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Abstract

Background: Systematic reviews of research evidence have become an expected basis for decisions about practice
guidelines and policy decisions in the health and welfare sectors. Review authors define inclusion criteria to help
them determine which studies to search for and include in their reviews. However, these studies may still vary in
the extent to which they reflect the context of interest in the review question. While most review authors would
agree that systematic reviews should be relevant and useful for decision makers, there appears to be few well
known, if any, established methods for supporting review authors to assess the transferability of review findings to
the context of interest in the review. With this systematic mapping and content analysis, we aim to identify whether
there exists checklists to support review authors in considering transferability early in the systematic review process.
The secondary aim was to develop a comprehensive list of factors that influence transferability as discussed in existing
checklists.

Methods: We conducted a systematic mapping of checklists and performed a content analysis of the checklist criteria
included in the identified checklists. In June 2016, we conducted a systematic search of eight databases to identify
checklists to assess transferability of findings from primary or secondary research, without limitations related to publication
type, status, language, or date. We also conducted a gray literature search and searched the EQUATOR repository of
checklists for any relevant document. We used search terms such as modified versions of the terms “transferability,”
“applicability,” “generalizability,” etc. and “checklist,” “guideline,” “tool,” “criteria,” etc. We did not include papers that
discussed transferability at a theoretical level or checklists to assess the transferability of guidelines to local contexts.

Results: Our search resulted in 11,752 titles which were screened independently by two review authors. The 101 articles
which were considered potentially relevant were subsequently read by two authors, independently in full text and
assessed for inclusion. We identified 31 relevant checklists. Six of these examined transferability of economic evaluations,
and 25 examined transferability of primary or secondary research findings in health (n = 23) or social welfare (n = 2). The
content analysis is based on the 25 health and social welfare checklists. We identified seven themes under which
we grouped categories of checklist criteria: population, intervention, implementation context (immediate), comparison
intervention, outcomes, environmental context, and researcher conduct.

Conclusions: We identified a variety of checklists intended to support end users (researchers, review authors,
practitioners, etc.) to assess transferability or related concepts. While four of these checklists are intended for
use in systematic reviews of effectiveness, we found no checklists for qualitative evidence syntheses or for the
field of social welfare practice or policy. Furthermore, none of the identified checklists for review authors
included guidance to on how to assess transferability, or present assessments in a systematic review. The
results of the content analysis can serve as the basis for developing a comprehensive list of factors to be
used in an approach to support review authors in systematically and transparently considering transferability
from the beginning of the review process.
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Background
Evidence-based decision making has become a common
ideal within healthcare, and to a lesser degree within social
welfare. Increasingly, systematic reviews of research evi-
dence have become an expected basis for decisions about
practice guidelines and policy decisions in these sectors.
Much research, discussion and thought has gone into de-
veloping and improving evidence synthesis methods, most
notably by organizations such as the Cochrane and Camp-
bell Collaborations and particularly with regard to ques-
tions of intervention effectiveness [1, 2]. While methods
for synthesis are far from fully developed, they appear to
have matured to a position where the focus is shifting to
also include discussion on, and development of methods
for, improving the usefulness of evidence from systematic
reviews for decision makers [3–7].
Despite this movement toward increased consideration

of the relevance of review findings to decision making
contexts, there is currently no consensus on how to sys-
tematically and transparently consider and assess factors
that may influence the transferability of review findings
and present such assessments to decision makers. For
the purpose of this paper, the terms decision makers and
end users broadly refer to individuals or groups who
may use findings from a systematic review and may in-
clude policymakers, practitioners, or policy analysts [5].
Furthermore, we define transferability as whether the
level of effectiveness (or perceptions and experiences) of
an intervention in a specific setting or population will be
similar to the observed level of effectiveness (or percep-
tions and experiences) observed in a systematic review
([8] as cited in [9]). Other terms related to transferability
include applicability, generalizability, transportability,
directness, extrapolation, internal/external validity, and

relevance and are discussed at length elsewhere [9–11].
In particular, Burford and colleagues provide a useful
overview of the most commonly used terms and their
definitions (see Table 1 below) [9]. We have adapted the
definition of “transferability” that is presented in Table 1.

