
A key issue that emerged, for instance, from the analytical synthesis was the significance of wealth and 

resources as a cross-cutting theme across our main areas of interest. In terms of programme implementation, 

our findings suggest that wealth and resources, and associated sets of power relations, can enhance or prevent 

entry in the certification process. This is because the adoption of standards required by CS is resource 

demanding and often depends on the capacity of POs, producers and plantations to bear the extra costs related 

to certified production (i.e. cost of extra labour and inputs) and marketing (i.e. cost of payment delays). In 

terms of distributional dynamics, wealth emerged as a crucial factor influencing the ability of producers to 

benefit from CS, as through the descriptive synthesis it became clear that larger producers, POs and plantation 

with better access to labour and financial resources were more likely to concentrate benefits. Our analytical 

synthesis therefore suggested that CS are not generally able to reach and deliver benefits to the smaller and 

poorer farmers, despite the public discourse of certification related institutions about improving trading 

conditions for the ‘small-scale’ and ‘economically disadvantaged producers’ (i.e. WFTO, 2017; Fairtrade 

International, 2017) and addressing poverty of ‘smallholder’ and indigenous farmers (i.e. Utz, 2014; 

Rainforest-Alliance, 2014). 
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As argued in Section X above, an important challenge in this review is the scarcity of ‘linked’ studies, i.e. of 

studies that contribute to both the effectiveness and process questions, and particularly the lack of process 

evaluations. Nonetheless many studies included for the process question contained rich and valuable evidence 

on barriers and facilitators and more broadly on the contextual factors that matter in the impact of certification 

on producers and workers. The analytical themes identified in the qualitative synthesis provided an excellent 

background to go back to the original ToC and the key causal chains contained therein. 

 
In order to integrate the findings of the qualitative synthesis with the evidence from quantitative synthesis, we 

considered the key causal pathways discussed in the ToC. Specifically we organised the integrated synthesis 

by moving along the causal chain from intermediate outcomes (producer prices) onto final outcomes (farm 

and household income) considering the most relevant quantitative and qualitative evidence. We had key 

barriers and facilitator that affected multiple outcomes but efforts were made to highlight the ways in which 

the same contextual factors affected specific outcomes. The synthesis was organised around two empirically 

distinct sets. First, we considered outcomes related to producers’ farm profits and revenues, including key 

components, such as producer prices and yields, both key intermediate outcomes for many CS. We started by 

summarising the quantitative effects and linked these to a selection of key findings from the qualitative 

synthesis on implementation and contextual factors that could affect these outcomes. The trick was to have a 

selection of key findings and to provide a narrative synthesis on how they affected the specific outcomes under 

consideration. Given how rich and extensive the qualitative synthesis was, the decision over what constituted 

key barriers and facilitators and which aspects of context mattered most for specific causal chains required an 

additional exercise of analysis drawing from inputs of two or three reviewers. This analysis also allowed to 

identify contextual factors that were specific to particular nodes in the causal chain (say, between producer 

prices and certified farm income) and broader contextual factors that were relevant to various nodes in the 

causal chain (typically distributional dynamics and PO management and relations cut across different nodes). 

Second, we focused on labour market outcomes, mainly wages, for which we had a set of clearly defined 

qualitative themes that were relevant for context and implementation dynamics. In relation to labour standards 

and specifically wages we had fewer but clearer contextual aspects that could help make sense of the negative 

effects found in the quantitative synthesis, such as which workers were covered by labour standards and which 

ones not and the importance of national and local labour market contexts. Then we moved onto key final 

outcomes for which there was a reasonably good number of studies, i.e. total household income. 

 
Overall, the main empirical substance of the integrated synthesis was concentrated in the first group of 

outcomes (prices, yields, wages and certified farm income). This was consistent with the consensus in the 

literature that CS can be more directly linked to these outcomes and that the range of contextual factors is far 

too wide to establish a clear set of causal links, including barriers and facilitators, in relation to final outcomes. 

