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ABSTRACT

The objective of this study is to report on
the experience of constructing and using
an instrument to collect and analyze theo-
retical-methodological references of stud-
ies, in systematic literature reviews. The
goal is for researchers to have available an
instrument that is appropriate for evaluat-
ing the studies that present their theoreti-
cal foundations, and for health profession-
als to have access to the theoretical expla-
nations for study results and their applica-
tions in the practice of health care. The dis-
sociation of theory from practice may lead
to a lack of motivation at the work site and
practices of repeating procedures without
any awareness of the underlying concepts
that base the interpretation of a health-
disease phenomenon. Therefore we call
on researchers to conduct reviews on the
theoretical foundations of certain health-
disease phenomena and we propose ques-
tions related to the inclusion criteria, criti-
cal appreciation and data extraction to be
addressed in instruments.

DESCRIPTORS

Review

Measurements, methods and theories
Evaluation of Research Programs and Tools
Validation studies

RESUMO

O objetivo deste estudo é relatar a expe-
riéncia de construcdo e utilizagdo de um
instrumento de captagdo e analise dos re-
ferenciais tedrico-metodoldgicos de estu-
dos, em revisdes sistematicas da literatura.
O que se pretende é que investigadores
disponham de um instrumento adequado
para avaliar os estudos que expdem seus
fundamentos tedricos, e que os profissio-
nais de saude tenham acesso a explicagoes
tedricas para os resultados de estudos e
suas aplicagbes nas praticas em saude.
Desarticulagdo entre teoria e pratica pode
levar a falta de motivagdo no local de tra-
balho e a préticas de reprodugdo de pro-
cedimentos sem consciéncia dos conceitos
subjacentes que embasam a interpretagdo
de um fendmeno satde-doenga. Chama-se
a atengdo dos pesquisadores no sentido
de realizar andlises sobre os fundamentos
tedricos dos fendbmenos salide-doenga em
estudo e propde-se questdes relacionadas
aos critérios de inclusdo, apreciagdo critica
e extragdo de dados a serem abordadas em
instrumentos.

DESCRITORES

Revisdo

Medidas, métodos e teorias

Avaliagdo de Programas e Instrumentos de
Pesquisa

Estudos de validagdo

RESUMEN

Este trabajo apunta a relatar la experiencia
de construccidn y utilizacion de un instru-
mento de captacidn y andlisis de referen-
ciales tedrico-metodoldgicos de estudios,
en revisiones sistematicas de literatura. Se
pretende que los investigadores dispongan
de un instrumento adecuado para evaluar
los estudios que exponen sus fundamentos
tedricos y que los profesionales de salud
tengan acceso a aplicaciones tedricas para
los resultados de estudios y sus aplicacio-
nes en practicas de salud. La desarticula-
cién entre teoria y practica puede llevar a
falta de motivacién en el lugar de trabajo,
para practicas de reproduccidn de procedi-
mientos sin conciencia del concepto subya-
cente que da base a la interpretacion del
fendmeno salud-enfermedad. Se llama la
atencion de los investigadores en sentido
de realizar analisis de fundamentos tedri-
cos del fendmeno salud-enfermedad en
estudio y se proponen cuestiones relacio-
nadas al criterio de inclusion, apreciacidn
critica y extracciéon de datos a ser aborda-
dos en instrumentos.
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INTRODUCTION

Numerous studies in the healthcare field, particularly
those from the countries in the center of capitalism, face
strong obstacles in reaching healthcare providers in other
countries in order for these studies to be immediately
used. Access to knowledge follows the same standards of
unequal access to tangible and intangible assets produced
by human society.

Such acknowledgement, even if with different the-
oretical-practical nuances, is generalized. International
authorities in charge of the world’s social progress worry
about this issue because, after all, it is related to the very
development of mankind®.