Methods for improving evidence usefulness
Evidence-informed decision making is not without its
challenges and limits [12]. One such challenge is that
widespread use of evidence-informed decision making
may lead to overly “rule-based” practice, where context
and individual clients’ needs are not adequately consid-
ered [12]. Greenhalgh and colleagues have suggested
that “[p]roducers of evidence summaries, clinical guide-
lines, and decision support tools must take account of
who will use them, for what purposes, and under what
constraints” [12] (p.4). Simply synthesizing the range of
primary studies is necessary but not sufficient to ensure
evidence-based decision making: “an important and add-
itional necessary step is adaptation […] to the context of
use” [13](p. 111). The context of interest in a review is
usually specified by defining, for example, the popula-
tion, intervention, comparison, and outcomes of interest.
An example of such may be the effect of an employment
program compared to usual services on days in paid em-
ployment for adults with mental illness. However, the
findings from this review may be intended for use in a
specified local context (e.g., a country in Scandinavia)
where factors related to hiring practice and the welfare
system differ substantially from contexts (such as USA)
where the many of the included studies come from.
These factors are not specified in the review question,
but may influence the transferability of the review find-
ings to the context of interest in the review [14].

Table 1 Definitions of transferability and related terms in the context of systematic reviews of effects

Term Definition

Transferability Whether when implementing an intervention in a particular setting or population, the level of effectiveness of the
intervention (i.e., the effect size) will be similar to that observed in the systematic review. Both absolute and relative
effects should be considered.

Applicability Whether the findings of a review can be applied in a particular context or population. This includes consideration
of the feasibility of implementing the intervention and variation in intervention fidelity, population characteristics,
context, culture, values, and preferences.

Directness One of five criteria in the Grading of Recommendations Assessment, Development and Evaluation (GRADE)
framework for assessing the overall quality of a body of evidence. Four types of directness (or indirectness) are
considered: differences between the (1) population, (2) intervention or (3) outcomes of interest and those in studies,
and (4) indirect comparisons (i.e., when there are no studies directly comparing two or more interventions of interest,
and authors compare those interventions indirectly using evidence from different studies).

External validity The extent to which results provide a correct basis for generalizations to other circumstances. For instance, a
meta-analysis of trials of elderly patients may not be generalizable to children.

Extrapolation The process of generalizing results to circumstances beyond the original observations. Also see external validity

Generalizability See external validity.

Internal validity The extent to which a review has minimized potential sources of bias and, in doing so, answered the review question
“correctly.”

Adapted from Burford [9]
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Considering context in the systematic review process
Systematic review authors are often encouraged to con-
sider context and factors that may influence applicability
of the review findings. Cochrane requires a discussion of
applicability of the evidence in systematic reviews [1].
The Grading of Recommendations Assessment, Devel-
opment, and Evaluation (GRADE) approach for evidence
of effectiveness and the GRADE-CERQual approach for
qualitative evidence are each designed to assess confi-
dence in findings from evidence syntheses. Both ap-
proaches include an assessment of indirectness or
relevance of the evidence to the review question [15, 16].
However, neither approach provides specific guidance
on how review authors should transparently and system-
atically make assessments for these components. Cur-
rently, systematic review authors are often left to make
an ad hoc assessment of indirectness or relevance which
is not clearly transparent to the end user. A potential
risk of this is that the decision maker may, often uncon-
sciously, reduce their certainty or confidence in a review
finding based on their own assessment of the relevance
of the included studies to the context of interest. This
can result in the evidence being downgraded by both the
review author and the decision maker, thereby present-
ing an overly negative assessment of certainty or confi-
dence. Conversely, the review author may downgrade for
indirectness or relevance based on factors that the deci-
sion maker does not consider relevant to the transfer-
ability of the findings, thereby also misrepresenting an
assessment of certainty or confidence that is skewed to-
ward the negative. A more transparent approach for
considering transferability of review findings could help
to assuage the above issues.

Previous research
As the focus on transferability, applicability, and
generalizability of research increases, so does the num-
ber of tools for assessing these concepts. These tools
vary significantly in terms of the terminology they use
and how they define the concepts they aim to address,
the audience and the thematic area. Some tools aim to
assess external validity of primary studies (e.g., Dekkers
and colleagues 2010), while others focus on reporting
and replication (e.g., TIDieR) [17, 18]. For tools devel-
oped for use within evidence-based medicine, the focus
is often on whether systematic review findings can be
applied to a specified context or setting [9]. Table 2 pre-
sents examples of this type of tool and includes the sem-
inal work by Dans’ 1998 checklist in User’s Guides to
the Medical Literature (intended for clinician’s use) and
the tool developed by Atkins and colleagues for the
Agency for Healthcare and Research Quality (intended
for systematic review authors) [19, 20]. These types of
tools include questions or criteria that prompt the clin-
ician or review author to consider whether there are dif-
ferences between the settings in the included studies and
the setting in which the findings will be used.
Naturally, there have also been a number of attempts

to identify and assess existing tools or common elements
among tools. We have identified four reviews in particu-
lar which have examined tools for assessing external val-
idity [21], tools for assessing transferability of health
education interventions [10], tools to examine the exter-
nal validity of health research [22], and tools for asses-
sing applicability of findings in systematic reviews of
complex interventions [9]. Two of these reviews focus
on developing a tool to support decision makers in

Table 2 Examples of existing checklists to assess transferability/applicability, etc.