Indeed, it was easier to link some of the most important qualitative themes to that set of outcomes than to 
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household income, assets and health. The bulk of the qualitative evidence focused on that part of the causal 

chain. Indeed some of the key insights on implementation dynamics and how benefits were distributed could 

be clearly linked to the heterogeneity of findings on yields, prices and certified farm income. Studies on labour 

outcomes also provided sufficient qualitative evidence to help us understand the lack of positive quantitative 

effects on wages. Some of this qualitative evidence had also been collected for the same quantitative impact 

evaluations included in the estimation of wage effects, in a rare case of data linking quantitative and qualitative 

data for the same setting (cf Cramer et al. 2014). It is interesting that there is substantial congruence between 

the insights from ‘linked’ evidence in those studies and the contributions from qualitative studies reporting on 

labour outcomes without quantitative evidence. Therefore, even in the absence of ‘linked’ quantitative and 

qualitative data, it is possible to draw on the contextual information provided by ‘qualitative-only’ studies. 

7. Conclusions and recommendations 

 

This article has documented the challenges faced in the process of including a substantial body of qualitative 

evidence in a mixed-method systematic review of the effects of agricultural certification on the wellbeing of 

producers and workers. The focus of the paper has been on the various hurdles encountered at every key stage 

of the systematic review, the options considered to address these hurdles and the solutions devised. 

 
Perhaps one of the most significant challenges was to deal with a very large volume of literature which was 

hard to screen in early stages, given the lack of detail included in titles and abstracts and the various thematic 

areas that were relevant to the review. A combination of broad scope and a large and heterogeneous literature 

generated important challenges during the searching and screening process. In order not to miss out on key 

contributions in the field, much time had to be devoted to search from multiple sources and to screen in multiple 

stages. 

 
As argued in this article, criteria for inclusion should be clear-cut but that is not a straightforward task in the 

case of qualitative research, at least not as clear as with quantitative impact evaluations. By nature, qualitative 

research is more heterogeneous and does not follow standardised reporting systems. Moreover, it is harder to 

ascertain how much evidence is relevant from the available studies to decide on whether they can be used for 

the purposes of synthesis and to combine with quantitative meta-analysis. We had to be flexible while rigorous 

when screening studies and assessing their substantive contribution to the key thematic components of our 

qualitative synthesis. This led to a multi-stage screening process, which included full-text review of a very 

large number of items. The result was a substantial body of literature that was both substantive enough to be 

included in the review and sufficiently rigorous in terms of reporting on methods. Unfortunately it is possible 

that some valuable studies were screened out of the review simply because there was only minimal information 

on methods, which meant that basic inclusion criteria were not met. The experience of our review shows that 

better reporting is in the interest of authors so their studies can be included in and contribute to systematic 

reviews. 
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Qualitative studies were evaluated in terms of their quality and this paper provides a discussion of the main 

available tools, their usefulness and a series of adaptations that made our assessment of quality more fine- 

tuned, especially giving due consideration to a range of issues that are important for qualitative   researchers, 

e.g. researchers’ positionality, site selection and triangulation. The decisions made during the screening, data 

extraction and synthesis process were also designed to deal with a largely heterogeneous body of literature 

spanning the whole range of relevant studies from quick ‘fact-finding’ commissioned research to in-depth and 

slow ethnographic work more typical of PhD projects. 

 
The synthesis process was laborious as a result of the volume of studies finally included in the review, but 

perhaps the most important hurdle was the scarcity of material that could be directly ‘linked’ to the 

effectiveness review, i.e to evidence stemming from the quantitative impact evaluations. However, the 

experience of this review demonstrated that a systematic review of a substantial body of qualitative evidence, 

even when not directly linked to specific quantitative effects, can shed light on a broad range of relevant issues 

and provide a sufficiently clear picture of the main contextual factors that matter to understand the how, why 

and when agricultural certification has positive effects. 

 
Any mixed-methods review that aims to be sufficiently inclusive of qualitative evidence is likely to face 

challenges in terms of time and resources as it is often hard to anticipate the volume of material that will be 

found and how laborious the screening and synthesis process will be. Our experience shows that a careful 

balance must be struck between available resources, the scope of the review, and the explanatory power of the 

evidence included, but we would encourage future reviewers to secure the resources to include all relevant 

trustworthy evidence, and not only studies directly linked to the effectiveness review, since there is indeed 

much to learn from the judicious use of a relatively large volume of qualitative research. 
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Table 1 – Illustration of tool for synthesis process 
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