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Methods

Background

A need for more holistic evidence to inform health policy 
decision-making has shone a spotlight on syntheses of 
qualitative evidence (Carroll, 2017; Lewin et al., 2018). 
The near-doubling of published qualitative evidence syn-
theses (QES) in the past decade (Hannes & Macaitis, 
2012) reflects the push for clinical policies to include 
patient values, beliefs, and preferences (McInnes & 
Wimpenny, 2008). The rise of QES may be encouraged 
by the incentive for academic researchers to produce 
multiple publications and to borrow the evidentiary 
authority associated with claiming an article as a “synthe-
sis” of multiple studies (Thorne, 2017). Reflecting the 
meta-analytic tradition, many QES authors choose to 
appraise the quality of studies included in their syntheses, 
with the intention of ensuring representation of the litera-
ture, assisting readers to evaluate the credibility of con-
clusions, and allowing decision-makers to understand the 
transferability of the findings (Whiting, Wolff, Mallett, 
Simera, & Savović, 2017). Quality appraisal is promoted 
as a step in the review process that allows researchers to 
reflect on the features of a research article that suppos-
edly represent its methodological rigor and how the find-
ings may inform health policy decision-making (Carroll 
& Booth, 2015). Some researchers believe that using a 
structured appraisal tool for quality assessment provides 

an objective evaluation of the rigor of research (Whiting 
et al., 2017). Although contested by some qualitative 
researchers, appraisal tools used in multiple research par-
adigms advance the belief that the method and style of 
reporting key features of a study, including its theory, 
methodology, and methods, are critical to the quality 
appraisal process (Moher, Liberati, Tetzlaff, Altman, & 
Prisma Group, 2009). In qualitative research, this may be 
accomplished through a rigid set of criteria in the form of 
an appraisal checklist (e.g., Lockwood, Munn, & Porritt, 
2015), or through employing a more holistic approach by 
creating a reflexive dialogue between appraisers (e.g., 
Stige, Malterud, & Midtgarden, 2009). Many who choose 
to appraise the quality of qualitative research do so to 
ensure that the most methodologically sound studies are 
represented in the aggregation, integration, and synthesis 
of primary findings (Lewin et al., 2015). However, the 
relationship between the quality appraisal process and the 
methodological rigor of the resulting QES is complex. 
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For example, an inadequate quality appraisal process 
may underrate or overrate the quality of an article, which 
may adversely affect the trustworthiness of findings from 
a study (Carroll, Booth, & Lloyd-Jones, 2012). Similarly, 
excluding a study on the basis of an appraisal verdict of 
low quality may prioritize certain types of studies, for 
instance, those with theoretically sophisticated findings. 
This may have the effect of de-prioritizing or limiting the 
impact of studies which may have important and useful 
descriptive findings, but which are not as theoretically 
sophisticated. Therefore, it is essential for QES research-
ers who engage in quality appraisal to ensure that the pro-
cess they choose is rigorous and credible. This requires 
the selection of an appraisal tool that fits the aims and 
assumptions of the review.

Reflecting the diversity in qualitative traditions and 
approaches, there is no consensus on the necessity, merit, 
or appropriate approach to appraising the quality of quali-
tative research. To orient ourselves to the various posi-
tions one may take on quality appraisal, we have used 
Denzin’s (2009) framework of three perspectives. 
Denzin’s first perspective, the “foundationalists,” argues 
that the same criteria for high-quality quantitative 
research should be applied to qualitative research. On the 
other side of the spectrum, “non-foundationalists” pur-
port the inability of any criteria or prescriptive process to 
adequately judge the creativity and conceptual rigor of 
qualitative inquiry (Dixon-Woods, Shaw, Agarwal, & 
Smith, 2004). Downe (2008) describes this group as 
“believing that any externally imposed rules of accept-
ability for context-specific in-depth studies risks violat-
ing epistemological principles of knowledge as particular, 
specific, and resistant to exact replication” (p. 6). In 
between these two positions are the “quasi-foundational-
ists,” who argue for the use of quality criteria that are 
unique to qualitative inquiry (Denzin, 2009). This per-
spective is most commonly adopted by QES researchers; 
it is the basis for the creation and use of appraisal tools for 
judging the rigor of qualitative research and efforts to 
standardize the methodological reporting of qualitative 
research. In designing and conducting this article, we 
draw upon the “quasi-foundationalist” perspective, 
believing that quality criteria developed for the purpose 
of appraising qualitative research can strengthen the 
understanding and applicability of QES. In our own work 
conducting QES for a variety of policy-making audi-
ences, we have adopted a pragmatic approach, moving 
between non-foundationalism and quasi-foundationalism 
to reflect the purpose and function of the QES, as well as 
the traditions and preferences of the policy partner 
(Brundisini et al., 2015; Kandasamy, Khalid, Majid, & 
Vanstone, 2017; Majid, Kandasamy, Arora, & Vanstone, 
in press; Vanstone, Kandasamy, Giacomini, DeJean, & 
McDonald, 2016).

