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The NCCMT'’s Guide to Quality Assessment of Public Health Evidence

The National Collaborating Centre for Methods and Tools
(NCCMT) created this guide to help you select the most
appropriate tool for effectively assessing the quality of
evidence in public health. This is part of the Appraise step
(Figure 1) of evidence-informed decision making (EIDM).

This guide helps you answer two key questions:

1. What type of evidence are you appraising?

2. Which quality assessment tool is most suitable for the

evidence? Figure 1: Process for Evidence-Informed
Decision Making in Public Health

Who should use this guide

Although this guide can be used by anyone, it was created for those working in public health
and is suitable for all levels of knowledge and experience with EIDM. It features evidence and
assessment tools that are highly applicable and relevant to public health research.

What this guide is for

This guide supports the quality assessment of evidence from

Community and

the Resegrch category of the model for sources of public kb wie Feitkal iserercas
health evidence (Figure 2). R e il
status reports
e For more information on how evidence from Research Gl

fits into EIDM in public health, see nccmt.ca/eidm.

Research Resources

e.g., qualitative or e.g., financial or
quantitative research human resources

e To assess the quality of evidence related to Local
Health Issues, Local Context or Community and
Political Preferences and Actions, see the
NCCMT’s Quality Assessment of Community Evidence
(QACE) tools at nccmt.ca/qace.

Figure 2: Model for Sources of Public
Health Evidence

e To assess the quality of evidence related to Resources,
see the NCCMT’s Resource Planning and Assessment
(RPA) tool at nccmt.ca/rpa.
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How to use this guide

The questions in this guide will help you differentiate between types of evidence to select the
appropriate quality assessment tool. The guide includes additional information on evidence
types and an illustrated version of the questions at the end.

e Begin at the START of the Decision Tree.

e Continue through the questions until you reach an article type and its recommended
quality assessment tool.

e Use the additional details in the User Guide for help following the decision tree.

e Check the Appendix for additional information on the study designs and quality
assessment tools.

Note: This guide uses key elements typically featured across different types of evidence. There
are exceptions, so please refer to the Appendix for more information on common evidence types
and use your best judgment if you are unsure.
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is hosted by McMaster University and funded by the Public Health

Agency of Canada. The views expressed herein do not necessarily
represent the views of the Public Health Agency of Canada.

Connect with us
www.nccmt.ca | nccmt@mcmaster.ca



Q

Nati | Collaborating Cent
for Methods and Tools. 4 McMaster

== School of Nursing | University &%

Centre de collaboration nationale
des méthodes et outils

User Guide

1. Does the article include a methods section or paragraph, or reference methods
reported in another document?

Where to look: Yes =——= go to question 2

e After the Introduction section No =—= go to question?7

e At the end of the article
e In an appendix

¢ In a supplemental file

Still not sure?

¢ A methods section should
contain descriptions of how
data or information were
gathered and what the authors
did with that data or
information.
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2. Do the methods describe gathering participant data, or gathering information

from other papers, or neither?

What to look for:
For gathering participant data,

e A description of participant
recruitment strategies or how
data were collected from an
existing database

For gathering information from other
papers,

e A search strategy describing
how the authors found papers
and decided which ones to
include

Still not sure?

e Consider whether the authors
analyzed findings from
individuals (participants) or
from other studies/reviews
(papers)

Participant data === go to question 3

From other papers =————) go to question 5

Neither =————= this is a modelling study

A modelling study uses real or hypothetical data
to estimate or predict the effect of an intervention or
risk factor. Currently, there is no recommended quality
appraisal tool for a modelling study.
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3. Do the methods describe focus groups or interviews?

What to look for: Yes == (go to question 4
 Adescription of the data No =——= thisis a quantitative study
collection methods
Where to find it: A quantitative study gathers data, using
measurement, to analyse for trends and relationships.
e Commonly located in a data Quantitative studies use several research designs with
collection or data generation different quality appraisal tools. We recommend using
subsection of the methods NCCMT’s Study Design Algorithm to identify the
section appropriate quantitative study design and its

associated quality appraisal tool/tools.

