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The challenge of external validity in policy-relevant systematic reviews: a case
study from the field of substance misuse.
Pearson M., Coomber R. Request reprint
Addiction: 2010, 105(1), p. 136–145.
Observations by researchers who participated in the process suggest that the
development of UK guidance on the prevention of substance misuse in young people was
hampered by a focus on methodologically purity rather than the real-world relevance of
the studies included in the underlying review of evidence.
Original abstract Aim To critically evaluate the methods utilised in the conduct of a
systematic review of studies conducted to inform the development of guidance on
interventions to reduce substance misuse in young people. This analysis also extends to
the deliberations of the committee responsible for developing the guidance.
Design Participant observation in the review process, semi-structured interviews with
review team members and management and structured observation of the process of
guidance development.
Setting An 'arm's-length' government body.
Participants Review team members, management and the committee responsible for
producing evidence-based guidance for policy and practice.
Measurements Data from interviews and (participant-) observation were reflected upon
critically in order to increase understanding of the systematic review process.
Findings The application of systematic review methods produced an evidence base that
did not inform the development of guidance to the extent that it could have done:
• an emphasis upon internal research validity produced an evidence base with an
emphasis on short-term, discrete packages of interventions at the level of the individual,
which insufficiently recognised the role played by the wider determinants of health;
• the criteria for establishing external validity were undeveloped, resulting in ad hoc
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inferences being made at the stage of guidance development rather than relevant
evidence being searched for, evaluated and synthesised in the course of the review; and
• no matter how rigorously the criteria for internal and external validity might be
developed, the systematic review of evidence and development of guidance are strongly
reliant upon the expert judgement of reviewers and committee members, whether or not
this judgement is openly acknowledged.
Conclusions Prioritising internal validity in a systematic review risks producing an
evidence base that is not informed adequately by the wider determinants of health and
which does not give sufficient consideration to external validity. It is imperative to avoid
adhering to narrow methodological criteria at the expense of exercising critical
judgement or acknowledging its role. The use of appropriate methods requires that
commissioners of systematic reviews are clear at the outset how the review is proposed
to be utilised. Review methods such as meta-ethnography and realist synthesis could
contribute to making the frameworks within which judgements are made more explicit.
Last revised 08 March 2011
Comment on this entry• Give us your feedback on the site (one-minute survey)

Unable to obtain the document from the suggested source? Here's an alternative.
Top 10 most closely related documents on this site. For more try a subject or
free text search
Early intervention: the next steps. An independent report to Her Majesty's Government ABSTRACT 2011
Drug education: inspections show that tick box returns are no guarantee of quality NUGGETTE 2003
Prevention is a two-way process KEY STUDY 2001
Drug Strategy 2010. Reducing Demand, Restricting Supply, Building Recovery: Supporting People to Live a
Drug Free Life ABSTRACT 2010
Communities that Care aims for science-based community action NUGGETTE 2005
Drug prevention best done by school's own teachers not outside specialists NUGGETTE 2005
Education's uncertain saviour KEY STUDY 2000
The effectiveness of a school-based substance abuse prevention program: 18-month follow-up of the EU-Dap
cluster randomized controlled trial STUDY 2010
Blueprint drugs education: the response of pupils and parents to the programme STUDY 2009
Harm reduction education successfully extended to illegal drugs NUGGETTE 2006

http://findings.org.uk/count/downloads/download.php?file=Pearson_M_2.cab (2 of 2) [08/03/11 09:39:04]

