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Meta-synthesis: Helping Qualitative Research Take its
Rightful Place in the Hierarchy of Evidence

Cheryl Tatano Beck, DNSc, CNM, FAAN
University of Connecticut

School of Nursing

With the ever increasing pressure to deliver evidence based practice, nurse researchers are turning to qualitative meta-synthesis
to provide our discipline with the highest level of evidence obtained from qualitative research studies. Meta-synthesis will help qualita-
tive research take its rightful place and elevate it within the hierarchy of evidence. We have an obligation to “produce knowledge that
is accessible to researchers, clinicians, and the general public that can be translated for practice” (Thorne, Jensen, Kearney, Noblet, &
Sandelowski, 2004, p. 1360). Systematic reviews have been likened to a pre-flight instrument check which helps to ensure that a plane
is airworthy prior to it taking off (Pawson, 2006). A systematic review such as a meta-synthesis follows a rigorous sequence of steps to
help ensure the trustworthiness of its results prior to being utilized in clinical practice or to inform health policy.

Forty years ago Glaser and Strauss (1971) warned that findings from separate qualitative studies would stay as “respected little
islands of knowledge separated from others” (p.181) only to be sporadically visited by other researchers unless a method to build a cu-
mulative body of knowledge is used. Meta-synthesis is one such approach. Sandelowski, Docherty, and Emden (1997) also stressed to
qualitative researchers not to contribute to “analytic interruptus” where we work in isolation from others.

In the first part of this article various aspects of meta-synthesis are discussed: its definition, purpose, controversial issues, and dif-
ferent methodological approaches. Noblit and Hare’s (1988) method of qualitative synthesis, known as metaethnography, is described
in depth. Their approach is the one most frequently used by nurse researchers. In the second half of the article examples of meta-syn-

theses conducted by the author (Beck, 2002, 2011) are described to illustrate two types of meta-syntheses.

Definition

A meta-synthesis is “an interpretive integration of qualitative findings that are themselves interpretive syntheses of data, includ-
ing the phenomenologies, ethnographies, grounded theories, and other coherent descriptions or explanations of phenomena; events, or
cases that are the hallmark findings of qualitative research” (Sandelowski & Baroso, 2007, p.18). The outcome of a meta-synthesis is
more than the sum of the parts of the individual studies.

Sandelowski and Barroso (2007) identified an important caveat to meta-syntheses, that being, the findings are twice removed
from the original experiences of the research participants in the individual studies. The researcher who conducts the meta-synthesis in-
terprets the findings of the original researcher’s interpretation of the data obtained from the participants in the individual studies.

Finfgeld-Connett (2010a) purports that a meta-synthesis can be viewed as involving a second tier of triangulation which in-
creases the generalizability of meta-synthesis results. The first tier triangulation occurs in the individual qualitative studies being
included in the meta-synthesis. When combining these studies’ findings in a qualitative synthesis, this involves the second tier triangu-

lation.

Purpose

The purpose of a meta-synthesis is not to identify similarities of research in a particular area but rather, to dig deep under the
surface to “emerge with the kernel of a new truth” and increase our understanding (Paterson, Thorne, Canam, & Jillings, 2001, p.111).
“The appeal of meta-synthesis lies in our hunger for more true, more accurate, or more real explanations of phenomena and more co-

herent ways to make sense of them” (Paterson et al., 2001, p.110).
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Researchers conducting a meta-synthesis need to “carefully peel away the surface layers of studies to find their hearts and souls
in a way that does the least damage to them” (Sandelowski et al., 1997, p.370). At the same time researchers need to walk a delicate
line between becoming so immersed in the details of the individual studies that the meta-synthesis is not usable while analyzing the
studies in enough detail to keep the integrity of the specific studies (Sandelowski et al., 1997).

When meta-syntheses were first being conducted, researchers were concerned about combining findings from qualitative studies
of different epistemological perspectives, such as phenomenology and narrative inquiry. Experience has indicated, however, that com-
bining these results enhances the findings of a meta-synthesis. The issue of research quality in a meta-synthesis has also been debated.
Some meta-synthesists believe that only primary studies of high quality should be included in the meta-synthesis and qualitative stud-
ies with lower quality should be discarded. Other researchers agree that the study itself as a whole and not whether it is of poor or high
quality is the appropriate unit of analysis when considering it for inclusion in a meta-synthesis. As Pawson (2006, p. 127) stated “There
are often nuggets of wisdom in methodologically weak studies and systematic review disregards them at its peril.” Meta-synthesists
need to dig deep into the specifics of individual studies for nuggets since “bad” research can yield “good” evidence.