4. Does the methods section also describe measurement of outcomes?

What to look for: Yes ———= thisis a mixed methods study

¢ Any numerical measurement

such as test scores or counts . A mixed methods study combines qualitative

and quantitative research elements. The
recommended quality appraisal tool is the Mixed
Methods Appraisal Tool (MMAT).

e Statistical indicators such as
an odds ratio, relative risk,
mean or standardized mean

difference No =——= thisis a qualitative study

e Outcome data collected .
through a survey (not just A qualitative study gathers participants’
demographic data to describe  experiences, perceptions and behaviour rather than
the sample) numerical data. The recommended quality appraisal

tool is the JBI Checklist for Qualitative Research.
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5. Does the paper seek to gather and summarize or synthesize ALL the evidence
for the given topic?

What to look for: Yes == (go to question 6

e A description of a systematic No =——= go to question8
search, listing various search

platforms and databases

e A description of eligibility
criteria, explaining how authors
determined whether to include
papers retrieved by their
search

6. Is the primary aim of the paper to present recommendations for practice?

What to look for: Yes == (go to question7

e A dedicated section listing a No =——= thisis areview
set of recommendations or

guidance
A review synthesizes evidence from multiple
e The word “guideline” in the title studies. There are several types of reviews: for
example, systematic review, scoping review, rapid

e A process for deliberation review and umbrella review. The recommended
(e.g., who was consulted, how quality appraisal tool for all the above review designs
decisions were made) in the is the Health Evidence™ Quality Assessment Tool.
methods section More information about different review designs can

be found in the appendix.
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7. Are recommendations presented for a specific setting (e.g., city, region,
organization) or for general practice?

What to look for: Specific setting == go to question 8

e The term “policy brief” in the General practice === this is a quideline

title
e Recommendations for policy A guideline is a set of recommendations
action or change designed to help shape activities, policies and

strategies on a particular health topic. The
e The target audience is policy recommended quality appraisal tool is the AGREE Il
decision makers Instrument.

8. Does the article present an overview of policy options?

What to look for: Yes == thisis a policy brief

e Description of the setting for
which the recommendations
were developed

. A policy brief is a clear and concise report
outlining evidence-based policy recommendations
focused on a specific issue or problem. The
recommended quality appraisal tool is the JBI
Checklist for Textual Evidence: Policy.

No == gotoquestion9
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9. Does the article present the opinion of an individual or group?

What to look for: Yes =———= thisis an editorial or opinion

e The word “editorial” at the

beginning of the article An editorial provides the opinions of the editors

or publishers.

e Promotion of an idea,

. An opinion piece is an essay published in a journal,
argument or call to action

magazine or newspaper that conveys the author’s
personal views on a specific topic, which may or may

* Points may or may not be not be supported by scientific evidence.

supported by references

The recommended quality appraisal tool is the JBI
Checklist for Textual Evidence: Expert Opinion.

No ——= thisis a background paper or
non-systematic literature review

A background paper provides information to
help explain the context of a particular topic or
situation.

A non-systematic literature review provides an
overview of the literature on a specific topic but does
not use a systematic process to identify all relevant
evidence.

The recommended quality appraisal tool is the JBI
Checklist for Textual Evidence: Narrative.
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Neither

Modelling Study
No recommended
quality appraisal tool

Quantitative Study
Use the NCCMT'’s

Study Design No
Algorithm
Qualitative Study
Use the JBI Checklist NO

for Qualitative
Research

YES

Does the article
include a

A

Do the methods
describe gathering

of participant data,
or gathering
information from
other papers?

Participant
data

Do the
methods
describe

focus groups
or interviews?

YES

Do the
methods also

describe
measurement
of outcomes?

