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Many factors influence decisions about 
health care

Burden of disease
Resource constraints 
Level of care
Acceptability
Preferences/values
Politics 
Evidence is necessary but not sufficient



Research synthesis is an important 
approach to find answers

• ‘Research synthesis is the process through which 
two or more research studies are assessed with the 
objective of summarizing the evidence relating to a 
particular question.’

• ‘The results of a particular research study cannot 
be interpreted with any confidence unless it has 
been considered together with the results of other 
studies addressing the same or similar questions.’

Iain Chalmers





Evidence maps

• Evidence maps are aimed at identifying 
research gaps 

Or

• Support evidence- informed policy making by 
displaying an overview of interventions and 
outcomes along a causal chain associated 
with those interventions. 



AN EXAMPLE -- 3ie SR8: Handwashing and sanitation  
promotion programs & behaviour change

Last two decades: approaches to promote 
WASH behaviour

E.g. community-based participatory 
approaches
E.g. marketing approaches

Not clear which of the approaches is most 
effective



Project plan

Phase 1: Overview of 
systematic reviews 

Phase 2: Systematic review: 
review of primary studies

Phase 3: Communication and 
dissemination

AIM: 
• Identify existing systematic reviews

and create evidence gap map
• Help prioritizing research questions

for Phase 2 of the project
• Use information in Theory of Change



Selection criteria review of reviews 
(phase 1)

Population:
• low- and middle-income countries
• individual, household, community level or school settings 

Interventions:
• WASH interventions: water supply, water treatment, water storage, latrine use, 

sewer connection, drainage system, hand hygiene, faeces disposal practices. 
• Promotional approaches: education, communication, social marketing principles, 

financial incentives, community-led total sanitation or any combination of these 
approaches. 

Outcomes (EFFECTIVENESS):
I. Primary outcomes: behavior change outcomes 
II. Secondary outcomes: behavioral factors, health outcomes

Outcomes (IMPLEMENTATION):
I. Perceptions/experiences (applicability-appropriateness of the program) that 

can influence WASH behaviour change

Study design: systematic reviews that (1) at least searched two electronic databases, (2) 
reported their search strategy and (3) reported their selection criteria. 



Results of the search process
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What is an evidence map?

• Synthesis  
• Based on a systematic search 
• To identify gaps in knowledge (thus identify 

future research needs) or summarise existing 
evidence

• Presents results in a user-friendly format, 
often a visual figure or graph, or a searchable 
database.

Miake-Lye et al. Systematic Reviews (2016)



Typical presentation format

• It uses a matrix to plot interventions and 
outcomes in a theory-based model. 

• It also uses bubbles and colours to 
indicate the quality of the evidence and 
the type of review, study or evaluation, 
and links to a database with summaries of 
the systematic reviews and impact 
evaluations. 



Approach to develop
• Engagement and determine the question; time 

frame
• Decide on types of studies
• Conduct systematic searches of the literature 
• Select studies
• Critical appraisal of included studies
• Extract information for the domains identified-

e.g. intervention, outcomes, study design 
• Collate and summarize studies 
• Visually present the extracted data using cross-

tabulation
• Engage stakeholders



The bubbles at intersections between 
interventions and outcomes represent studies 
examining the relevant outcome and 
intervention. 

Screenshot of 3iE Evidence Gap Map on Development Evidence from 
existing systematic reviews

The size of the bubble indicates 
the size of the evidence base –
the larger the bubble, the 
greater the volume of evidence 
in that cell. 

Different colour bubbles indicate different 
types of evidence. 



Format of presentation

Evidence Map of acupuncture for pain. The bubble plot shows an estimate of the evidence 
base for pain-related indications judging form the systematic reviews and the recent large 
trials. The plot depicts the estimated number of RCTs (size of the bubble), the effect size (x-
axis), and the strength of the evidence (y-axis) 

Source: Taylor S et al. J 
Altern Complement Med. 
2014;20(5);A91-2



Uses 

DPME



In summary: New and evolving field

• Collection of evidence
• May be part of a systematic review
• Evidence maps are typically broad in scope 

and address questions related to the size and 
characteristics of the evidence base, with the 
purpose of identifying existing research and 
research gaps (Haddaway et al. 2016; Miake-
Lye et al. 2016). 



Useful resource
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