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Training in Evaluation Synthesis
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Welcome
Slide 

• Welcome to the training 

• Please introduce yourself on 
Chat; indicating your name, 
Organisation and Country 
• Eg Good morning. Matodzi 

Amisi, CLEAR-AA in South Africa

• Also post your expectations on 
chat 
• Eg I expect to learn how to use 

existing evaluations in VNR 
reporting, Matodzi
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Facilitation 
team 

• Matodzi Amisi, CLEAR-AA 

• Thomas Rossmuller, UNICEF

• Jenean Pretorius, CLEAR-AA

• Ada Ocampo, UNICEF

• Ian Goldman, CLEAR-AA

• Emmanuel David-Gnahoui, CLEAR-AA

• Grace Chisamya, UNECA
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What we aim to 
do today
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What we have done so far

• Introduced evidence use 
in VNRs

• Importance of evaluation 
evidence in VNRs 

21-23 July
Intro training 

• How to do RE
• How to use RE in 

VNRs 

23 Augt
Rapid Evaluation training • What is synthesis

• How it is done 
• How to use it in 

VNRs

Today 
Synthesis 
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At the end of today: 

Participants should understand what 
evaluation synthesis is, how it differs from 
other synthesis, when and how to use it

Participants gain insights on how to use 
evaluations synthesis in the VNRs
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What we asked you to do before today

1. Go through the guideline on synthesis for you to see some of the 
concepts which we will touch on during the course. 
http://efundanathi.health.wits.ac.za/mod/folder/view.php?id=261 

2. Identify a topic/goal for an evaluation synthesis you would be 
interested to take forward, ideally where you know there are 
already some evaluations;

3. Revision of the slides on evaluation synthesis from the introduction 
course in July

4. Read/scan through the article on Moodle reporting on synthesis 
findings to have a feel of how findings are reported 

5. It will be helpful to have someone with some research background 
in the country team.  Potentially include a research/evaluation 
person in the team that is attending the course. 

6. Ensure you have accessed the Moodle site for the course (if you 
have problems please contact Jenean.Pretorius@wits.ac.za) 
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Session one: What 
is Evaluation 
Synthesis
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What exactly is an evaluation 
Synthesis?

• Evaluation synthesis brings together existing 
studies, assesses their relevance and reliability, and 
draws together their data to answer specific 
questions (DPME, 2014)

• An evaluation synthesis is a systematic procedure 
for organizing findings from several disparate 
evaluation studies. (GAO, 1992)
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Evaluation 
Synthesis 

10

Systematic and transparent process 

Aims to bring together what is known 
about a particular type of programme or a 
particular issue in service delivery

By answering specific policy question and 
applying evaluation criteria, can give new 
insights from primary studies

Though applying similar techniques to 
research synthesis, it answers questions 
evaluatively

Designed to be performed in a short time 
period, the evaluation synthesis has the 
important advantage of costs
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Steps involved

Questions & 
scope Searching Appraisal extraction Synthesis

• Need identification
• Stakeholders 

consultation
• Agreeing on 

question & purpose
• Agree on scope 

• Academic i.e. 
data bases 

• websites
• Key experts 

• Relevance
• Quality  

• Descriptive of 
studies included

• Relevant findings 
• Qual and quant 

findings 

• Sense making 
• New insights from 

existing data 
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Note: we will go step by step to with 
some practicals
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One 
distinguishing 

feature

• Unlike research syntheses 
• “…evaluation is a judgement of 

interventions according to their results, 
impacts and needs they aim to satisfy. It 
is a systematic tool which provides a 
rigorous evidence-base to inform 
decision-making.”