The most frequent type of meta-synthesis involves a synthesis of results across studies on the same topic conducted by vari-
ous researchers. Another type of meta-synthesis that has rarely been attempted involves integrating findings from varying analytic ap-
proaches used in a research trajectory by the same researcher. Only Sandelowski (1995) and Beck (2011) have published such meta-
syntheses.

Kearney (2001) has placed the various approaches for synthesizing qualitative research into a continuum she labeled the meta-
family. On one end of the continuum is the theorizing end while the opposite end is the interpretive end. Formal grounded theory is
located at the extreme theorizing end of the continuum. Metaethnography is placed at the extreme interpretive end. Located next to
formal grounded theory on the theorizing end are meta-interpretation (Finfgeld, 1999) and aggregated analyses (Estabrooks, Field, &
Morse, 1994). Next, moving toward the interpretive end of the continuum is Thorne and Paterson’s (1998) meta-study which Kearney
labels as a theorizing with an interpretive end approach . Moving along the continuum is meta-synthesis which Kearney labels as in-
terpretation with theorizing components.

Sandelowski and Barroso (2007) developed a qualitative metasummary which is “a quantitative oriented aggregation of qualita-
tive findings that are themselves topical or thematic summaries or surveys of data.” (p. 151). A qualitative metasummary does not yield
a new interpretation of findings like a metasynthesis does.

Paterson et al. (2001) developed “meta-study” which is “a research approach involving analysis of the theory, methods, and find-
ings of qualitative research and the synthesis of these insights into new ways of thinking about phenomena” (p. 1). In a meta-study not
only research findings but also the research methods, theoretical and analytical frameworks are analyzed and synthesized.

Evolving within the newer research interpretation movement are approaches to combine both qualitative and quantitative find-
ings. Harden and Thomas (2005) described one such approach as “mixed methods synthesis.” Sandelowski, Voils, and Barroso (2007)
call for “comparabilty work” within research synthesis where researchers move beyond separate syntheses for quantitative and qualita-

tive research.

Noblit and Hare’s metaethnography

This type of metasynthesis is highlighted since this is the approach that was used in the two examples of metasyntheses that fol-
low in the second part of this article. In Noblit and Hare’s (1988) metacthnography they elevated the synthesis from the level of data
to the higher level of interpretation. Key is the analogy the metasynthesists make between their perspective and the perspectives of the
participants being studied. Interpretations that are being synthesized are treated as metaphors, “as if characterizations of the juxtaposi-
tion or the author’s perspective and the perspectives of those being studied” (Thorne et al., 2004, p.1347). For Noblit and Hare, expla-
nation is mediated through translation of cases into other cases and this translation takes the form of an analogy.

According to Noblit and Hare (1988) a metaethnographic synthesis can take three possible forms: reciprocal, refutation, and line
of argument. In a reciprocal synthesis the key metaphors are mainly commensurate and that metaphors, themes, or concepts from one
qualitative study can encompass another or that a new and different group of metaphors can explain the interpretation of a group of
studies. In a refutation synthesis on the other hand the metaphors are in opposition of each other. This type of synthesis calls for cre-

ativity and critical thinking (Thorne et al., 2004). A line of argument is the third type or synthesis where researchers study various as-
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pects of phenomena and arrange the metaphors of these individual studies in some order that permits an argument to be constructed
about what the set of qualitative studies say.

The following steps comprise Noblit and Hare’s (1988) approach. These steps overlap and repeat as the metacthnography pro-
gresses.

1. Make a decision on the phenomenon of study.

2. Make a decision on what qualitative studies will be included in the synthesis.

3. Read the qualitative studies.

4. Determine how the qualitative studies are related to each other. In order to do this the researcher needs to make a list of key
metaphors from each study and their relations to each other. Noblit and Hare (1988) offered the following three different as-
sumptions that can be made about the relationships between the qualitative studies to be synthesized: “(1) the accounts are
directly comparable as ‘reciprocal translations; (2) the accounts stand in relative opposition to each other and are essentially ‘ref-
utational’; or (3) the studies taken together present a ‘line of argument’ rather than a reciprocal or refutational translation” (p.36).

5. Next the key metaphors of the qualitative studies are translated into each other.

Synthesize the translations making a whole that is more than the individual parts imply.