The number and diversity of available quality appraisal 
tools makes selection difficult even for experienced quali-
tative researchers. Navigating through over 100 appraisal 
tools is a cumbersome process, especially when encoun-
tering their diverse methodologies, philosophical perspec-
tives, and purposes (Santiago-Delefosse, Gavin, Bruchez, 
Roux, & Stephen, 2016). Moreover, understanding the 
development of an appraisal tool, and its philosophy and 
purpose, becomes a strain on researchers engaging in a 
QES with limited time and resources, a common chal-
lenge for those working with policy partners. There are 
many reasons that authors of QES may choose to forego 
quality appraisal, including philosophical objections 
(Dixon-Woods et al., 2007) or time and resource limita-
tions. Moreover, the difficulty of identifying a feasible 
tool that is congruent with the aims and approach of the 
synthesis may be an important reason why some QES 
reports may not use formalized quality criteria to appraise 
their studies (Dixon-Woods, Booth, & Sutton, 2007). 
Nevertheless, there is a growing trend toward the use of 
appraisal tools in QES (Hannes & Macaitis, 2012), which 
may depend on the purpose of research, type of QES, and 
its academic discipline or philosophical tradition (Carroll 
& Booth, 2015; Garside, 2014). Recently, GRADE-
CERQual (Confidence in the Evidence From Reviews of 
Qualitative Research) published a series of papers with 
guidance on how to evaluate and use the findings of QES 
in the development of guidelines and policies (Lewin 
et al., 2018). These discussions show that the debate in 
many QES camps is shifting from whether the use of tools 
is appropriate to discussions of which tools are suitable for 
which purposes (Hannes & Macaitis, 2012).

The objective of this article is to identify and describe 
a variety of appraisal tools available for appraising pri-
mary qualitative research studies in the context of QES. 
By providing an overview of these tools, including their 
origin, purpose, content, structure, strengths, and criti-
cisms, this article will assist researchers, decision-mak-
ers, and learners to choose an appraisal tool that best fits 
their purposes. After a description of the available tools, 
we offer an integrative, critical, and comparative analysis 
of these tools that addresses their historical antecedents, 
common patterns regarding structure and content, and the 
implications of these patterns on the QES process.

While the purpose of the current article is to assist 
researchers undertaking QES select a suitable appraisal 
tool, it is important to acknowledge the valid and impor-
tant reasons why researchers may wish to abstain from 
formal quality appraisal. Due to the diversity of episte-
mological perspectives in qualitative research, there is a 
lack of consensus on the methods and standards for criti-
cal appraisal (Melia, 2010); some researchers are reluc-
tant to evaluate the work of another researcher on a priori 
standards of quality or rigor. As we detail in the Discussion 
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section of this article, many qualitative researchers 
acknowledge that methodological and procedural details 
are typically underreported and their absence from a 
manuscript does not necessarily indicate their absence 
from the research process (Sandelowski & Barroso, 
2007). Furthermore, in qualitative research the quality of 
findings often rests more on the conceptual prowess of 
researchers than it does on the creation and execution of 
a rigorous methodological process (Melia, 2010). Many 
types of QES authors are skeptical of independent assess-
ments of quality and do not recommend the exclusion of 
studies on this basis (e.g., Barnett-Page & Thomas, 2009; 
Finfgeld-Connett, 2003; Noblit & Hare, 1988; Saini & 
Shlonsky, 2012; Sandelowski & Barroso, 2002, 2003). As 
a reflexive note, in our own QES work we have tried vari-
ous forms of quality appraisal but have never excluded 
studies on the basis of quality appraisal. Consistent with 
Sandelowski and Barroso’s (2007) qualitative meta-syn-
thesis, we have excluded studies that offer no data or evi-
dence to support their conclusions. We generally find that 
the absence of quality appraisal has not influenced our 
final conclusions and policy recommendations nor 
changed the way we represented our findings. This has 
been especially true in QES with large numbers of studies 
(Brundisini et al., 2015; Kandasamy et al., 2017; Majid 
et al., in press; Vanstone et al., 2016).

Method

By identifying and describing quality appraisal tools that 
are useful, relevant, and helpful for appraising individual 
qualitative research studies, we aim to offer those engaged 
with QES a resource to evaluate existing tools and decide 
which is the best fit consider their resources and QES 
objectives. To this end, rather than seek to describe an 
exhaustive list of all available appraisal tools for QES, we 
focused on identifying “high-utility” tools. We understand 
“high-utility” to describe tools that are some combination 
of available, familiar, authoritative, and easy-to-use tools 
that produce valuable results and offer guidance for their 
use. We chose to offer a more detailed description and 
comparison of these high-utility tools, rather than search 
for and describe all available tools, as many tools that 
exist simply combine other tools, may not have been used 
widely beyond the group that develops or supports them, 
or may not have been used specifically within a QES.

A clarifying note on terminology: In our search, we dif-
ferentiated between appraisal tools and articles about 
appraisal tools. Appraisal tools were defined as instruments 
that enable QES researchers to perform the quality appraisal 
of a primary research study. Some appraisal tools may be 
classified as checklists, which provide a stepwise process 
with specific prompts to assess the quality of qualitative 
research. Other tools may be classified as deliberative 

guides to evaluating the rigor of a qualitative study. Articles 
about tools, on the contrary, included papers that described 
the design, structure, and content of an appraisal tool or the 
validation of a tool in a QES. During our eligibility assess-
ment, we observed that many of these articles modified the 
tool significantly (e.g., Campbell et al., 2003). To avoid 
confusion between the original and modified version of 
appraisal tools, we excluded articles that were validating a 
tool in a QES. For our analysis, we only included articles 
that described the design, structure, and content of appraisal 
tools. During our analysis, however, we did draw on these 
articles about tools to understand the strengths and criti-
cisms of included tools.