• There has to be an Evaluand (subject of 
evaluation i.e. policy, programme, some 
government intervention)

• And criteria (i.e. DAC, Criteria for 
evaluating transformation)
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Evaluation 
Synthesis 
is not a 

literature 
review
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Defining questions
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Defining 
questions

• For policy relevant synthesis 
defining the question is an 
important step

• Should be done with stakeholders 

• Put aside few days for 
consultations and refining the 
question 

• Setting up steering 
committee/reference committee 
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Questions 
may 

relate to 
DAC 

Criteria

18

Using five main DAC criteria:
• Policy relevance and stakeholder 

appropriateness; 
• Effectiveness: of policy/programme/project/ 

service delivery;

• Efficiency: of resource utilization, as well as 
management and administration; 

• Coherence (new): the compatibility of the 
intervention with other interventions in a 
country, sector or institution; 

• Impact –most synthesis are on outcomes and 
impacts. The issue of contribution to impact can 
be covered in looking at whether there is 
evidence the theory of change is working;

• Sustainability: of funding, institutionalisation 
and expertise. 
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Some examples
• Effectiveness: How has the provision of fully 

subsidised housing by government contributed to 
addressing poverty and building assets for the 
poor?  
• Effectiveness: Does the provision of parenting 

programmes reduce harsh parenting and use of 
physical punishment in South Africa?
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Purpose

• Important questions
oWhy is the synthesis being done?
oHow would it be used?

• Some examples: 
o Inform decision about continuity of 

a programme/policy
o Identify knowledge gap regarding 

new policy direction 
o Synthesise evidence on 

performance of government on 
particular outcome

oDetermine the impact of particular 
policy or set of policy interventions  
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Group task-
22 min

(country groups)

Note: each group has 
UNICEF/UNECA/CLEAR 

support 

• Please select a facilitator to make sure group 
keeps to task

• Use the SDG target/goal you have identified 
for an evaluation synthesis

• If you have not decided on one prior to the 
course please choose one of the following: 

• SDG 1, target 1.2, Indicator 1.2.2: Proportion 
of men, women and children of all ages living 
in poverty in all its dimensions according to 
national definitions

• SDG8, Target 8.6: By 2030, substantially 
reduce the proportion of youth not in 
employment, education or training

• Develop at least three sub-questions (use the 
evaluation criteria in developing sub-
questions)

• Articulate the purpose of the synthesis. 
Answer the question “what do we want the 
synthesis to achieve”?
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Consolidation and conclusion
• Synthesis question (s) determines all the other 

steps
• Important that you have stakeholders involved 

from the beginning 
oPolicy people (from different ministries for cross cutting 

policies/SDG goals/targets)
oResearch people 
oResearch/evaluation institute if possible

• Remember to keep your question we will use it 
next steps 
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Scope
Why it is important to articulate 
scope?
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Scope-inclusion criteria

Scope gives the 
synthesis clear 
parameters

Defines important 
parameters such as:

Population-area and 
population group
Intervention –
policy/programme
Comparison group (Not 
that important here)
Outcomes-results 
measured 

Also important to 
define:

Phenomena-defining the 
policy issue 
Study design-which study 
designs will be included
Types of publication-are 
there publications that 
will be excluded? 
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Population

• Who should be the population where 
the policy/intervention evaluated

• Consider:
• Geography-whole country or 

certain areas in the country? 
Interested in what is coming from 
other countries? 

• Population group-entire population 
or specific sub groups of interest? 
i.e. Poor Households in South 
Africa, those who earn less than 
R3500 p/a 
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Intervention

• What intervention should the primary 
evaluations/studies have evaluated? 

• Consider: 
o Only evaluations of specific 

government policy/programme?
o Interested in other similar 

programmes/interventions done by 
other partners? 
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Comparison 
groups

• Most formal systematic reviews where 
there is synthesis of quantitative data 
might require specification on 
Comparison group 

• What counterfactual should the primary 
evaluations have used?

• Should they have used counterfactual?
• For qualitative syntheses this is not 

important 
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Outcomes

• Which outcomes are of interest?
• Which outcomes should the primary 

evaluations have measured 
• Consider: 
• Use what is on policy/government plans 

to define outcomes
• You cannot measure government 

interventions on outcomes it was not 
intended to achieve 
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Example

Concept Definition

Population Location-South Africa, All provinces, focused on urban areas 
Population group-HH defined as poor, HH earning R3500 p/m

Phenomena State provided housing, subsidised housing, government housing, RDP 
housing, etc. 

