
SWAR 60: Comparing approaches to the assessment of confidence in the 
findings of qualitative evidence syntheses 
 
Objective of this SWAR 
This study within a review (SWAR) [1] aims to compare and contrast different approaches to the 
assessment of confidence in the review findings in a qualitative evidence syntheses (QES). 
Specifically, it will compare and contrast the application of JBI CONQual and GRADE-CERQual 
in assessing confidence within the same QES. The objectives are: 
 
1) To identify and analyse differences in confidence ratings produced by JBI CONQual and 
GRADE CERQual for each synthesized review finding. 
2) To evaluate the ease of use and level of discussion needed for the application of JBI 
CONQual and GRADE CERQual 
3) To reflect upon the relative strengths and limitations of the two approaches based on the 
reviewers’ experience.  
 
 
Study area: Assessment of Confidence in Review Findings 
Sample type: Consumers, Review Authors, Practitioners 
Estimated funding level needed: Unfunded 
 
Background 
Qualitative evidence syntheses (QES) are systematic reviews of qualitative research evidence. 
They seek to bring new insights and new understandings of social phenomena whereby ‘the 
whole is greater than the sum of its parts’. QES draw upon a range of methodological 
approaches. The most common are thematic synthesis, meta-ethnography, framework synthesis 
and meta-aggregation. In health care, QES have a variety of purposes and can be used to 
answer a range of different research questions.[2]  
 
When QES are used to inform clinical practice or policy guidance, it is important to include an 
assessment of confidence in the review findings. Reviews that seek to influence practice or 
guidelines should include a clear summary of findings table, in which each individual synthesized 
finding is clearly articulated and presented with an associated level of confidence. The intention 
is that the final synthesized review findings should be easy to understand and presented in a way 
that can support decision making.[3,4]  
 
Currently, two major approaches have been developed to support the assessment of confidence 
in synthesized review findings: JBI CONQual (developed by JBI [5]) and GRADE CERQual 
(developed by the Cochrane-Campbell Qualitative and Implementation Methods Group [6]). Both 
approaches aim to provide a transparent and systematic way to assess and communicate the 
confidence in the synthesized review findings of QES, helping researchers and decision-makers 
understand the strength and reliability of the evidence. CONQual includes assessments of each 
synthesized review finding on two dimensions: dependability and credibility. CERQual includes 
four dimensions: methodological limitations, adequacy, relevance and coherence.  
 
Both approaches use a similar four-level structure (High, Moderate, Low, and Very Low) to rate 
confidence. Synthesized review findings can be changed (downgraded) from high to very low 
depending on the assessments made for each dimension for each finding. Given the differences 
in the criteria and their application, the different approaches may yield different ratings for the 
same findings.  
 
Both systems aim to provide a transparent and systematic way to assess and communicate the 
confidence in the findings of QES. The assessment of confidence is undertaken by the review 
team, hence there is an element of subjectivity involved. Ideally, final assessments should, 
therefore, include a reflexive process in which the decision-making process and perspectives of 
the team are critically considered and made transparent.  
 



The JBI CONQual approach is designed so that it necessitates the use of the JBI Critical 
Appraisal tool and the extraction of a ‘level of credibility’ of study findings. In contrast, GRADE 
CERQual can be used with any approach.  
 
While both approaches are common, there has yet to be a formal evaluation comparing them 
directly in the context of QES using meta-aggregation. This lack of evaluation may lead to 
confusion among novice reviewers regarding (a) which approach to adopt and (b) how to justify 
their decision-making. This SWAR aims to address this gap by comparing the JBI CONQual and 
GRADE CERQual approaches. 
 
 
Interventions and Comparators 
Intervention 1: Application of the JBI CONQual approach to assess confidence in the review 
findings of a QES undertaken through meta-aggregation. 
Intervention 2: Application of the GRADE CERQual approach to the same review findings. 
 
Index Type: Full Review 
 
Method for Allocating to Intervention or Comparator:  
We will use a retrospective comparative approach using an existing systematic review.[7] We 
have permission from the review’s authors, who are part of the SWAR team. In the QES, a total 
of 137 findings were extracted from 10 studies and synthesized into four synthesised findings. 
JBI CONQual was applied to assess these findings in the original QES, and the same findings 
will now be independently evaluated using the GRADE CERQual approach by two reviewers for 
comparison. 
 
Outcome Measures 
Primary: Differences in confidence ratings: A detailed analysis of the differences in confidence 
ratings produced by JBI CONQual and GRADE CERQual for each review finding. 
Secondary: Ease of use: An assessment of the user-friendliness of each approach; strengths and 
Limitations: Insights into the relative strengths and limitations of JBI CONQual and GRADE 
CERQual approaches based on the reviewers’ experiences 
 
 
Analysis Plans 
JBI CONQual approach: The data for the JBI CONQual approach will be taken from the 
published review. 
 
GRADE CERQual approach: Two independent reviewers who are experienced in QES and who 
are familiar with the GRADE CERQual approaches and two novice users. Each reviewer will 
independently apply the GRADE CERQual approach to the four synthesised findings and the 
levels of confidence will be documented. Any discrepancies will be documented and resolved 
through discussion. 
 
Differences in confidence ratings: A table to map the confidence levels for both approaches will 
be presented. This table will serve as a visual representation of the differences and similarities in 
confidence ratings, making it easier to identify patterns and draw conclusions. The findings will 
be discussed narratively with the aid of tables. 
 
Ease of use and strengths and limitations: The reviewers will engage in a critical reflexive 
discussion which will be recorded and analysed to identify their views and experiences with each 
approach, focusing on ease of use, encountered difficulties, and perceived strengths and 
limitations. 
 
 
Possible Problems in Implementing This SWAR 
There may be time and resource constraints because there is no funding associated with this 
SWAR 
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