7. Express the results by means of the written word, plays, art, video, or music. First an example of the most frequent type of quali-
tative synthesis published in the literature (a synthesis of results from studies on the same topic conducted by different research-
ers) is described using my own postpartum depression metasynthesis (Beck, 2002). Following that is an example of a rare type of
metasynthesis (a synthesis of findings from studies in a research program conducted by the same researcher). This second exam-
ple is a metacthnography I published on traumatic childbirth and its aftermath (Beck, 2011). In both of my metasyntheses I used
Noblit and Hare’s (1988) approach.

Postpartum Depression Metaethnography

I conducted a metaethnography of 18 qualitative studies of postpartum depression (Beck, 2002). Metasynthesists often construct
tables of the demographic characteristics of the participants in the studies included in the metasynthesis and also tables of the studies’
methodological characteristics. Tables 1 and 2 are portions of the original tables included in my postpartum depression metaethnogra-
phy (Beck, 2002). Information for 5 of the 18 studies is illustrated in these two tables. Tables such as these permit the readers of meta-
syntheses to know specifics on the “sample” that provided the data upon which the results of the qualitative synthesis are based.

After extracting the key metaphors from each of the 18 qualitative studies on postpartum depression, I determined that the ac-
counts were directly comparable and the metasynthesis would be one of reciprocal translations. Next I translated the individual studies’
key metaphors into one another. Table 3 illustrates a portion of this process with the same studies that were included in the first two
tables. Four overarching themes or perspectives involved with postpartum depression emerged from this reciprocal translation: Incon-
gruity between Expectations and Reality of Motherhood, Spiraling Downward, Pervasive Loss, and Making Gains. Women suffering
from postpartum depression moved back and forth between these different perspectives and they could be in more than one perspec-

tive at any point in time. Under the perspective of Incongruity between Expectations and Reality of Motherhood was included con-

Table 1: Demographic Characteristics of the Participants of the Individual Studies Included in the Metasynthesis*

Study Sample Size Age Range Parity Marital Status Delivery Type Ethnicity
Berggren-Clive 8 26-40 years 3 primiparas; Married Not specified Canadian
(1998) 5 multiparas
Morgan, Matthey, 34 23-26 years 16 primiparas; Married Not specified Not specified
Barnett, and 18 multiparas
Richardson (1997)
Nicholson (1990, 24 21-41 years 18 primiparas; Married of 21 vaginal, 2 Black, 1 Irish, 21
1999) 6 multiparas cohabiting 3 cesarean deliveries  British
Nims (1996) 4 29-36 years 2 primiparas; Married 3 vaginal, Not specified

2 multiparas 1 cesarean delivery

* adapted with permission from Beck, C.T. (2002) Postpartum Depression: A metasynthesis. Qualitative Health Research, 12, p 455.
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Table 2: Methodological Characteristics of the Qualitative Studied Included in the Metasynthesis

Author Discipline Year Country Data Analysis Qualitative Research

Design
Berggren-Clive Social Work 1998 Canada Constant comparative method ~ Feminist research,
(Strauss & Corbin, 1990) grounded theory
Morgan, Matthey, Barnett, Occupational Therapy =~ 1997 Australia Thematic Analysis Descriptive
and Richardson
Nicolson Psychology 1990,1999  United Kingdom Content analysis and thematic Descriptive
analysis
Nims Nursing 1996 United States Colaizzi (1978) Phenomenology
* adapted with permission from Beck, C.T. (2002) Postpartum Depression: A metasynthesis. Qualitative Health Research, 12, p.456.
Table 3: Individual Study Metaphors as Related to Four Overarching Themes
Incongruity Between
Study Expectations and Reality Spiraling Downward Pervasive Loss Making Gains
of Motherhood
Berggren-Clive (1998)  Shattered dreams; Isolation of oneself; vulnerability Lack of support; Surrendering: help seeking, dealing
incongruity between changing relationships ~ with the label, medication struggle;
expectations and reality with partner; “Who creating hope: feeling better,
am I ?”; losing control  I'm not alone; rebuilding of self:
adjusting expectations, recognizing
and meeting needs, coming to
terms
Morgan, Matthey, Place high expectations ~ Loneliness; anxiety; irritated Loss of control of
Barnett, and Richardson on self behavior/angry attempts/ negative emotions
(1997) resentments
Nicolson (1990,1999)  Disappointed Guilt; anxiety over relationships ~ Loss of autonomy Reintegration and acceptance of
expectations of with friends; initial insecurities/  and time, appearance,  change
motherhood overwhelmed femininity, sexuality,
occupational identity,
support, control
Nims (1996) Isolation; loneliness; reoccurring  Loss of interest; loss ~ Deep sense of faith