We identified relevant, high-utility appraisal tools 
through a systematic literature search, building upon the 
work of Santiago-Delefosse and colleagues (2016) who per-
formed a comprehensive and systematic search for qualita-
tive appraisal tools in the literature. They identified 133 
qualitative appraisal tools developed between 1985 and 
2014 (specific date not available). They reduced their list of 
133 tools to 58 because of redundancy in their structure, ori-
gin, and content. Santiago-Delefosse and colleagues (2016) 
may have excluded some of their 133 tools due to the diffi-
culty in distinguishing between articles that describe the 
structure, design, and content of tools and articles that modi-
fied tools and validated them in a QES. In addition to the 58 
tools, we extended their search to December 1, 2016, by 
replicating their search strategy in PsycINFO, MEDLINE, 
Embase, and HealthSTAR, which yielded 1,354 unique hits 
and four new tools not included in Santiago-Delefosse and 
colleague’s (2016) list of 58 appraisal tools.

Sixty-two qualitative appraisal tools were assessed for 
eligibility according to criteria we designed to identify 
high-utility appraisal tools that had indicators of accept-
ability by the research community and adequate available 
information regarding their use and application in QES 
(Table 1). The purpose of our search and eligibility assess-
ment was to identify and describe a few high-utility 
appraisal tools rather than to provide a comprehensive 
description of all the tools in the literature for qualitative 
appraisal. Eligible tools explicitly stated their suitability 
for the quality appraisal of qualitative studies in a QES. 
Tools were eligible if they declared this purpose in a sup-
plementary resource or in the abstract, research objec-
tives, discussion, or conclusions of their article. Appraisal 
for QES is not always the primary purpose of each tool, 
but if stated as a secondary or tertiary purpose, that tool 
was still eligible. For example, Booth and colleagues 
(2014) stated appraisal for QES as a secondary purpose of 
the Consolidated Criteria for Reporting Qualitative 
Studies (COREQ), a tool which we judged to be eligible 
as a high-utility tool due to its ease of use, broad accep-
tance, and wide adoption across disciplines. All included 
tools were accessible to the authors through the university 
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library system, the interlibrary loan system, or through 
correspondence with the listed authors. Eligible appraisal 
tools must have been published in a peer-reviewed journal 
or be supported by an organization affiliated with an edu-
cational, health care, or governmental institution (e.g., 
tools published on an institutional website). Finally, 
included appraisal tools must have been used in the qual-
ity appraisal process of a QES within the past 10 years, 
which was determined by searching who had cited that 
tool according to Google Scholar. With these criteria, we 
identified eight high-utility tools for appraising qualitative 
research for QES from the initial list of 62 tools. An 
appendix containing all 62 tools, their citations, and our 
eligibility assessment based on our predetermined criteria 
is provided as a supplementary document. Figure 1 shows 
our searching and sorting process.

Results

Eight appraisal tools were analyzed for their origin, pur-
pose, content and structure, strengths, and criticisms. 
These features are organized in Table 2, which provides 
basic information about each tool including the author, 
year and country of origin, the primary discipline of the 
authors, and a description of the structure, content, and 
criteria of each tool. Table 2 also provides a summary of 
strengths and critiques of each tool. We have abbreviated 
the tools throughout the article as follows: CASP (Critical 
Appraisal Skills Programme, 2016), COREQ (Tong, 
Sainsbury, & Craig, 2007), ETQS (Long & Godfrey, 
2004), JBI (Joanna Briggs Institute, 2016), Popay (Popay, 
Rogers, & Williams, 1998), QF (Spencer, Ritchie, Lewis, 
& Dillon, 2003), SRQR (O’Brien, Harris, Beckman, Reed, 
& Cook, 2014), and Walsh (Walsh & Downe, 2006).

Origin

The origin of the tool comprises the academic discipline, 
the citation of tool, and country of development. This 
information provides guidance for understanding the 

context in which the tool was developed. Moreover, it 
may assist appraisers in referring to these tools for clari-
fication on their purpose, content, and application in 
QES. Among the eight tools analyzed in this study, five 
(62.5%) identified with a biomedical discipline (COREQ, 
JBI, Popay, SRQR, Walsh), one (12.5%) was situated in 
sociology (ETQS), one (12.5%) in policy work (QF), 
and one (12.5%) did not identify with a particular disci-
pline (CASP). Five (62.5%) were developed by authors 
primarily working in the United Kingdom (CASP, ETQS, 
Popay, QF, Walsh), whereas two (25%) were affiliated 
with Australia (COREQ, JBI) and one (12.5%) with the 
United States (SRQR).

Purpose

The purposes of assessing quality were identified itera-
tively upon review of the 62 appraisal tools assessed for 
eligibility. Appraisal of quality criteria can serve the fol-
lowing functions:

1. An augment to the quality appraisal of qualitative 
studies in QES

2. An educational tool for learners and novice quali-
tative researchers

3. A tool to streamline the appraisal of qualitative 
studies for health care professionals

4. A reporting standard for qualitative manuscripts 
for journal publication

5. A quality standard for specific types of research 
(e.g., rapid reviews, policy work, etc.)

Among the eight tools eligible for this analysis, all 
identified with the first function because this was an eli-
gibility requirement for the tools included in this study. 
However, five tools had multiple purposes (CASP, 
COREQ, QF, SRQR, Walsh), and for two tools (COREQ, 
SRQR), No. 1 was not the primary objective. Most of the 
62 tools assessed for eligibility explicitly identified with 
either purpose No. 3 (13%), No. 4 (47%), or both (7%).