YES

Mixed Methods Study
Use the Mixed Methods
Appraisal Tool (MMAT)

description of
methods?

Info from
papers

Does the paper
seek to gather and
summarize/
synthesize all the
evidence for a
given question?

NO

YES

Is the primary aim
of the paper to
present YES
recommendations
for practice?

Review
Use the NCCMT’s Health
Evidence™ Quality
Assessment Tool
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Does the article

present

recommendations

Specific
setting

Are recommendations
presented for a
specific setting (e.g.,
region or city), or for
general practice?

General
practice

Guideline
Use the AGREE I
Instrument

for policy change?

NO

Does the article
present the
opinion of an
individual or
group?

YES

Editorial or Opinion
Use the JBI Checklist for
Textual Evidence: Expert

Opinion

Policy Brief

YES Use the JBI

Checklist for Textual
Evidence: Policy

Background Paper or
Non-Systematic
Literature Review
Use the JBI Checklist
for Textual Evidence:
Narrative

NO
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Appendix: Additional Information on Study Designs and Quality

Assessment Tools
Guideline
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Definition A guideline is a set of recommendations designed to help shape activities,
policies, and strategies on a particular health topic. There may be a focus on
a specific topic, population or setting. High-quality guidelines should be
informed by one or more recent, rigorous systematic reviews and a
consensus panel of experts and interest-holders.

Distinguishing e Sometimes published as two separate journal articles: the
Features recommendations and the systematic review

e Incorporates multiple studies and systematic reviews

e Topic is usually broad and often covers one of the following:
Assessment/screening

Diagnosis

Prevention

Treatment

Policy

0O O O O O

Example Communicating risk in public health emergencies: A WHO guideline for
emergency risk communication (ERC) policy and practice

The recommended quality appraisal tool for a guideline is:

AGREE Il Instrument

Why the NCCMT recommends this tool:

e Offers a standardized framework for comparing different guidelines

e Emphasizes six domains: guideline purpose, stakeholder involvement, rigour of
development, clarity, applicability and editorial independence

e Valid and reliable tool developed by an international group

e User support is available, including a user guide and instructional video

e Rate and keep your guideline appraisals online
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Review

Definition A review aims to gather all empirical evidence that meets pre-defined
eligibility criteria to answer a specific research question. While there are
several distinct types of reviews, each uses explicit, systematic methods
designed to minimize bias, thus providing more reliable findings from which
conclusions can be drawn.

Review types:

e Systematic review: Combines the findings of multiple studies to answer
a specific question. This can be done descriptively or through meta-
analysis, which statistically combines the results of multiple quantitative
studies to obtain a more precise effect of results.

e Scoping review: Maps the breadth of evidence for a particular topic.
Findings of studies are not typically combined; rather, scoping reviews
clarify key concepts in the literature.

¢ Rapid review: Simplifies or accelerates the review process for
completion in a shorter timeframe.

Distinguishing e Study inclusion and exclusion criteria

Features e Systematic search of multiple databases

e Search strategy (often displayed in PRISMA diagram)

e Quality appraisal of included studies (except scoping reviews)
e Data extraction and analysis process

Examples Public policy interventions to mitigate household food insecurity in Canada:
A systematic review

Mechanisms for addressing and managing the influence of corporations on
public health policy, research and practice: A scoping review

Strateqgies to implement evidence-informed decision making at the
organizational level: A rapid systematic review
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The recommended quality appraisal tool for a review is:

NCCMT’s Health Evidence™ Quality Assessment Tool

Why the NCCMT recommends this tool:

e Simple and user-friendly
e Previous research has demonstrated its effectiveness and reliability
¢ Included assessment questions sufficiently cover a range of key criteria

Notes:

e While a scoping review may not assess the quality of included studies or synthesize
study findings, the Health Evidence™ Quality Assessment Tool supports robust appraisal
of the review process. The NCCMT recommends using your best judgment for questions
6 through 9 when using the Health Evidence™ Quality Assessment tool to appraise a
scoping review.