obsessive thoughts; feeling of self; out of control
of remorse/guilt; confusion;

craziness; uncontrollable

anxiety; doubting competence

* adapted with permission from Beck, C.T. (2002) Postpartum Depression: A metasynthesis. Qualitative Health Research, 12, pp 459-460

flicting expectations, shattered dreams, fear of moral condemnation/being labeled, and cultural context. Subsumed under the Pervasive
Loss perspective were loss of control, loss of self, loss of relationship and loss of voice. The perspective of Spiraling Downward encom-
passed anxiety, overwhelmed, obsessive thinking, anger, cognitive impairment, isolation/loneliness, guilt, and contemplating harming
oneself. The fourth perspective of postpartum depression Making Gains, involved surrendering, struggling to survive, reintegration and

change.

Metaethnography of Traumatic Childbirth and its Aftermath

My metaethnography of traumatic childbirth and its aftermath (Beck, 2011) is the second example described in this article. Just
as in my postpartum depression qualitative synthesis, I again used Noblit and Hare’s (1988) analytic approach. Included in the metaeth-
nography were my 6 studies on traumatic childbirth and its resulting posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) (Beck 2004a, 2004b, 20064,
2006b; Beck & Watson, 2008, 2010). Two of these studies focused on the birth trauma itself. One was a phenomenological study (Beck,
2004a) and one was a narrative analysis (Beck, 2006b). The resulting PTSD following traumatic childbirth was the focus of a phenom-
enological study (Beck, 2004b). The fourth study integrated in this synthesis was Beck’s (2006a) phenomenological study of the anni-
versary of birth trauma. The impact of birth trauma on breastfeeding (Beck & Watson, 2008) and subsequent childbirth after a previous

traumatic birth (Beck & Watson, 2010) were the remaining two phenomenological studies included in this metaethnography.
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Figure 1. Amplifying causal loop diagram illustrating traumatic childbirth and its aftermath
R = reinforcing loop; B = balancing loop; PSS/PTSD = posttraumatic stress symptoms/posttraumatic stress disorder

* Reprinted with permission from Beck, C.T. (2011). A metaethnography of traumatic childbirth and its aftermath: Amplifying causal looping. Qualita-
tive Health Research, 21, p.307.

After translating the six studies’ key metaphors into each other, three overarching themes emerged: Stripped of Protective Lay-
ers, Invisible Wounds, and Insidious Repercussions. These overarching themes helped me to see that operating in the aftermath of
traumatic childbirth with its domino effects on multiple aspects of motherhood was amplifying causal looping (Beck, 2011). In ampli-
fying causal looping “as consequences become continually causes and causes continually consequences one sees either worsening or im-
proving progression or escalating severity” (Glaser, 2005, p.9). In causal looping, feedback can effect changes that can either intensify or
oppose the original change. Two types of loops are possible. A balancing loop occurs when feedback decreases the impact of a change.
A reinforcing loop, on the other hand, takes place when feedback increases the impact of the change. Causal looping can be either in a
positive or negative direction. A positive direction indicates that the changes are reinforced wherein a negative direction changes are
resisted. “Positive” does not necessarily indicate the change is good and “negative” does not necessarily imply the effects are bad.

As the metasynthesist I became privy to all the results of the 6 qualitative studies and what became apparent was that successive
series of amplifying feedback loops occurred as a result of the original trigger of traumatic childbirth. Six amplifying feedback loops oc-
curred as a result of birth trauma (Figure 1). Four of these feedback loops were: reinforcing (positive direction), and two were balancing
(negative direction). The reinforcing loops focused on the (1) detrimental effects of posttraumatic stress from birth trauma on mothers’
breastfeeding experiences, (2) adverse effects of posttraumatic stresses on mother-infant interaction, (3) distressing effects of the yearly
anniversary of birth trauma on women, and (4) terrifying effects of a previous traumatic birth on subsequent childbirth. The two bal-
ancing loops involved the (1) facilitating effects of posttraumatic stress on mothers’ breastfeeding experiences, and (2) the healing ex-
perience of a subsequent childbirth following a previous traumatic birth.