Table 1. Eligibility Criteria of High-Utility Tools.

Included Excluded

•• Tools published between 1985 and December 1, 2016.
•• Available in English
•• Explicit statement of usefulness for quality appraisal in QES
•• Employed in the appraisal process of a QES within the past 

10 years (2006–2016)
•• Accessible to the authors via institutional access or request 

to corresponding author
•• Published in a peer-review journal or supported by an 

education, health care, or governmental institution

•• Tools not readily available in English
•• No explicit statement of relevance to QES
•• No citation evidence that this tool has been used for 

appraisal in the context of a QES within the past 10 years
•• Tools which require the collection of a fee for each use
•• Tools without academic or policy credibility as indicated 

by institutional support

Note. QES = qualitative evidence syntheses.
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Content and Structure

The content and structure of appraisal tools is essential 
for understanding, applying, and comparing tools. The 
description provided in Table 2 stays close to the authors’ 
explanations and organization of their tools. Criteria may 
be categorized based on whether they are in the form of 
questions (interrogative) or statements (declarative), and 
whether they elicit an open or closed response. For exam-
ple, COREQ’s Criterion #23 (“Transcripts returned—
Were transcripts returned to participants for comment 
and/or correction”) elicits a closed response.

Differentiating between interrogative and declarative 
statements is helpful in identifying appraisal tools that aim 
to create a reflexive dialogue between appraisers, and those 
that advance a firmer application of quality criteria. The 
majority of tools framed quality criteria as interrogative 
(CASP, COREQ, ETQS, JBI, Popay, QF), whereas some 
were framed as declarative statements (SRQR, Walsh).

Appraisal tools, on average, consisted of 19 quality 
criteria ranging from eight (Popay) to 86 (QF). Of the 
eight tools, five (62.5%) contained structured quality 

criteria (CASP, COREQ, ETQS, QF, JBI), two of which 
(40%) were in the form of appraisal checklists (CASP, 
JBI). Information on whether the authors recommend the 
tool should be applied strictly or loosely is shown in 
Table 2. Some tools referred to additional documents 
containing either additional discussion on quality criteria 
(CASP; COREQ), guidelines and examples concerning 
the application of quality criteria to the appraisal process 
(SRQR), or additional information on the development of 
the tool (JBI).

Surprisingly, ethical concerns were not represented as 
a quality criterion in all the appraisal tools. In particular, 
two tools (COREQ; Popay) did not explicitly consider 
ethical issues as a quality criterion. Among the other six 
tools that considered ethics, three tools (CASP, JBI, 
SRQR) represented ethics as an appraisal item that 
inquired about the presence of statements of the study’s 
approval from an institutional review board, informed 
consent, or the whether or not ethical issues were consid-
ered by the authors but not how or to what extent they 
were considered. The three remaining tools (ETQS, QF, 
Walsh) elicited a reflexive discussion about how the 
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study’s procedures may harm or benefit the participants. 
The absence of ethical issues as a quality criterion may 
not mean that ethical issues are not considered in the 
appraisal tool. Rather, some tools may utilize the method-
ological quality of a research study as a proxy for whether 
or not a research study is utilizing its resources ethically 
and efficiently to investigate the phenomena. However, 
we believe that a few items that examine the ethical con-
duct of the research study are necessary as criteria in 
appraisal tools. QF, for example, provides a comprehen-
sive assessment of ethical issues with seven quality indi-
cators. Moreover, this tool uses words such as “evidence,” 
“documentation,” and “discussion” to elicit an open-
ended conversation among appraisers about the ethical 
conduct of research. The way QF appraises ethical issues 
of a research study may serve as an example for other 
appraisal tools.

Strengths and Criticisms

The strengths and criticisms column provides appraisers 
with practical information concerning the application of 
appraisal tools in QES. These critiques derive from the 
literature on the application of quality criteria in qualita-
tive research (e.g., Hannes & Macaitis, 2012), published 
manuscripts on the comparison and evaluation of tools 
included in this study (e.g., Masood, Thaliath, Bower, & 
Newton, 2011), identified patterns of quality appraisal in 
QES from the literature (e.g., Hannes, Lockwood, & 
Pearson, 2010), and our own expertise with quality 
appraisal and qualitative research. The objective of this 
assessment was to gather the insight of researchers expe-
rienced in the quality appraisal of qualitative research to 
represent the strengths and weaknesses of each appraisal 
tool. Some tools had more strengths or criticisms than 
others, which may be due to the quantity and quality of 
information available in the literature. For example, the 
CASP Qualitative Checklist is a commonly used appraisal 
tool and therefore more insight is available on its 
strengths, shortcomings, and limitations (Dixon-Woods, 
Sutton, et al., 2007).