MEDLINE aptly illustrates this point. Produced by the
U.S. National Library of Medicine, it is one of the main on-
line international databases accessible in Latin American
and the Caribbean and available through the Latin-Amer-
ican and the Caribbean Center of Information in Health
Sciences, also known by its original name
- Biblioteca Regional de Medicina (BIREME)
— a specialized center of the OPAS/OMS ori-
ented towards technical cooperation in sci-
entific health information.

Consider the fact that the 4800 maga-
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Comprehensive and time-unlimited literature reviews
are currently called systematic reviews and are not exclusive
to the health field. They are able to gather the best outcomes
from the research available regarding a particular subject or
topic. Usually the objective of a systematic review is to an-
swer a question, and to do that it uses objective, clear and
transparent methodological procedures to find, evaluate and
summarize those research findings, using a pre-designed in-
strument to handle each one of those phases.

Thus, a number of research centers have been formed
dedicated to stimulating and monitoring systematic litera-
ture reviews. Among the main centers, the following de-
serve mention: The Cochrane Collaboration, The Joanna
Briggs Institute, The Campbell Collaboration, Centre for
Reviews and Dissemination, EPPI Centre, NICE - National
Institute for Health and Clinical Excellence, SCIE - Social
Care Institute for Excellence, Critical Appraisal Skills Pro-
gramme (CASP) and many others.

By no means are we suggesting taking systematic reviews
and evidence-based medicine and/or practice
— one of the more contemporarily stressed
uses — as a practice deserving merit per se.
Health is an attribute of life in society and
does not equate with evidence; in addition,
systematic reviews, even those conducted in
centers whose strictness is acknowledged, can

zines indexed in the MEDLINE database are SyStematic reviews and fail depending on the methodology used ©:

mainly publications from countries located
in the northern hemisphere and from Aus-
tralia, 3200 of which are published in Eng-
lish-speaking countries. Of those, 90% are
published in North America or Western Eu-
rope (44% from the USA). The magazines of
the so-called developing countries account
for just 9% of the titles indexed®?.

In the past several years it has been ob-
served that there has been an increase in
the scientific production of countries outside the United
States/European community/Japan circuit, which seems
to signal more investigative availability. However, this has
not happened without a price®.

Although a significant part of the scientific production
takes the format of academic merchandise®, here we are
assuming that a part of the so-called scientific communi-
tyt creates literature reviews for the purpose of improv-
ing access to scientific production.

In the area of health they have become more and
more frequent, constituting a potent tool to gather and
analyze comprehensively and methodically the results of
research studies coming from several continents. The pur-
pose of a summary with the best findings is to establish
recommendations to enable healthcare providers and the
population in general to have access to knowledge that
can be quickly and soundly used in and/or requested from
healthcare services.
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are not exclusive to
the health field. They
are able to gather the
best outcomes from
the research available
regarding a particular
subject or topic.

The instruments usually indicated for
review-dedicated centers and used in the
analyses of systematic reviews conducted by
scientists in the health arena have proven to
be adequate in capturing the results of qual-
itative and quantitative research projects in
order to submit them to meta-analyses and/
or meta-syntheses. The general objective of
that type of work is to produce guidelines
for actions in healthcare services.

The term meta-analysis expresses the analytical syn-
thesis of research studies that use quantitative methods
to capture the reality exactly because its objective is to
combine statistically the gathered studies’ results regard-
ing a phenomenon of interest®,

The term meta-synthesis refers to the analytical analysis
of a study’s results using qualitative methods to capture the
empirical objective. Its origin is in the education field, which
seems to have initially used meta-ethnographic techniques
to summarize huge sets of data in educational reports. It was
followed by the sociology field, which diversified even more
the objectives of the synthesizing process, including meta-
theory and meta-method, among others. In the healthcare
area, nursing is the profession that, drinking from that pri-
mary source, more often uses meta-synthesis”).

We have to highlight that integrative reviews, which
have been part of the body of nursing investigations,
constitute a method of systematic review among the tra-
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ditional narrative reviews. Thus, they have the quality of
being quite comprehensive because they can encompass
guantitative and qualitative studies, analysis of theories
and methods and even empirical research results, and
so allow a more thorough approach to the phenomenon
of interest. Their objective is to provide completeness to
the theme because it is interesting to encompass virtually
everything that has been studied about a subject. Once
they enable reaching more complex objectives, with more
amplitude, the synthesis obtained is able to contribute to
overcoming problems related to healthcare®.