A glance at Figure 1 provides a panoramic view of the repetitive, amplifying causal loops that keep reinforcing the intensify-
ing posttraumatic stress symptoms in mothers. Healthcare providers failed time and time again to rescue mothers who had a traumat-
ic childbirth: during their interactions with their infants during breastfeeding, during the anniversary of their birth trauma, and during
subsequent childbirth. Leverage points mark where pressure in an amplifying causal loop can break the feedback loop where necessary
(Newell, Proust, Dyball & McManus, 2007).This metaethnography helped map out leverage points where healthcare providers can in-
tervene to interrupt the positive amplifying feedback loops.

Conclusion

Nurse researchers from around the globe are now conducting metasyntheses. Some current examples include homelessness
among women (U.S.; Finfgeld-Connett, 2010b), nurses’ experiences with telephone triage (Canada; Purc-Stephenson & Thrasher,
2010), women’s decisions to delay childbearing (U.K.; Cooke, Mills & Lavender, 2010), significant others’ experiences when a person
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is critically ill or injured (Sweden; Linnarsson, Bubini & Perseius 2010), and the meaning of hope (Denmark; Hammer, Mogensen &
Hall, 2009).

When a metasynthesis is used to inform clinical practice and healthcare policy, Noblit argues that these efforts require that at
least the historical and political contexts of the studies which were synthesized be understood (Thorne et al., 2004). Barroso, Sand-
elowski, and Voils (2006) highlighted the important role of time and timeliness in the clinical relevance of systematic reviews. They
remind us that research findings have expiration dates. Metasynthesists need to keep in mind temporal relevancy when deciding on
inclusion of results of studies that date back 10-15 years (Finfgeld-Connett, 2010). Finfgeld-Connett (2010a) encourages metasynthe-
sists to report formative findings that are still unsaturated at the finish of qualitative synthesis. These unsaturated findings can give di-
rection for future research.

Once a metasynthesis is complete, the work of the researcher does not stop there. The findings of the metasynthesis need to then
be translated into a form for practice. One example of a creative transformation of the findings of qualitative research synthesis for use
in clinical practice was provided by Sandelowski, Trimble, Woodard, and Barroso (2006). Their results of a qualitative research synthe-
sis of results related to stigma in HIV-positive women were transformed into a script and DVD.With all these new qualitative syn-
thesis approaches, Thorne et al. (2004) warned that the rigor of the process must be ensured or instead of a metasynthesis we will have

« »
metasoup’.
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Developing a Program of Research that is
Knowledge Driven not Method Limited

Cheryl Tatano Beck DNSc, CNM, FAAN
University of Connecticut

School of Nursing

A program of research is a successive series of studies focused on a specific gap in the knowledge which is significant to the re-
searcher’s discipline, in this case, nursing. The purpose of a research trajectory is the systematic, cumulative production of new knowl-
edge in a substantive area of nursing (Pranulis, 1991). When a research program is method limited, it will not be as productive and
valuable as when it is developed by the current state of the knowledge in that substantive area and the next research question that needs
to be investigated. A research program should be knowledge driven and not method limited to either qualitative or quantitative meth-
ods (Beck, 1997). Both qualitative and quantitative methods may be necessary.

When beginning a research program, a researcher cannot predict what path that program will take and which direction subse-
quent research projects will lead the researcher to. It is only after one study is completed that a researcher can decide the most appro-
priate step to take in the trajectory. Whether the next study should be qualitative or quantitative and what specific design needs to be
used should be based on the results of the previous study in the program of research and also on the current knowledge in this substan-
tive area. At each juncture the progression of a program of research can take many different paths. The researcher may need to change
from inductive to deductive methods or vice versa.

Here are examples of a few sequential pathway options for the first two studies in a program of research:

A. Quantitative = Quantitative
B. Qualitative = Qualitative
C. Qualitative = Quantitative
D. Quantitative = Qualitative

As researchers get further into their research trajectory there are many more possible combinations.

In a research program there are times when perhaps neither a qualitative design nor a quantitative design alone will be the type
of design a nurse researcher needs to adequately answer the research question. A mixed methods design may be the answer. Mixed
methods research involves a study where the researcher collects data, analyzes and integrates the results and makes inferences using
both qualitative and quantitative methods in a single study (Plano Clark & Creswell, 2008). There are three possible choices for se-
quencing components of a mixed method study.

1. Qualitative data are collected first
2. Quantitative data are collected first
3. Or both types are collected simultaneously or at approximately the same time.

When quantitative and qualitative data are not collected at the same time, this approach is labeled sequential. When both types
of data are collected at the same time, it is called concurrent.