A frequently reported criticism pertains to the length 
of appraisal tools. Many tools included in this study were 
brief, which is advantageous for application in health care 
and policy evaluations that require the efficient transla-
tion of evidence. Other appraisal tools were comprehen-
sive, and their use requires a significant investment of 
time from multiple researchers with extensive expertise 
in qualitative methodology. Among the tools included in 
this study, we categorized three of eight (37.5%) as short 
(CASP, JBI, Popay), three of eight (37.5%) as moderate 
length (COREQ, SRQR, Walsh), and two of eight (25%) 
as long (ETQS, QF). This judgment was based on not 
only the number of items but also the number of themes, 

subthemes, accompanying considerations, and additional 
factors relevant to using the tool. This discordance in the 
development and application of quality criteria is an 
important consideration for situating the appraisal pro-
cess within the QES enterprise. We also note concern 
about the limited information on the development of 
appraisal tools (Popay, Walsh), and incomplete guide-
lines for their application in quality assessment (COREQ, 
Popay, QF). In terms of strengths, two notable consider-
ations were tools developed through a systematic consid-
eration of existing tools (COREQ, SRQR) and tools that 
emphasized transparency in the tool development and 
reporting processes (QF, SRQR).

Appraisal Tool Guide

The Appraisal Tool Guide (Table 3) is a comparison of 
appraisal tools. It is intended as a resource for research-
ers, decision-makers, and learners looking to appraise the 
qualitative studies in their QES to reflect on some fea-
tures of appraisal tools that best fit their scholarly pur-
pose. To assist tool-searchers in this task, Table 3 
organizes tools according to frequently asked questions 
and frequently sought-after features. These judgments 
consider the structure, explicit purposes, identified pat-
terns in QES from the literature, and our own analysis of 
the tools included in this study.

The Appraisal Tool Guide (Table 3) is not meant to 
serve as an exhaustive categorization of all potentially 
relevant features of quality appraisal tools. Rather, this 
guide intends to demarcate and explicate some features of 
tools that were most salient from our analysis. These fea-
tures are represented in this guide in a way that assists 
researchers to consider the various strengths of each tool 
and how these strengths align with the purposes of their 
investigation. Of course, choosing a tool may require 
some compromises in priorities. The comprehensive 
tools are not those which facilitate rapid appraisal within 
the context of time and resource constraints. This is a 
natural dilemma of tool selection. We have designed 
Table 3 to identify several primary and secondary exam-
ples of each criterion, so that investigators facing a 
dilemma may consider additional values and ideally find 
a tool which satisfies multiple priorities. These dilemmas, 
although inconvenient, may force QES investigators to 
explicate their purpose, values, and objectives of both 
their scholarly investigation and the quality appraisal pro-
cess. While the ultimate objective may be a guide that 
streamlines the process of deciding the most optimal tool 
for a particular study, we are not sure that there will ever 
be a single correct tool for any project; investigators may 
need to look for the “best fit.” We hope this guide will 
create space for investigators to consider the various 
strengths of each tool against an explicit consideration of 
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the aims and priorities of their QES project. Through this 
process, there is opportunity for researchers to deeply 
reflect on the nuances of quality appraisal as it pertains to 
their research investigation.

Discussion

This section provides an integrative and comparative 
discussion about the QES quality appraisal process 
deriving from the literature and our observations of the 
structure, content, purposes, and features of the appraisal 
tools included in this study. We have chosen to provide 

an integrative discussion of three central controversies 
in qualitative appraisal scholarship: Methodological 
Reporting, Philosophical Foundations, and Reflexivity. 
We identified these three topics as central to both the 
choice to appraise, the selection of an appraisal tool and 
the employment of that tool. With this integrative dis-
cussion, we aim to provide readers some grounding in 
the guiding principles and issues that underpin scholar-
ship in this area, so they may identify their own stand-
point on these issues, formulate their own objectives for 
appraisal within QES and select a tool which best fits 
these values.

Table 3. An Appraisal Tool Guide.

Question Recommended Tool Other Options

Who am I?
 Are you a novice researcher or learner? CASP  
 Are you a decision-maker? CASP JBI

QF
 Are you an experienced qualitative researcher? Personal Judgmenta 

or SRQR
 

Length
 Are you looking for a tool that is short and easy-to-follow? CASP JBI

Popay
 Are you looking for a tool that is comprehensive? QF ETQS
 Are you looking for a tool that balances brevity and comprehensiveness? SRQR or COREQ Walsh
Development
 Are you looking for a tool developed through a systematic literature review? COREQ SRQR
 Are you looking for a tool developed through expert debate and discussion? ETQS Popay
 Are you looking for a tool that used both literature review and expert debate 

with researchers?
SRQR Walsh

JBI
QF

Application
 Are you looking for a tool that is specific to studies that have employed focus 

groups and interviews?
COREQ  

 Are you looking for a tool that applies to all qualitative methodologies? SRQR JBI
 Are you looking for a tool that is specifically designed for policy evaluations? QF  
 Are you looking for a tool that is most commonly used in QES? CASP JBI
Philosophical perspective
 Are you looking for a tool that is positivist or post-positivist? CASP COREQ

ETQS
 Are you looking for a tool that is constructivist? SRQR Walsh

Popay
Other
 Are you looking for a tool that emphasizes the philosophy of the study and 

researcher, and its congruity with methodology and methods?
JBI Popay

 Are you looking for a tool that emphasizes reflexivity by the researcher? JBI Popay
 Are you looking for a tool that highlights the epistemological and ontological 

differences between qualitative and quantitative research?
Popay  

 Are you looking for a tool that focuses on the “integrity, transferability and 
transparency” of findings?