It is publicly known, at least by investigators, that much
earlier and beyond this concern, historically there have
been other interests when a literature review is conduct-
ed, the most common and the oldest being, in any area of
science , the goal of learning state-of-the-art facts about a
certain subject. It is the state-of-the-art fact about the phe-
nomenon of interest that shapes the research’s question
and, in turn, defines more precisely the objectives of the
studies®. Thus, it is an essential phase of every research
study either to learn the results of previously conducted
studies on the subject under consideration or to learn the
theoretical references used when the subject studied is
based on one or more approaches™?. Similarly, a review of-
fers the possibility of advancing the elaboration of theories
and also guiding political and programmatic decisions?,

Traditionally, scientists conduct what has become
known as a narrative review of the literature. Although
there are criticisms regarding the subjective nature of this
type of review, investigators in the area of human behav-
ior, for instance, draw attention to the importance of nar-
rative reviews; they have a different nature from that of
a systematic review and one has to decide on one or the
other by judging the potential of each one to meet the
objectives proposed by the research®?.

According to our experience, narrative reviews have
allowed advancements in theorizing on several health-
care practices, such as educational practices related to
drugs and damage control and educational practices in
healthcare provided by nurses. However, this type of re-
view does not meet the excellence criteria determined by
review centers. Therefore, it is important to add to the
scope of systematic reviews, in the form of practical in-
struments, the capacity of discussing on the theoretical
aspects that ground research, which are best presented
by narrative reviews.

The objectives of this study are to discuss the impor-
tance of including theories and theoretical models in the
scope of systematic reviews and to propose instruments
able to capture theoretical and methodological references
of studies when a researcher is performing a systematic
review of a subject.

The purpose of this study is that investigators have an ad-
equate instrument to collect and evaluate studies proposing
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theoretical foundations in a systematic review and, finally,
that healthcare providers have access to theoretical explana-
tions for studies’ results when preparing manuals, protocols
and other methods of guidance in healthcare services.

INCLUSION OF THEORIES AND
THEORETICAL MODELS IN
SYSTEMATIC REVIEWS:
THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS

The epistemological debate on scientific investiga-
tion has ethical-political and theoretical-methodological
dimensions. At the ethical-political level we can say that
there is a certain perversion in the university’s role as a
privileged center of research. It is more and more leaving
behind the role of being a center of criticism and creativity
targeted towards the general common good to becoming
an institution that meets private interests.

The university — and the research done therein — has
moved towards meeting the market’s needs, leaving aside
its role of a social institution at the service of the public in-
terests that finance it, stimulating an individualistic stance
as to research and academic career, dissociating them
progressively from an humanizing project purposed to ar-
ticulate science with a social transformation project®.

According to the dictionary of philosophy, the scien-
tific definition of theory is as follows:

3rd: By opposition to vulgar knowledge: what constitutes
the object of a methodical conception, systematically orga-
nized and dependent, consequently, as to its format, from
certain scientific decisions and conventions that do not be-
long to common sense®?).

This third entry can be complemented with the fifth,
which expresses a more general sense of theory:

5 By opposition to science’s detail: a broad synthesis that
proposes to explain a large number of facts considered, as
hypothesis, probable by most scientists at a certain time:
the atomic theory; the cellular theory. The time of personal
doctrines and systems has passed and, little by little, they
have been replaced by theories that represent the current
status of the science, and they give to this point of view the
result of everyone’s efforts. Cl. Bernard, Introd, a I'et. De la
méd. exp, Ill pare, cap.lV, §442),

It is also worthy for us to understand the meaning of
the theory within the ambit of scientific knowledge as de-
noted by the following the entries:

