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Letter to the Editor

Cutting through the complexity to aid evidence synthesis. A response to Haddaway and Dicks

We thank Haddaway and Dicks (2017) for their interest in our recent paper: “Simplifying the selection of evidence synthesis methods to inform
environmental decisions: A guide for decision makers and scientists” (Cook et al., 2017). Their response reflects a long standing tension that many
conservation scientists face, between emphasising complexity and nuance, and potentially turning practitioners off; or simplifying, at the risk of
constraining people's thinking. In fact, this tension has been one of the primary reasons for the development of evidence synthesis methods. The
large, complex pool of literature frequently yields conflicting and contradictory results that leave end users confused and frustrated (Cochrane, 1972;
Pullin and Knight, 2001). The role of evidence synthesis is to integrate that complexity and condense it to answer the essential questions of “what
works?” and “under what circumstances?”. In this way, evidence synthesis can cut through the complexity and variability and provide some general
guidance to decision makers.

With this in mind, we sought to take the complex and nuanced literature relating to evidence synthesis and distil it to some essential elements
that any scientist or decision maker who wishes to conduct or use evidence synthesis must consider. Namely, what is the purpose of the evaluation,
the scope of the question, the level of confidence required, the transparency and repeatability of the method and the resources required, for the
particular methods we describe. We are pleased that Haddaway and Dicks (2017) endorse these elements as the most important factors to consider
when selecting a method for synthesis. The tension appears to exist in the scope of our study (i.e., restricting it to synthesis of quantitative evidence
rather than extending the article to include other sources of evidence, such as expert opinion), and in our efforts to distil the complexity and nuance
that Haddaway and Dicks (2017) highlight into a useful decision tool (i.e., focusing on the primary way in which these methods are applied, rather
than the variations and permutations of how they can be applied). Our purpose was to bring the selection of methods down to the essential
considerations, while also pointing interested readers to the more complex and nuanced discussions that exist elsewhere.

We agree with Haddaway and Dicks (2017) that there are many other approaches to evidence synthesis and that different evidence types are used
to make environmental management decisions (see Cook et al., 2012). In our paper we direct interested readers to Pullin et al. (2016), who provide
more information about these other approaches and the different types of evidence they can capture. However, the scope of our paper was to focus
on the synthesis of quantitative, natural science evidence. We also agree that different methods for evidence synthesis can be (and often are)
combined, and draw attention to this by providing the example of using conceptual models (often develop through stakeholder interaction, dialogue
with policy makers, and expert judgement) as a step within other synthesis tools (e.g., Webb et al., 2017).

However, we disagree with several points made by Haddaway and Dicks (2017). First, we explicitly recognised variability in how approaches are
applied, identifying these in the table of methods. We also presented the divides in the decision tree as continua, from low to high (Cook et al., 2017)
in recognition that decision thresholds are not always clear, while still providing general decision rules. Second, we disagree with Haddaway and
Dicks (2017) on their characterisation of aggregative and configurative synthesis; we have classified methods according to their purpose not their
structure. Where questions are generated through the process of synthesis, this is often a by-product of an aggregative process, not the primary
purpose of the review. We contend that anyone undertaking or commissioning evidence synthesis has a primary purpose, and that purpose should
guide the method they select, even if ultimately synthesis can raise more questions than it answers (e.g., Cook et al., 2013a; Norris et al., 2012).

There is always a risk that by distilling a large body of literature to its essentials one risks constraining the way end users think about the
challenge, in this case the challenge of selecting an appropriate form of evidence synthesis. We specifically caution readers about this risk (Cook
et al., 2017). However, our previous work with bridging the science-policy divide has emphasised that decision makers want practical advice
grounded in the best available evidence (e.g., Addison et al., 2016; Cook et al., 2012; Cook et al., 2013b). We believe that there is more to be gained
by providing some simple decision rules regarding natural science evidence that help end users engage with evidence synthesis than there is by
trying to present users with a confusing message of complexity and nuance that only an advanced user of synthesis methods could navigate. In our
experience with decision makers, that is also their preference, and we hope that our paper will provide a useful framework to increase the use of
evidence synthesis by scientists and decision makers alike as they start to engage with the multitude of evidence synthesis methods.
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