Walsh QF

 Do you require a summary of each study you appraise? ETQS  

Note. QES = qualitative evidence syntheses.
aPersonal judgment refers to the use of researcher’s own qualitative expertise to evaluate the rigor of a study. Some authors have found personal 
judgment to be superior to the use appraisal tools for the assessment of qualitative research (Dixon-Woods et al., 2007).
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We begin this section with a discussion about how the 
style and content of the methodological details reported 
in a research study influences the quality assessment pro-
cess when an appraisal tool is used. As a part of this dis-
cussion, we describe different perspectives to the use of 
tools in the quality assessment of qualitative research. On 
one hand, some scholars recommend the exclusion of 
articles based on a low-quality assessment, other schol-
ars, on the other hand, contest this view because of the 
belief that quality appraisal tools may not truly assess the 
meaningfulness, utility, or potential impact of qualitative 
findings (Melia, 2010).

Still under debate is the extent to which appraisal tools 
can assess the influence of a study’s philosophical orien-
tation on the study findings. Among the appraisal tools 
included in our analysis, we observed a spectrum of tools 
with varying levels of emphasis on the role of philosophy 
in the quality assessment of qualitative research. In this 
section, we explore how the over- or under-emphasis in 
appraisal tools influences how QES quality appraisal is 
carried out. This discussion leads into the final topic 
where we examine the use reflexivity as a de facto quality 
criterion in all the appraisal tools analyzed in this study. 
Since appraisal tools may be challenged to evaluate the 
extent to which reflexivity used in primary research is 
useful, relevant, and appropriate, this section will elabo-
rate on the challenges associated with using and assessing 
reflexivity with appraisal checklists followed by a brief 
overview of the implications for health policy and QES of 
using reflexivity as a universal quality criterion.

Methodological Reporting

There is an implicit notion among some qualitative scholars 
that inadequately reported study details are an indicator of 
low-quality findings that will undermine the integrity of the 
findings of the QES, and therefore, must be excluded from 
a QES (Carroll & Booth, 2015). However, there is no con-
sensus on this notion. Carroll and colleagues (2012), for 
example, compared the interpretation of a QES with and 
without studies that were reported inadequately as deter-
mined by an appraisal checklist. They found minimal 
changes in the thickness, material, and depth of the QES, a 
finding shared by other studies (Noyes & Popay, 2007; 
Thomas & Harden, 2008). Others have encouraged the 
exclusion of a “weak study” that “stand[s] out as an anom-
aly” when compared with other studies in a QES 
(Estabrooks, Field, & Morse, 1994, p. 508). These scholars 
advocate for the exclusion of methodologically poor studies 
because they do not significantly or meaningfully contrib-
ute to the QES interpretation. On the contrary, some schol-
ars have contested this view by asserting that inadequately 
reported studies may still provide meaningful contributions 
(Garside, 2014; Sandelowski, 2000) and if a qualitative 

study “offers some theoretical insights, it is doing its job” 
(Melia, 2010, p. 572). Some of these scholars suggest that 
the exclusion of studies based on a priori criteria may 
adversely influence the generalizability of the QES (Carroll 
& Booth, 2015). Other scholars advocate for the inclusion 
of “soundly based findings . . . even when other findings 
from the same article might be rejected” (Jensen & Allen, 
1996, p. 558). These scholars emphasize that inadequacy in 
reporting methodological details or findings in a manu-
script does not mean that there is inadequacy in the conduct 
of research. Moreover, these scholars believe that the way 
the authors present the methodological details and findings 
of a study is not standard and may vary according to, among 
other factors, their academic discipline (Sandelowski & 
Barroso, 2006), experience in the qualitative research para-
digm (Carroll & Booth, 2015; Thorne, 2017), analytic 
prowess (Giacomini & Cook, 2000), and the year of publi-
cation since recently published articles tend to have richer 
interpretations (Carroll et al., 2012).

The use of an appraisal checklist to exclude articles in 
a QES has raised concerns about whether it truly assesses 
the design and execution of the study or simply the quality 
of methodological reporting (Goldsmith, Bankhead, & 
Austoker, 2007). These concerns become more acute 
when an appraisal tool is used to exclude studies from a 
synthesis, rather than provide a context to the reader about 
the methodological quality of studies included in the QES. 
The CASP Qualitative Checklist, for example, due to its 
structured nature and checklist format, may focus its eval-
uation of quality on how qualitative research studies are 
reported in their journal articles rather than on evidence of 
analytic rigor, originality, or scholarly contribution to the 
field. Related to structured quality criteria is how the 
focus/purpose of an appraisal tool (e.g., for QES, for jour-
nal manuscripts, etc.) influences its design and content. 
Tools that are intended for streamlining the appraisal pro-
cess for health care providers may emphasize structured 
quality criteria in an effort to accommodate time con-
straints. As a consequence of a more structured appraisal 
tool, the quality appraisal process may focus more on the 
reporting of methodological procedure rather than the 
value, contribution, and impact of the work. This can be 
troubling. If an appraisal tool is used to exclude articles 
based on prescriptive criteria, Thorne (2017) asserts that 
“the reader has no capacity to judge what gorgeous but 
imperfect interpretations may have been excluded, and 
what technically correct but ‘bloodless’ and unimagina-
tive findings may have been privileged in delineating the 
final meta-synthesis sample” (p. 7).

