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•	 Time frame. Social processes relevant to the research question may have changed for such reasons as historical 
events or new technologies, so temporal boundaries around the study population must be considered.

•	 Publication type. Will the analysis focus only on published reports in professional journals, or will it include 
dissertations and/or unpublished reports?

Once the studies are identified, their findings, methods, and other features are coded (e.g., sample size, location of 
sample, strength of the association between the independent and dependent variables). Statistics are then calculated to 
identify the average effect of the independent variable on the dependent variable as well as the effect of methodological 
features and other characteristics of the studies (Cooper & Hedges, 1994). The effect size statistic is the key to captur-
ing the association between the independent and dependent variables across multiple studies. The effect size statistic 
is a standardized measure of association—often the difference between the mean of the experimental group and the 
mean of the control group on the dependent variable, adjusted for the average variability in the two groups (Lipsey & 
Wilson, 2001).

The meta-analytic approach to synthesizing research results can produce more generalizable findings than those 
obtained with just one study. Methodological weaknesses in the studies included in the meta-analysis are still a prob-
lem; only when other studies without particular methodological weaknesses are included can we estimate effects with 
some confidence. In addition, before we can place any confidence in the results of a meta-analysis, we must be confi-

dent that all (or almost all) relevant studies were included and that the information 
we need to analyze was included in all (or most) of the studies (Matt & Cook, 1994).

One of the challenges of meta-analysis is that the authors of the articles to be 
reviewed may not always report sufficient information. For example, the study 
reports (whether a journal article or unpublished report) may not contain informa-
tion about participant characteristics, an especially important variable if we are to 
consider the generalizability of the results to different population groups.

Effect size  A standardized measure of 
association—often the difference between the 
mean of the experimental group and the mean 
of the control group on the dependent variable, 
adjusted for the average variability in the two 
groups

Case Study
Meta-Analysis: The Effectiveness of Anti-Bullying Programs

The 2005 School Crime Supplement to the National Crime Victimization Survey reported that about 14% of teens 
between the ages of 12 and 18 had been bullied in the past six months. The effects of bullying are numerous and include 
perceived fear, behavior problems, negative consequences for school performance, depression, and other physical ail-
ments. There have been many different programs designed to decrease bullying in schools, but the effectiveness of 
these programs remains largely unknown. To examine the effects of anti-bullying programs across studies, Ferguson, 
San Miguel, Kilburn, Sanchez, and Sanchez (2007) performed a meta-analysis of randomized experimental studies 
examining the efficacy of such programs.

Studies included in the Ferguson et al. (2007) meta-analysis had several selection criteria: (a) They had to be published 
between 1995 and 2006, (b) the outcome variables had to clearly measure some element of bullying behavior toward peers, 
(c) they had to involve some form of control group to test program effectiveness, (d) the intervention programs had to be 
school based, and (e) only manuscripts published in peer-reviewed journals were included. Results of the meta-analysis 
indicated that the impact of anti-bullying programs ranged from less than 1% for low-risk children to 3.6% for high-risk 
children. Ferguson and his colleagues (2007) stated, “Thus, it can be said that although anti-bullying programs produce a 
small amount of positive change, it is likely that this change is too small to be practically significant or noticeable” (p. 408).

Meta-analyses such as this make us aware of how hazardous it is to base understanding of social processes on sin-
gle studies that are limited in time, location, and measurement. Of course, we need to have our wits about us when we 
read reports of meta-analytic studies. It is not a good idea to assume that a meta-analysis is the definitive word on a 
research question just because it cumulates the results of multiple studies.