e While a rapid review may intentionally omit or modify steps in the review process, the
findings of a rapid review often inform decisions of similar importance as those informed
by full reviews. Therefore, the NCCMT recommends holding rapid reviews to the same
standard as full reviews and using the Health Evidence™ Quality Assessment Tool to
identify the potential biases introduced by modifying the review process for a rapid
timeline.
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Modelling Study

Definition A modelling study accounts for events over time and across populations
based on data drawn from primary and/or secondary sources, and its
purpose is to estimate or predict the effects of an intervention on valued
health consequences and costs. These predictions can be used to inform
policy and practice.

Distinguishing e Uses a simulated experiment to test a hypothesis. This is often done

Features mathematically where relationships between multiple factors can be
represented

¢ Provides quantitative predictions of intervention impact for future
population health

Example Impact of prior and projected climate change on US Lyme disease incidence

Currently, there is no recommended quality appraisal tool for a modelling study.
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Quantitative Study

Definition A quantitative study encompasses a range of study designs concerned
with the systematic investigation of phenomena using statistical or numerical
data. Quantitative research involves measurement and assumes that the
phenomenon under study can be measured. Quantitative research involves
gathering and analyzing data using measurement, focusing on “what,”
‘when” and “where” statements.

Distinguishing e Collection and analysis of numerical data

Features e Use of statistical methods to describe phenomena and test hypotheses
e Examines associations, correlations or causal links between variables
e Aims to be generalizable

¢ Includes many different study designs

Examples Cohort study: Association of physical activity and fracture risk among
postmenopausal women

Cross-sectional study: Food insecurity is associated with prediabetes risk
among U.S. adolescents, NHANES 2003-2014

RCT: Efficacy of informational intervention on food waste: Evidence from a
randomized controlled trial

Quantitative studies use several research designs, such as randomized controlled trials,
cohort studies and cross-sectional studies. Each unique design requires a specific quality
appraisal tool. We recommend using the NCCMT’s Study Design Algorithm to identify the
appropriate study design and its associated quality appraisal tool/tools recommended by the
NCCMT.
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Mixed Methods Study
Definition A mixed methods study combines elements from both quantitative and

qualitative research, aiming to increase the validity of the study and
strengthen the study’s conclusion.

Distinguishing e Collection of both qualitative and quantitative data

Features e Findings from both qualitative and quantitative data are interpreted,
compared and/or integrated

e Three subtypes: convergent, explanatory and exploratory

Example Medicines associated with dependence or withdrawal: A mixed-methods
public health review and national database study in England

The recommended quality appraisal tool for a mixed methods study is:

Mixed Methods Appraisal Tool (MMAT)

Why the NCCMT recommends this tool:

e Incorporates specific criteria for assessing the quality of both the qualitative and
quantitative aspects of a mixed methods study and the quality of the integration of these
methods

e Can be used with different mixed methods designs

The National Collaborating Centre for Method and Tools (NCCMT)
is hosted by McMaster University and funded by the Public Health
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Qualitative Study

Definition A qualitative study seeks to understand participant’s experiences,
perceptions and behaviour, rather than numerical data, to explain processes
and human behaviour. Qualitative studies focus on the “how” and “why” of
phenomena.

Distinguishing e Data is typically textual, visual or auditory

Features e Data is commonly collected through interviews, observations, focus
groups or surveys with open-ended questions

e Explores meaning, experiences and perspectives

Example What can we do when the smoke rolls in? An exploratory qualitative
analysis of the impacts of rural wildfire smoke on mental health and
wellbeing, and opportunities for adaptation

The recommended quality appraisal tool for a qualitative study is:

JBI Checklist for Qualitative Research

Why the NCCMT recommends this tool:

e Provides a comprehensive and rigorous assessment of the methods and findings of
qualitative research

e Well-structured and user-friendly

e Widely recognized within the research community
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Policy Brief

Definition A policy brief is a concise summary of a specific issue. It provides
recommendations to inform policy action. Policy briefs assist government
officials, policymakers or other stakeholders to formulate or regulate policy.