A theory is a hypothesis verified after being submitted to
the control of the mind and experimental criticism... But for
a theory to remain valid it should always modify itself ac-
cording to scientific progresses and be constantly submit-
ted to verification and criticism according to the new facts
coming up. If we considered a theory perfect and refrained
from verifying it through scientific experience, it would be-
come a doctrine (Cl. Bernard, ibid., p. 325)®2.
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The scientific community and, in a way, the whole so-
ciety in general acknowledge that the support of theories
used in scientific investigations is influenced by values of
a non-epistemic nature. From the philosophy field come
concerns regarding how those values can alter the types
of data scientists collect from a certain area of knowledge,
sometimes transforming apparently irrelevant results into
crucial evidence. Consequently, non-epistemic values as-
sociated with a scientific finding may influence the evalu-
ation of theories, which attributes to scientists the task
of reflecting on how to deal with those values. Large fi-
nances for investigations come from private organizations
interested in a research’s results. Pharmaceutical compa-
nies, for instance, in 2002 pledged to research more than
the entire budget of the National Institute of Health (NIH),
i.e., US $24 billion in just that year. Thus, increasing efforts
are required to reflect on both ethical aspects and epis-
temic unraveling arising from finances, which are more
and more privatized, for scientific investigations™.

As can be observed, the ethical-political dimension is
irrefutably interwoven with the theoretical-practical as-
pect. Thus, a researcher should, based on his ethical-polit-
ical commitment to constructing knowledge, structure his
research strictly upon theoretical-methodological bases
on which science has been historically established. This
requires deep knowledge of the theories composing the
hard core of his area of study and relates it to the catego-
ries, concepts and particular notions of the object being
explored in the study ©.

A systematic review of how often theories are used in
the design of guidance manuals for clinical practices and
in the definition of strategies to implement interventions
showed that it is necessary that papers better clarify the
use of the theory founding the intervention practices be-
ing implemented, and that researchers develop more
clearly the logic of how the theory proposed operates in
the study at hand. Texts regarding studies based on theo-
ries should express those theories clearly, including quot-
ing the original literature of the theory being used. Ad-
ditionally, there should be clarity regarding why and how
a theory is adequate to explain the practice being imple-
mented, thus justifying the intervention proposed®®.

A nursing research study attempted to identify the
theories, theoretical tables and conceptual models used
in studies pertaining to stopping smoking. The authors
emphasized the importance of stating the theory to in-
form how and why things work and how a variable can be
related to another. We would like to stress that research
results that are clearly based on a theory can produce im-
possible solutions when findings are disconnected from
the theories formalized by science. The authors indicate
that subsequent research on that subject should be better
articulated with the theories. This is a fundamental con-
dition for implementing policies in that area because for-
mulators of policies need to access consistent syntheses
in order to have healthcare practices implemented. The
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theories articulated with the findings tend to speak on be-
half of findings consistent with the phenomenon studied
and, in this way, can be understood and interpreted by
the managers of the healthcare policies .

A review on the use of theories in an important Latin
American public health magazine revealed that references
to theories are infrequent in publications; just a few pa-
pers mention a theory or a theoretical model on which
authors base their research to explain the phenomenon
under investigation*®,

IMPLICATIONS IN HEALTHCARE
PRACTICES

Many observations have been made about the in-
creasing disarticulation between theory and practice in
the qualification of healthcare providers and in healthcare
services. Studies we have conducted evidenced that at
least in the qualification of nurses, said disarticulation can
be found when healthcare™” and collective healthcare®®
education is provided where, similar to what happens in
other areas, the teaching of procedures takes precedence
over explaining the theory embedded in those procedures
and the theory, often enough, simply disappears.

The unilateral approach present in conceptions that
excessively emphasize practice and leave aside the theory
is stressed here *9);

...human practice, included here the production of knowl-
edge, always encompasses a relationship between the
unique and private and the universal, which is a histori-
cal phenomenon once the subjective and objective human
properties involved therein result from broad and complex
relations between man and nature. When man transforms
nature, he is transformed and develops skills, creates
needs, which makes significantly complex his vital activity,
i.e., he constitutes himself as a praxical being. It is in the
articulating unit between idea and action, or between theo-
ry and practice that human historicity takes place, concret-
ized in the movement of constitution of the social reality .