Using checklist items to determine the rigor of qualita-
tive research may increase the risk of the “tail wagging 
the dog” (Barbour, 2001), and increasing the use of 
“shorthand descriptions of credibility” such as triangula-
tion to convey a false representation of rigor (Barbour & 
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Barbour, 2003, p. 181). Ethics is an example of a “check-
list” item that may require deeper reflection and dialogue 
than the simple appraisal of presence or absence of a 
statement noting that institutional ethical approval was 
received. Including ethics as a checklist item may not 
obligate the appraiser to consider the indications of 
whether or not the research was conducted in a way that 
harms participants or other groups. This is significant, as 
institutional research ethics approval does not always 
indicate the ethical conduct of research. For example, 
research studies about Indigenous peoples may be 
reviewed and approved by an institutional ethics board 
and ergo fulfill the ethical quality criterion but these stud-
ies may still not exemplify a level of sensitivity to the 
particular ethical issues that surround Indigenous 
research, such as the need to consider the relationship of 
Indigenous people to their cultural knowledge, data, and 
information (First Nations Governance Center, 2014).

While checklists have many disadvantages, they also 
may equip novice qualitative researchers with the resources 
to evaluate qualitative research efficiently. Appraisal 
checklists may also serve as excellent springboards for 
learning and communicating the methodological practices 
and nuances of qualitative research to scholars from other 
research traditions (Belgrave, Zablotsky, & Guadagno, 
2002). However, qualitative research is not “a descriptive 
science but also relies on the capacity to evoke imaginative 
experience and reveal new meanings” (Yardley, 2008, p. 
260), making the creation and application of prescriptive 
and rigid quality criteria contradictory and practically dis-
cordant (Garside, 2014). Checklists should not be judi-
ciously applied as authoritative determinants of quality in 
QES because they de-emphasize the larger interpretive 
context of research studies, which is at the heart of what 
qualitative research contributes to evidence-based practice 
and policy. For example, the JBI tool does not explicitly 
inquire about the value and relevance of each qualitative 
study in relation to the aim and direction of the QES. Not 
inquiring about value and relevance may result in the de-
prioritization of the interpretive context of each study. The 
use of checklists in general may de-emphasize the larger 
interpretive context because their structured format may 
force appraisers to focus on specific procedural aspects of 
a qualitative study instead of encouraging appraisers to 
acknowledge, clarify, and reflect upon the various contexts 
that may influence the research study.

The Emphasis of Philosophy in Appraisal Tools

The discernment of a study’s philosophical orientation 
may be a challenging judgment to make because many 
qualitative studies do not explicitly report their philo-
sophical orientation (McInnes & Wimpenny, 2008). For 
appraisal tools that rely heavily on these characteristics, 

for example, the JBI Critical Appraisal Checklist, studies 
that do not explicitly state these characteristics may be 
assessed as low quality, which may be reflective of their 
reporting choices rather than the conduct of research. In 
some cases, appraisers may be able to ascertain implicit 
philosophical assumptions and the congruency of meth-
odological decisions based on the information presented 
in the article. For example, the first five questions of JBI 
inquire about the congruency between the philosophy, 
methodology, and methods of a research study. This 
approach to appraisal, however, is more time-consuming 
and requires a reviewer who has knowledge and experi-
ence with the philosophical foundations of qualitative 
research. Where some tools rely heavily on the philo-
sophical orientation of a study for quality assessment, 
other tools, such as the CASP Qualitative Checklist, place 
less importance on these characteristics. An alternative 
approach is exemplified in tools which inquire about a 
theoretical framework of a research study. The ETQS, for 
example, asks three questions to appraisers relevant to the 
theoretical framework: (a) What theoretical framework 
guides or informs the study? (b) In what ways is the 
framework reflected in the way the study was done? (c) 
How do authors locate the study within the existing 
knowledge base?

While it may be true that overlooking a study’s philo-
sophical orientation may result in a less meaningful syn-
thesis, overemphasizing these characteristics in the 
quality appraisal process may inadvertently value theo-
retically sophisticated qualitative articles over applied 
health research. This is troubling because when working 
to inform health policy, theoretical sophistication may 
not be necessary for a meaningful research contribution 
(Sandelowski, 2000). Descriptive research that stays 
close to qualitative data can be a useful approach to rep-
resenting patient perspectives in qualitative research. 
This type of research may focus on qualitative findings 
that are the most salient, common, or conceptually pow-
erful and which may be very relevant to health policy and 
practice. Therefore, the focus on theoretically dense qual-
itative articles over others may be problematic for a QES 
that aims to synthesize the best available evidence but 
misses or de-emphasizes applied, descriptive research 
that could make a valuable contribution to the policy 
question at hand.

Reflexivity as a Universal Quality Criterion?

Reflexivity—which may be understood as a method-
ological technique that explicates how the researcher 
may have influenced the research process—has become 
a well-established component of rigor in qualitative 
research (Koch & Harrington, 1998). Today, many 
decision-makers, grant agencies, and journal editors 
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use reflexivity as a de facto quality criterion to judge 
the quality of a qualitative research study. The appre-
ciation of reflexivity as a way to establish the credibil-
ity of qualitative research reflects the constructivist or 
interpretivist methodological stances which emphasize 
the role of the investigator as a research instrument.