Distinguishing e Designed for an audience without expertise in the subject

Features e Aims to communicate practical implications of research to policymakers
e May suggest possible policy options based on a summary of relevant
research
Example World Health Organization. (2022). Mental health at work: Policy brief

World Heart Federation. The impact of alcohol consumption on
cardiovascular health: Myths and measures

The recommended quality appraisal tool for a policy brief is:

JBI Checklist for Textual Evidence: Policy

Why the NCCMT recommends this tool:

e The JBIis a well-recognized international organization
e The tool contains criteria to effectively evaluate the credibility and trustworthiness of
policy briefs
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Expert Opinion
Definition An expert opinion is based on the expertise of individuals with knowledge

and experience on a specific topic. It incorporates external evidence to
support the opinion being expressed.

Distinguishing e The topic is usually emerging, or evidence is limited

Features e Author states their opinion based on personal experience or subject
matter expertise

e Often published in professional journals and repositories of learned
colleges

Example Covid-19 inquiry: We must not ignore the long-term health impacts of covid

The recommended quality appraisal tool for an expert opinion is:

JBI Checklist for Textual Evidence: Expert Opinion

Why the NCCMT recommends this tool:

e The JBIis a well-recognized international organization
e The tool contains criteria to effectively evaluate the credibility and trustworthiness of
opinion articles
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Editorial

Definition An editorial is an article in a newspaper, magazine or journal that
expresses the opinions of the editors or publishers.

Distinguishing e Represents the view of the editorial board or publisher of the journal or
Features media outlet

e Uses research to support arguments

e Typically, unsigned

Example Brain injuries are the root of many pressing problems. Why aren’t we doing
more to prevent and treat them?

Call for emergency action to limit global temperature increases, restore
biodiversity, and protect health

The recommended quality appraisal tool for an editorial is:

JBI Checklist for Textual Evidence: Expert Opinion

Why the NCCMT recommends this tool:

e The JBIis a well-recognized international organization
e The tool contains criteria to effectively evaluate the credibility and trustworthiness of
opinion articles
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Background Paper

Definition A background paper provides contextual and historical information on a
specific topic or situation.

Distinguishing e Written to provide information on a topic to a broad and non-specialized
Features audience

e Often written by an expert on the subject matter

Example The opioid crisis in Canada

Health in the well-being economy. Background paper: Working together to
achieve healthy, fairer, prosperous societies across the WHO European

Region

The recommended quality appraisal tool for a background paper is:

JBI Checklist for Textual Evidence: Narrative

Why the NCCMT recommends this tool:

e The JBI is a well-recognized international organization
e The tool contains criteria to effectively evaluate the credibility and trustworthiness of
narrative articles
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Definition A non-systematic literature review examines literature on a wide range of
subjects. It can vary in completeness and comprehensiveness and may
include research findings. Typically, this type of review is presented in a
narrative format.

Distinguishing ¢ Includes a discussion of sources organized chronologically, thematically

Features or methodologically

e Often gives conclusions based on the gaps in knowledge and
recommendations for future research

¢ Intended to be informative rather than an all-encompassing review of
the literature

e Looks at a topic in depth but not systematically

e Usually, the included research is not assessed for quality

Example Promoting self-efficacy in patients with chronic disease beyond traditional
education: A literature review

The recommended quality appraisal tool for a non-systematic literature review is:

JBI Checklist for Textual Evidence: Narrative

Why the NCCMT recommends this tool:

e The JBIis a well-recognized international organization
e The tool contains criteria to effectively evaluate the credibility and trustworthiness of
narrative articles
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