The authors endorse that for praxis to have mean-
ing and be creative instead of just repetitive, theory and
practice have to be articulated.

Using as image the plunging required in practice, we be-
lieve that an individual immersed in the immediate reality,
without the support of concepts summarizing the historical
experience of the human beings, is at risk of drowning in a
multitude of chaotic information or, in the best scenario, to
make slow and insignificant advances produced by unpro-
ductive splashing, like the one who has not learned how to
swim and has been thrown into the water®.

Disarticulation between theory and practice may lead
to lack of motivation in the work place, to the reproduc-
tion of procedures with a lack of awareness of the under-
lying concepts founding the interpretation of a health-
disease phenomenon, and consequently to frustration
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because no solutions are produced with those practices,
which would only be possible through idea-action and
action-idea reflections.

The process of production in healthcare is part of the
service area, the third sector in capitalist production. Like
the other production processes, it uses Fordist/Taylorist,
and more recently, Toyotist methods to organize work,
which restates the theoretical-practical disarticulation
and increasingly establishes the reiterative praxis. A re-
cent study with nurses who work in primary healthcare
units promotes the assistance model where the axle guid-
ing the work is the planning of results, oriented towards
rationalization instead of towards reflecting on the work-
ing process, which significantly wears out workers and
produces endless repetitions of activities without allowing
time and space to enable problem solving and advance-
ments in the working processes®.

That finding, among other classic ones arising from the
analysis of the irremediable work division in the process of
healthcare production®, also hegemonic in the public ar-
ea®, leads to huge dissatisfaction in the healthcare work in
nursing. Thus, here we advocate that it is possible to over-
come this alienation by qualifying and improving subjects
so that they dominate the object, purpose and instruments
in their work and by having them organize the work in ways
that share the knowledge required for a creative praxis.

For Gramsci, we cannot prepare individuals for the more
and more complex modern activities — with which science
is so intimately interwoven — without holding as basis a
general formative theoretical-practical and political culture.
This preparation can qualify professionals able to reach
the understanding about their insertion and their work with-
in the society, able to work with technical knowledge, to
incorporate the social issues and assume ethical stances
capable to meet the specific needs of the social reality
where they will perform®@2).

This is not possible without theoretical-practical
articulation!

INSTRUMENTS PROPOSED

Due to the proposal discussed above, which draws the
attention of researchers in the sense of conducting analy-
ses on the theoretical foundations of the health-disease
phenomenon being studied, we propose that reviews be
conducted which will be able to evidence the theories
used in investigations, showing their articulation with the
methodology and operational aspects. That assessment
will certainly enable the feedback required so that values
related to the necessary theoretical-practical articulation
concretize new ways of production and/or divulging of
knowledge, clearly stating their theoretical contents and
their appropriateness to the characterization of the object
being studied.
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Therefore, and considering as a starting point the sys-
tematic review instruments made available by the JBI, we
propose the following instruments related to initial assess-
ment of the inclusion criteria targeting selecting studies
within the ambit of review which describe the theory or
theoretical model (Figure 1), critical assessment to evalu-
ate the study and check methodological criteria (Figure 2),
and data extraction aiming at describing the study’s char-
acteristics to ease data analysis (Figure 3).

Avaliagdo inicial dos critérios de inclusdo

Codigo do estudo,

Titulo,

Autor (es)

Revisor

Critérios Sim Nao Indeterminado
O estudo se encontra no dmbito da revisio

selecionada?

A teoria ou o modelo tedrico fol descrito no

estudo?

Decis3o inicial: O Incluido
O indeterminado
O Excluido

Figure 1 — Instrument for initial assessment of the inclusion crite-
ria. Adapted from the Joanna Briggs Institute — S&o Paulo — 2010

Apreciagdo critica

Codigo do estudo_____

Titulo,

Autor (es)

Revisor_

Data__/__J/ _

Critérios Sim Ndo  Indeterminado

Ateoriafoi claramente explicitada?