“Qualitative research can put flesh on the bones of quantitative results, bringing the results to life through in depth case elabo-
ration” (Patton, 1990). Through the description of my research program on postpartum mood and anxiety disorders I hope to illus-
trate how my qualitative studies put the flesh on the bones of my quantitative studies. The path my research trajectory has taken over
the years is something I could never have mapped out ahead of time. I had no idea, for example, that one phase of my research program
would involve instrument development of the Postpartum Depression Screening Scale (Beck & Gable, 2002). Figure 1 illustrates the

different paths my research program took changing from a quantitative to qualitative study and back again. These changes in my use of
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Postpartum Mood and Anxiety Disorders Research Program
Quantitative Methods Qualitative Methods

1. Postpartum Depression: Its Relation to Maternity Blues and Length of
Stay

2. Lived Experience of Postpartum Depression: A Phenomenological

Study
3. Tectering on the Edge: A Substantive Theory of Postpartum Depres-

sion

4. Effect of Postpartum Depression on Maternal-Infant Interaction: A
Meta-analysis

5. Postpartum Depressed Mothers’ Experiences Interacting with Their
Children

6. Depressed Mothers’ Nurses Caring
7. Postpartum Depression Checklist

8. Relationship Between Postpartum Depression and Infant Tempera-
ment: A Meta-analysis

9. Predictors of Postpartum Depression: A Meta-analysis

10. Effect of Postpartum Depression on Child Development: A Meta-
analysis

11. Postpartum Onset of Panic Disorder: A Phenomenological Study
12. Postpartum Depression Predictors Inventory
13. Mothering Multiples: First Year of Life

14. Postpartum Depression Screening Scale: Development and Psycho-
metric Properties

15. Predictors of Postpartum Depression: An Update

16. Postpartum Depression: A Meta-synthesis
17. Postpartum Depression Screening Scale: Hispanic Version

18. Birth Trauma

19. PTSD After Childbirth

20. Pentadic Cartography

21. Anniversary of Birth Trauma

22. Grounded Theory modification

23. Impact of birth trauma on breastfeeding

24. Adult survivor of child abuse and her breastfeeding experience: A
Case Study

25. The arm: No escaping reality for mothers of children with OBPI
26. Subsequent childbirth after a previous traumatic birth
27. PDSS Telephone Administration
28. Meta-ethnography of traumatic childbirth
In Progress
29. Effects of DHA on Postpartum Depression
30. Fathers’ experiences of witnessing their partners’ traumatic childbirth
31. Mothers experiences of EMDR Therapy

32. Secondary traumatic stress of OB nurses

Figure 1

either quantitative of qualitative were dictated by the findings of my previous studies.

The courses in both my master’s program at Yale University and my doctoral program at Boston University were in quantita-
tive methods. Armed with my recent doctorate, in the first study of my research program I stayed with what I knew best: quantitative
methods. In this longitudinal study I examined the relationship between maternity blues and postpartum depression (Beck, Reynolds,
& Rutowski, 1992). I also compared the level of postpartum depressive symptoms in two groups of new mothers: traditional stay vs.

early discharge from the hospital. Women in this study were followed from delivery through 12 weeks postpartum and they completed
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the Beck Depression Inventory (BDI; Beck, Ward, Mendelson, Mock, & Erbaugh, 1961). Results of this first study gave me a numeri-
cal score regarding the severity of depressive symptoms. What I wanted to examine next was what women with postpartum depression
were experiencing in their own words. A review of the literature did not reveal any qualitative studies on postpartum depression. So the
second study in my program of research was a qualitative one, specifically a phenomenological study to answer the research question
“What is the meaning of women’s experiences of postpartum depression?” Results of this study revealed 11 themes that vividly de-
scribed the essence of the experience of postpartum depression (Beck, 1992).

I stayed with qualitative methods for my third study. I wanted to learn more about postpartum depression from the mothers’
perspective. The research questions that were now begging to be asked were, “What is the basic social psychological problem women
with postpartum depression experience?” and “What is the social psychological process the women use to cope with and resolve post-
partum depression?” These research questions could only be answered by a grounded theory study which is what I conducted (Beck,
1993). Data analysis revealed that loss of control was the basic problem and women resolved this problem by a four stage process called
teetering on the edge.