Interventions Government Subsidies, land subsidies, Full subsidisation, policy,
regulations,  etc. 

Outcomes • Growth in property values of subsidy and old stock houses
• Subsidy houses are incorporated in the residential property market
• Households which accessed subsidy houses move up the
property ladder

Study design All designs were included. The synthesis included all empirical studies 
where data was collected to answer a specified evaluation/research 
question 

Question: How has the provision of fully subsidised housing by government contributed to 
addressing poverty and building assets for the poor?  
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Group task-
40 min

(country groups)

Note: each group has 
UNICEF/UNECA/CLEAR 

support 

Using the question and purpose developed in step 1: 

Use the tool provided to define the following:

• Population: Who should be the population where the 
intervention is evaluated? Define by geography/ 
population group i.e. are there specific sub-groups you 
are interested in?  

• Phenomena: Define the issue of focus. Identify and list 
different concepts used in the policy area to refer to 
the issue where the synthesis will be done? 

• Intervention: What kind of interventions i.e. 
programme, policy, strategy you want the evaluations 
to have focused on? 

• Outcomes: Which outcomes you want the synthesis to 
focus on? Consider what is in the policy/theory of 
change, the NDP, SDG to identify the outcomes. 

• Study design: do you want to restrict the kind of 
evaluations to be included i.e only include 
experimental designs, studies testing interventions, 
should editorials/expert opinion pieces be included or 
not, etc. 

• Search process: The breadth of the searching process
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Feedback & 
reflection (6 Min) 

1. Two groups that did not 
share the previous session 
to share their PICOS (2 min 
each)

2. One person to share their 
screen 

3. Other groups please share 
your observation chat

4. How did you find the 
process? Could you see the 
usefulness of being 
systematic in thinking 
through the questions and 
the process before hand? 
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Consolidate 
and 

conclude

This is a critical step in the 
process 

If the parameters are poorly 
defined then can end up with 
evaluations that are too 
different and therefore 
difficult to synthesise  

It can also make it difficult to 
make coherent findings 
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Searching
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Searching

• Searching has to be systematic but 
pragmatic

• For qualitative evaluations, not necessary 
to locate all relevant studies 

• Use the concepts/terms as defined in 
your inclusion criteria to search for 
evaluations that exists  

• Identify institutions that might have 
evaluations/research you need 

• International databases 
• Contact researchers/evaluators in that 

sector for reference 

• Check with evaluation/research units 
within government-gov evaluations tend 
to be unpublished 
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Some of 
the 

resources 
we used 

before 

• https://www.unicef.org/evaldatabase/
• https://www.3ieimpact.org/evidence-

hub/impact-evaluation-repository , 
• https://www.campbellcollaboration.org

/better-evidence.html
• http://uneval.org/evaluation/reports

https://www.unicef.org/evaldatabase/
https://www.3ieimpact.org/evidence-hub/impact-evaluation-repository
https://www.campbellcollaboration.org/better-evidence.html
http://uneval.org/evaluation/reports
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Quality appraisal 

• Different approaches 
for quant and 
qualitative studies 

• There are tools you 
can use, but some is 
intuitive 

• Important is that each 
primary 
study/evaluation is 
good enough quality 
that its findings can be 
trusted

Criteria to critically appraise findings from 
qualitative research. Hannes K, 2011

ASPECT QUALITATIVE 
TERM

QUANTITATIVE 
TERM

Truth value Credibility Internal Validity

Applicability Transferability External Validity 
or generalisibility

Consistency Dependability Reliability

Neutrality Confirmability Objectivity
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Different tools for quality appraisal 

Source: 
https://www.york.ac.uk/crd/SysRev/!SSL!/WebHelp/6_4_ASSESSMENT_OF_QUAL
ITATIVE_RESEARCH.htm 
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What 
we will 
use
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Group task-
40 min

(country groups)

Note: each group has 
UNICEF/UNECA/CLEAR 

support 

• Participants search data base and find at 
least two evaluations

• Use one evaluation to find other 
evaluations that are referenced 

• Identify researchers/evaluators and 
institutions you could check with in that 
policy area

• Choose one report/study to do an 
assessment on 

• Use a tool provided to assess quality of 
report.