0 modelo tedrico utilizado encontra-se baseado
em uma teoria linica ou mdltipla?

A metodologia escolhida estd coerente com o
que a teoria afirma?

A andlise do estudo estd coerente com o que a
teoria afirma?

A teoria estd sendo aplicada, testads, criada ou
discutida?

Os limites & as potencialidades da(s) teoria(s)
foram avaliados?

Comentarios do revisor

Figure 2 — Instrument for critical assessment. Adapted from the
Joanna Briggs Institute — Sdo Paulo — 2010
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Extracdo de dados
Codigodo estudo_____
Titulo,
Autor (es)
Afiliag3o dols) autor{es) Pais,
Ano______ Local de publicagdo

Revisor, Data__/__/__

Fendmeno de interesse

Objetivos do estudo

Populagio de estudo

Metodologia (se houver)

Teoria: O aplicada O testada O criada O discutida

Teoria: O Gnica O mdltipla

Nome dals) teoria(s)

Descrigio da(s) Teoria(s)

Resultados

Conclusdes dos autores

Comentarios do revisor

Figure 3 — Instrument to extract data. Adapted from the Joanna
Briggs Institute — Sdo Paulo — 2010

Based on the initial assessment instrument (Figure
1), which checks if the study meets the inclusion cri-
teria or not, it is possible to verify if a theory or theo-
retical model was described in the study. According to
our experience so far, we attempted to certify that the
research would at least refer to the theoretical frame-
works already used. As for the instrument that performs
a critical analysis of the selected studies (Figure 2), it
has helped us to assess the components (categories,
concepts and notions) of the theories used to sound
the studies, as well as to analyze the extent to which
the addressed theory is critically evaluated in terms of
the possible empirical outcomes of the studies. There-
fore, the strengths and weaknesses of the theories are
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observed in order to explain the results. The data col-
lection instrument (Figure 3) aims to extract from the
text any evidence of the analysis we performed on the
theoretical components of the reviewed studies.

CONCLUSION

A work instrument should not be so fundamental that
it could ease closed processes where the intentionality of
a creative work disappeared and prevented more produc-
tive results from being achieved based on an organiza-
tion of the work as a serial production line, as seems to
happen with academic papers — where expressions such
as high productivity and/or consumption of articles wit-
ness this trend. The academic work, as much as any other
social praxis, should not and cannot allow this degree of
alienation if it makes worker scientists mere reproducers
of investigative procedures.

An investigator is an active worker, politically placed
related to the object being studied, able to make choices
related to theoretical references and methodological pro-
cedures capable of expressing the object better.

However, access to the technologies available in the
society used in the proper place, i.e. as a means to reach
purposes previously intended by the worker, is an impor-
tant element in the construction of knowledge.

Therefore, we believe that in a systematic review the
instruments should easily identify, analyze, describe and
systematize data and, to a certain point, indicate a trend
of what is being valued by the scientific community. If the
instruments available included a proper epistemological
dimension of the academic work, investigators would be
helped in their work of constructing knowledge.

Our experience using the instruments proposed here-
in has shown several potentialities: by verifying, analyz-
ing, and collecting the theoretical elements of the stud-
ies, it was possible to present to researchers and general
health care workers, in a clear and systematic manner, the
advancements and limitations of health care studies and
practices that use the reviewed theories. This process pro-
motes de full development of undergraduate and gradu-
ate students.

Scientists have to demand more and more from the in-
stitutions that conduct or register systematic reviews, the
inclusion of theoretical reviews or reviews concerned with
the theoretical dimension of the empirical work, either
with a qualitative or quantitative nature, or both.

Hardly ever have we found instruments available for
this type of review, prepared to handle designs of empiri-
cal research. Here we propose to continue and improve a
trend set in this sense, already used in the JBI, which also
shelters opinion studies and makes available instruments
to perform them.
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