Reflexivity is commonly operationalized in the major-
ity of qualitative appraisal tools. This process forces pre-
scription onto a form of inquiry that is antithetical to 
standardization and instead driven by creativity, insight, 
and prowess. Reflexivity is increasingly evaluated using 
checklist items that require an appraiser to make value 
judgments from their own preconceptions of qualitative 
research. All tools included in this analysis acknowl-
edged, albeit in different ways, the role of the researcher 
and participants in the research process, indicating a con-
sensus concerning the use of reflexivity as a quality crite-
rion. However, appraisal tools are often challenged to 
address the complexity of employing useful, relevant, 
and appropriate reflexive practices.

Assessing reflexivity is difficult because it may be 
interpreted in a multitude of ways depending on the disci-
pline and jurisdiction of the appraiser (Gentles, Jack, 
Nicholas, & McKibbon, 2014). This concern is further 
intensified because historically, reflexivity has been 
loosely reported in qualitative articles with “most 
researchers failing to specify their understandings, posi-
tions, and approaches, ignoring how widely reflexivity 
has been conceptualized and the divergent ways it can be 
practiced” (Gentles et al., 2014, p. 2). The inappropriate 
application of reflexive thinking has notable implications 
for its use as a quality criterion because it is “akin to 
entering uncertain terrain where solid ground can all too 
easily give away to swamp and mire” (Finlay, 2002, p. 
212). Moreover, the inadequate reporting of reflexivity 
makes it difficult to develop and apply quality criteria 
that assess the reflexive practices of a research study. 
How can a reviewer comprehensively assess whether the 
researcher of a primary study has engaged in reflexive 
thinking? What are the markers that indicate whether the 
reflexive thinking in a particular study is useful to the 
research study? What level of experience and expertise is 
required to make this value judgment? The appraisal 
tools included in this study require the quality assessment 
of reflexivity but do not provide guidance on how apprais-
ers might handle these pertinent issues. To that end, 
appraisal tools may not be able to answer such questions 
about the usefulness of reflexivity in an investigation. 
Instead, reflexivity may be best judged through an open, 
collaborative discussion among researchers.

The quality appraisal process also requires appraisers 
to judge the extent to which the researcher of a primary 
qualitative study engaged in meaningful, reflexive think-
ing, and how the researcher may have influenced the 

research process. However, this approach to rigor assess-
ment using reflexivity is not straightforward because it is 
a subjective experience, and more broadly, a reflexive 
phenomenon in and of itself. The judgment is contingent 
on the appraiser’s philosophy and their beliefs about real-
ity, truth, and knowledge. Other considerations that influ-
ence the assessment of reflexivity are the style and depth 
of reflexivity that may depend on “pragmatic consider-
ations, such as the intended audience for published 
research” (Finlay, 2002, p. 227) or the limitations of the 
publication venue.

Because reflexivity is a component of most quality 
guidelines for qualitative research, studies that do not 
operationalize it in a way that is congruent to an appraisal 
tool may receive a negative quality assessment because 
of a mismatch between the requirements of the tool and 
the boundaries of what can be reported about the reflex-
ivity of a research study. The ETQS, for example, frames 
reflexivity as “Researcher’s potential bias.” The use of 
“bias” in this tool may have derived from positivist tradi-
tions that may imply that the researcher’s assumptions 
adversely influence the investigation. The way reflexiv-
ity is framed in ETQS may be incongruent with a 
research study that views the assumptions of investiga-
tors as something that does not adversely influence the 
results but enhances and supplements the final interpre-
tation and synthesis. Moreover, due to the ways in which 
reflexivity is operationalized in some appraisal tools, 
some efforts by researchers to explicate their reflexive 
thinking may not be appraised as being relevant, useful, 
or valuable to the research study. “Researchers are, in 
effect, damned if they do and damned if they don’t” 
(Finlay, 2002, p. 227).

Strengths and Limitations of This 
Study

This research provides an overview of key perspectives 
and stances in the field of quality appraisal of qualitative 
research, designed to inform researchers engaging in 
QES who may wish for an orientation to the scholarship 
in this area. Using a systematic search process, we identi-
fied eight high-utility tools and described these in suffi-
cient depth so as to permit a QES team to identify and 
describe a tool that is the best fit for their purpose, 
resources, and philosophical commitments. In our focus 
on identifying high-utility tools which would be most 
useful to researchers searching for an approach to quality 
appraisal, we may have neglected to include other valu-
able tools which have not yet been broadly taken up, or 
used in the QES context. As the field of QES continues to 
evolve, no doubt additional tools will be developed, 
refined, and be recognized for their valuable contribu-
tions to quality appraisal.
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Conclusion

This article reviewed the characteristics of appraisal tools 
designed for use in QES. We described eight appraisal 
tools that QES researchers may wish to consider, compar-
ing their origin, purpose, content, strengths, and criti-
cisms. The development of a consensus among qualitative 
researchers on appropriate quality appraisal tools is chal-
lenged by the wide variety of perspectives on reporting 
conventions, philosophical congruence, and reflexivity. 
The decision of which appraisal tool to use depends on 
the objectives of the evidence synthesis, the expertise of 
the researchers, and the time and resources available.
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