• Only do the qualitative one. Objective is 
not to be comprehensive but to get the feel 

• Make a decision. Would you include this 
study in the synthesis? Is it good quality 
enough to be valid for its findings to be 
included in the synthesis?
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Feedback & 
questions (7 

Min) 

Two groups who have not 
yet shared share their work 
yet share how they did 
with the searching and 

How did you find the 
exercise?  

You can also share your 
experience on chat
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Consolidate 
and 

conclude

Important to be pragmatic 

But be transparent about the process and decision 
taken

There are no right but there are unwise ways

Quality of studies included determine the quality 
and usefulness of the evaluation synthesis   

Important to work with the research/evaluation 
units in doing the steps outlined 

Not about volume but being systematic and as 
comprehensive as resources allow
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Extracting
How do you take findings from 
primary evaluations/studies? 
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Remember

• In synthesis primary evaluation reports/studies 
are your sample 

• Extracting is a process of collecting data from 
the primary studies 

• You need to be systematic in how it is done 

• Have to ‘collect’ similar/comparable data
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Extraction

• Can be challenging
• No standardised reporting of 

findings 
• Descriptive data about the 

primary evaluations/studies 
• Focus on concepts
• Quotes from respondents 
• Use existing qual data analysis 

software NVIVO, ATLAS ti, etc.  

• Descriptive data about the 
primary evaluations 
• Participants characteristics 
• Effect sizes etc. 
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Some examples
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Managing extracted data
Details about 

the study
Questions

Findings from 
individual studies
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Group task-
40 min

(country groups)

Note: each group has 
UNICEF/UNECA/CLEAR 

support 

Using the study you found in previous 
session: 

• Each country has a google sheet to work 
from. An example will be provided to 
guide the group work  

• In your country group take the study you 
assessed in the last session and read 
through it to extract data that might be 
useful for the synthesis

• Use the sub-questions and outcomes you 
defined in session two and three to 
determine which findings you will extract 
from each study 

• Focus on qualitative findings since we will 
not do quantitative meta analysis in the 
course 

• Extract at least a finding using sub -
questions or outcome areas 
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Feedback & 
questions (7 Min) 

1. One group to share 
what they have done

2. Other participants to 
reflect on their general 
feel on doing the 
exercise

3. Are there any 
questions?
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Consolidate 
and 

conclude

Extraction might not be so straightforward 
because the primary studies would have reported 
their data in keeping with their study purpose  

Requires good understanding of the sector and 
research methods

These steps are often done by 
researchers/evaluators

Important to know what you expect them to do
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Synthesising findings 
and reporting
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Remember
Synthesis is not a summary
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Summary Synthesis 
Basic reading technique Advanced research process

Pulls together information to highlight 
important points 

In addition to highlighting important findings, 
synthesis adds evaluator’s own conclusions 

Restates/re articulates findings from different 
studies 

Combines and contrasts findings from 
different studies

Shows what original authors wrote In addition to reflecting original findings, in 
synthesis evaluators also make new 
findings/discovering 

Addresses one set of information at a time, 
and each study/source remains distinct 

Involves combining parts and elements from 
different studies. The evaluator combines 
findings from different studies. The primary 
studies do not always remain distinct 

Presents overview Focuses on main ideas, details, findings and 
also new meanings 

Focuses on overall findings from primary 
studies

Will examine the data in primary studies
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Stages of synthesis

(29)

Stages of synthesis

Review 
question and 
conceptual 
frameworki

Theories and assumptions 
in  the review question

Finalise synthesis 

New 
research 
questions

Initial 
organisation 
of datai

By addressing review 
question according to 
conceptual framework

Integration of 
the data 
(synthesis)
To address the question. Often 
by testing or developing a 
theory

Develop 
the 
conceptual 
frameworki

Conclusions

Checking the synthesisiv

For quality, sensitivity, coherence & relevance.

