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Meta-analyses and meta-syntheses make us aware of how hazardous it is to base understandings of social pro-
cesses on single studies that are limited in time, location, and measurement. Although one study may not support the 
hypothesis that we deduced from what seemed to be a compelling theory, this is not a sufficient basis for discarding 
the theory itself or even for assuming that the hypothesis is no longer worthy of consideration in future research. You 
can see that a meta-analysis combining the results of many studies may identify conditions for which the hypothesis is 
supported and others for which it is not.

Case Study
Meta-Analysis: Do Parent Training Programs Prevent Child Abuse?

Brian Lundahl, Janelle Nimer, and Bruce Parsons (2006) were interested in the effect of parent training and parent 
education programs on reducing risk factors associated with child abuse. They included only studies that met six 
eligibility criteria, including the following: The training was conducted with families in which there were no parent 
or child developmental or cognitive delays; the training was directed to preventing physical abuse, child neglect, or 
emotional abuse and not sexual abuse; and there was actual training, with pretests and posttests given to at least five 
participants. Using three keywords (child abuse, child neglect, and parent training), they searched three databases 
(ERIC, PsychInfo, and Social Work Abstracts) for any articles published between 1970 and 2004. Of 186 studies, they 
found 23 studies that met the eligibility criteria. They coded outcome measures (including parents’ emotional adjust-
ment, child-rearing attitudes, and child-rearing behaviors) and documented abuse and moderating and independent 
variables (including participant characteristics, parent training program characteristics, and the methodological 
rigor of the studies).

Overall, they found that parent training had a moderate effect and was effective in changing parental beliefs 
and attitudes toward children, improving parental emotional well-being, altering child-rearing behaviors, and 
reducing documented abuse. They also found that specific program characteristics influenced these outcomes. For 
example, programs that included home visitors had a greater impact than programs without home visitors, and 
programs that did training in both the home and the office were more effective than programs that limited training 
to one site.

Meta-Synthesis

Meta-synthesis is a related method used to analyze and integrate findings from qualitative studies (Thorne, Jensen, 
Kearney, Noblit, & Sandelowski, 2004). This type of analysis requires not just aggregating findings from different 
qualitative studies but also reinterpreting the data once in aggregate. As is the case for meta-analyses, attention to eligi-
bility criteria for selection into a meta-synthesis is extremely important.

Case Study
Meta-Synthesis: Female Drug Dealers

Maher and Hudson (2007) performed a meta-synthesis examining the qualitative literature on women in the illicit 
drug economy to identify and integrate key themes. The authors spelled out their methods meticulously, describing 
the characteristics they used to select studies that met their criteria. They first searched many databases (e.g., Criminal 
Justice Abstracts, Sociological Abstracts) for research using various key terms such as drug market, drug economy, and 
women dealing. Studies were selected only if they “generated findings in relation to female participation in the drug 
economy” and the “primary data collection used qualitative or ethnographic research” (Maher & Hudson, 2007, p. 809). 