In the results from both of the qualitative studies I had just completed, mothers briefly mentioned the difficulties they had ex-
perienced interacting with their infants. At this point in my research program, I decided to further investigate this particular aspect of
postpartum depression. In my review of the relevant literature 19 quantitative studies were located that had been conducted on the ef-
fect of postpartum depression on mother-infant interaction. To determine just how large of an effect this devastating mood disorder
had on mother-infant interaction, I decided to do a meta-analysis of those 19 quantitative studies (Beck, 1995a). So at this juncture of
my research trajectory I crossed back over to quantitative methods. The meta-analysis revealed a large adverse effect of postpartum de-
pression on maternal-infant interaction. I went to the literature to see if there were any published qualitative studies to put the “flesh
on the bones” of this quantitative finding. Since there were none, the next study I conducted was a phenomenological study focusing
on postpartum depressed mothers’ experiences interacting with their infants (Beck, 1996a).

In the three qualitative studies I conducted to date, I was repeatedly hearing from the women about the noncaring, nonhelp-
ful interactions they had with nurses. The next question I wanted to explore in my research program focused on caring experiences of
postpartum depressed women with nurses. If some mothers did experience nurses’ caring, what was the essence of nurses’ caring? (Beck,
1995b). A phenomenological study provided the answers as I remained using qualitative methods at this next juncture of my research
trajectory.

At this point in my research program I had accumulated rich, insightful information from mothers on postpartum depression
and I was contemplating conducting an intervention study, thus crossing back over into quantitative methods. To make certain I knew
the most current state of the knowledge on postpartum depression before I developed my intervention, I conducted a series of three
meta-analyses on the relationship of infant temperament and postpartum depression (Beck, 1996b), predictors of postpartum depres-
sion (Beck,1996¢), and the effect of postpartum depression on child development (Beck, 1998a). From the results of the meta-analysis
on predictors of postpartum depression, I developed the Postpartum Depression Predictors Inventory (Beck, 2002a).

In earlier qualitative studies of mine some women shared that they had been misdiagnosed with postpartum depression when in
fact they were suffering from postpartum onset panic disorder. At this time only a few case studies had been published on this post-
partum anxiety disorder. I decided to conduct a phenomenological study on panic disorder following childbirth to help tease out subtle
differences between this anxiety disorder and postpartum depression (Beck, 1998b). What I have repeatedly found in my research pro-
gram is that qualitative research helps to bring visibility to previously invisible phenomenona.

In reviewing all the studies included in the meta-analyses I had conducted, what became apparent to me were measurement
problems in screening for postpartum depression. There was only one instrument available to screening for this mood disorder; the Ed-
inburgh Postnatal Depression Scale (EPDS; Cox, Holden, Sagovsky, 1987). I used the findings from my series of qualitative studies to
assess the content validity of the EPDS and what became clear was that there were major components of postpartum depression that
were not being assessed by the EPDS: loss of self, loneliness, obsessive thinking, loss of control, and mental confusion. Armed with this
state of the knowledge, I determined it was premature to conduct an intervention study. What first needed to be done was to develop
and test psychometrically a screening scale for postpartum depression whose items were derived from the words of mothers that I had
repeatedly heard in my qualitative studies.

In my doctoral program I had not had an instrument development course and so I knew my limitations. In order to develop the
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Postpartum Depression Screening Scale (PDSS; Beck & Gable, 2002), I consulted with an expert psychometrician, Dr. Robert Gable
at the University of Connecticut. We have been collaborating for over a decade now on a number of psychometric studies to determine
the reliability, validity, sensitivity, and specificity of the PDSS and its Spanish version (Beck & Gable, 2003). While I was involved in
developing and testing the psychometrics of the Postpartum Depression Screening Scale, I also conducted a metasynthesis of qualita-
tive studies on postpartum depression (Beck, 2002b).