Similar to Narrative Synthesis (Popay et al 2006) distinctions; i)
Developing a theory; ii). Preliminary synthesis; iii). Exploring
relationships; iv).Testing robustness

Identify and 
explore 
patterns in 
the dataii,iii
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Different ways to synthesis

Meta-
analysis

• Statistical
• Combines quant data from primary studies 
• Data is reanalyzed 

Narrative 
synthesis 

• Focuses on qualitative data
• Findings that are in text form
• Similar to thematic analysis 
• Focuses on coding common themes emerging from 

primary studies 
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meta 
analysis 

A meta-analysis is “a statistical procedure that integrates the results of
several independent studies considered to be combinable.” Egger et al, 
BMJ 1997

Combines results of studies addressing the same question.
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For 
qualitative 

data

Coding descriptive themes 
from primary studies-
closest to what is in 
primary studies

Developing analytical 
themes-new themes 
emerging from reading 
across studies  

Generating new 
insight/meanings-
interpretation in line with 
the synthesis question  
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What if the 
results 

differ/conflict?

Strength of synthesis is 
being able to show these 
differences

Can show in one report 
when and why policy or 
programmes under one 
policy are having different 
outcomes 

Can also help policy 
makers see the impact of 
context
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What if 
there are 
too few 
primary 
studies

This is a reality in most 
cases (mostly if looking 
at policy impact)

Doing evaluation 
synthesis can help 
identify gaps in 
knowledge

In some cases you can 
work with small 
number of studies 
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How to report the 
findings
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Reporting 
Synthesis 
findings

• Introduction 

• Background to the synthesis

• Understanding the intervention 
o Background to the intervention (policy/programme)
o Situating it within the SDG
o Theory of change 

• Methods followed 
o Evaluation questions
o Scope 
o Search process 
o Screening and appraisal 
o Extraction process 
o Team roles
o Analytical framework

• Findings 
o Could use the evaluation criteria to organise findings or key 

questions asked 

• Discussion
o Present new insights from synthesis 
o Could use the theory of change to structure discussion
o Consider implications for the SDG reporting

• Conclusion 
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Synthesis for 
VNRs:

Final thoughts 

• Synthesising existing research and 
evaluations very useful & cost effective way 
to incorporate evaluation findings in VNR

• It increases the strength of individual 
evaluations and empirical research 

• Using theory of change and/or evaluation 
criteria can make disparate individual studies 
useful and useable in policy decision

• Involve stakeholders earlier in the definition 
of questions and inclusion criteria 

• Be transparent and pragmatic 
• It is not about breadth but depth and 

generating new insights 
• Quality in, quality out
• Requires support of evaluators and if 

possible, information specialist (Most if you 
want to do a formal synthesis)

• There are many ways to do evaluation 
synthesis 
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Process if 
you 

outsourcing

Note-
must be closely 
managed and 

involve 
stakeholders 
through out

• Stakeholder consultation and establishing 
reference team/steering committee 

• Agreement on questions, purpose and scope  

• Developing ToRs

• Appointing team- ideally made up of evaluator, 
some time for information speciality (If formal 
synthesis)

• Confirmation of scope-the team might have 
additional suggestions on the inclusion criteria, in 
some cases they could develop it based on ToRs

• Searching-expansive/narrow

• Screening and appraisal-excluding irrelevant 
studies, checking quality. Should be pragmatic.   

• Extraction-ideally some of the government 
researchers get involved 

• Analysis- important that the project manager gets 
involved in some of this work. Ideally team should 
also present to the steering committee their 
emerging analysis 

• Report writing- policy relevant findings and clear 
policy implications, not a retelling of primary 
studies 
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Some 
limitations

• Quality dependent on quality and 
reporting in primary studies
• Can also be limited by methods and 

approach
• Relies on insights of evaluators, 

important to have more than one 
evaluator working on it, mostly for 
complex public sector interventions  
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Concluding the 
training
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Update
• Where countries are at on VNR – have they 

thought of doing a rapid evaluation? 
• Any support they know they need
• Next steps outlined including date of evaluative 

workshop training in October.
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Evaluation