Sometimes at a junction in a research program the researcher happens to be at the right place at the right time. That is what
happened to me next. In 2000 I was invited to give a keynote address on perinatal anxiety disorders at the Marce International Soci-
ety’s conference in Christchurch, New Zealand. The keynote was to focus on the study I had done on postpartum onset panic disorder
but I was to also address the range of anxiety disorders women may experience during pregnancy and the postpartum period. In pre-
paring for the keynote I came across only a few studies that had been published on posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) due to child-
birth. This was the first time I had read about this disorder following childbirth. I briefly mentioned it in my keynote address. After
my keynote a mother spoke powerfully of her personal experiences of a traumatic birth and its resulting PTSD. At lunch this mother
approached me and asked me if I would be interested in researching mothers who had traumatic childbirth which led to PTSD. She
had started a charitable trust in New Zealand to support women who had experienced birth trauma. For a decade now with the help
of this mother, Sue Watson, I have been researching birth trauma and its aftermath. To date I have conducted six qualitative studies on
this topic via the Internet. A recruitment notice about my research is placed on the website of Trauma and Birth Stress (TABS; www.
tabs.org.nz). The first of these qualitative studies focused on the experience of traumatic childbirth (Beck, 2004a). Next I conducted
a phenomenological study on PTSD due to childbirth (Beck, 2004b). In that study some women briefly alluded to how difficult their
child’s birthday was to celebrate since it was the painful reminder of their birth trauma. The anniversary of the birthday trauma was
my next study (Beck, 2006). The next phenomenological study was another follow up of something women mentioned briefly in the
early birth trauma studies. This time it was the impact of birth trauma on breastfeeding. It turned out to be a tale of two pathways (Beck
& Watson, 2008). For some women their traumatic childbirth facilitated their breastfeeding attempts. These women felt that they had
to atone to their infants for the traumatic way they had come into the world and breastfeeding was the way they could do that. For
other mothers their traumatic childbirth took them down a difficult path that hindered their breastfeeding attempts. These women felt
violated by their birth trauma and did not want their body to be violated again through breastfeeding.

Again I got the idea for another research question to investigate from prior studies on birth trauma I had conducted. This time
it was: What is the experience of mothers who have a subsequent childbirth following a previous traumatic birth? (Beck & Watson,
2010) All of the above studies on birth trauma and its sequelae were phenomenological studies. Privy to the findings of all my qualita-
tive studies on birth trauma, I recently conducted a metasynthesis on my program of research on traumatic childbirth (Beck, 2011).

One mother in the impact of birth trauma on breastfeeding study shared a vivid, powerful story of the effect her childhood sex-
ual abuse had on her labor, delivery and breastfeeding. I asked her if I could write it up as a case study to help educate clinicians on the
repercussions of childhood sexual abuse on a woman’s labor, delivery, and breastfeeding (Beck, 2009). She responded with an emphatic
yes. She was excited that hopefully her traumatic experiences she had suffered through may help prevent another woman from ever ex-
periencing what she had.

During the decade I was researching various aspects of traumatic childbirth and its resulting PTSD, researchers from around the
globe had published qualitative studies on the experience of postpartum depression in women from different cultures. Using the find-
ings from these published studies, I have modified my original grounded theory study of teetering on the edge (Beck, 2012). The sam-
ple of women who had participated in my original grounded theory study (Beck, 1993) was all Caucasian mothers from the United
States. With this modification I have extended my grounded theory to include mothers from other ethnic groups.

Currently I am conducting four studies, two of which are qualitative; one is a quantitative intervention study, and one is a mixed
methods study. The two qualitative studies include (1) fathers’ experiences of being present at their significant others” traumatic births
and (2) women’s experiences of eye movement desensitization reprocessing (EMDR) treatment for their posttraumatic stress symp-
toms. The intervention study is a double blind randomized control trial on the effect of a diet enriched in DHA during pregnancy on
the level of postpartum depressive symptoms.

Lastly I am currently conducting a mixed methods study examining secondary traumatic stress in labor and delivery nurses. How

I got the idea to investigate secondary traumatic stress came from obstetrical nurses who kept saying to me that I should study them
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because they are also traumatized by women’s traumatic births that they have been present at. This mixed methods study is a QUAN +
QUAL simultaneous concurrent design. Both quantitative and qualitative approaches are given equal weight. The two data sets are to
be analyzed separately and then merged during interpretation. In this study the Secondary Traumatic Stress Scale (STSS; Bride, Robin-
son, Yegidis, & Figley, 2004) is being used to assess labor and delivery nurses’ levels of secondary traumatic stress symptoms. Concur-
rent with this data collection, the nurses are asked to describe their experiences of being present at a traumatic childbirth. The reason
for collecting both quantitative and qualitative data is to bring together the strengths of both forms of research to compare results from

two different perspectives.

Conclusion

My program of research on postpartum mood and anxiety disorders illustrates a line of inquiry that was knowledge driven and
not method limited. As nurse scientists start on their own research programs, they need to keep an open mind and not be limited by
the lack of experience or expertise in either qualitative or quantitative specific research designs. Mentors, consultants, workshops, etc

are available to gain the needed expertise.
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