Checklist (author, year) Checklist criteria

Dans 1998 Issues [for clinicians to consider when applying study findings to their context]
Biologic
(1) Are there pathophysiologic differences in the illness under study that may lead to a diminished treatment response?
(2) Are there patient differences that may diminish the treatment response?
Social and economic
(3) Are there important differences in patient compliance that may diminish the treatment response?
(4) Are there important differences in provider compliance that may diminish the treatment response?
Epidemiologic
(5) Do my patients have comorbid conditions that significantly alter the potential benefits and risks of the treatment?
(6) Are there important differences in untreated patients’ risk of adverse outcomes that might alter the efficiency of
treatment?

Lavis 2009 The following five questions can guide how to assess whether the findings from a systematic review are applicable to a
specific setting.
1. Were the studies included in a systematic review conducted in the same setting or were the findings consistent across
settings or time periods?
2. Are there important differences in on-the-ground realities and constraints that might substantially alter the feasibility and
acceptability of an option?
3. Are there important differences in health system arrangements that may mean an option could not work in the same way?
4. Are there important differences in the baseline conditions that might yield different absolute effects even if the relative
effectiveness was the same?
5. What insights can be drawn about options, implementation, and monitoring and evaluation?

Reprinted from: Dans [19] and Lavis [55]
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assessing whether evidence from a single primary study
setting can be used in the decision makers’ context. The
third review by Burchett and colleagues [23] looked at
all frameworks and tools to assess external validity,
applicability, or transferability and concluded that a vali-
dated framework for assessing transferability and applic-
ability would be useful. The fourth review by Burford
and colleagues examined existing tools for assessing
applicability and how they apply to reviews of complex
interventions [9]. The paper presents a number of ques-
tions to guide review authors on assessing applicability
of review findings to a specific setting as well as provid-
ing review authors with guidance on what type of review
information could support these assessments. Their ana-
lysis was based on a sample of existing checklists rather
than a systematic search [9].
Research to develop existing tools and reviews of such

tool suggest that systematic reviews include more infor-
mation to help the end user consider transferability [9,
10, 24]. Such work should focus specifically on identify-
ing factors influencing transferability and methods for
assessing transferability [10], as well as guidance for how
to gather information regarding the context of included
studies in a systematic review that could aid in assessing
applicability [9].
The current paper attempts to address some of these

areas for future research by identifying (a) factors influ-
encing transferability, (b) methods for assessing transfer-
ability, and/or (c) guidance for review authors on how to
consider transferability through a systematic mapping
and content analysis of existing tools and checklists for
assessing transferability or related concepts. This review
differs from previous reviews in that it (a) comes from
the perspective of conducting systematic reviews to in-
form decision making in health care and social welfare
and (b) aims to systematically identify the range of fac-
tors considered to influence transferability by examining
the content of existing tools. Tools intended for primary
study authors, systematic review authors, and decision
makers are all included in an attempt to capture the full
range of factors considered potentially important to the
transferability of research findings (primary or second-
ary) as represented in the current literature.

Aim
The aim of this study was (1) to systematically identify
existing checklists and tools intended to address trans-
ferability or related concepts including applicability,
generalizability, external validity, relevance, and trans-
portability and (2) to develop a comprehensive overview
of the criteria included in these checklists and tools. The
ultimate objectives of this study are to (1) identify a
checklist that supports review authors in considering
transferability and (2) present a comprehensive list of

factors to consider when assessing transferability of re-
search, as described in existing tools. The output from
the current review is intended to provide the basis for
an approach that aims to systematically and transpar-
ently assess the transferability of review findings in order
to improve the usefulness of systematic reviews for deci-
sion makers.

Methods
Eligibility criteria
We included papers (journal articles, guidance for re-
search institutes, chapters from books, dissertations,
etc.) that described a checklist to assess transferability
(or associated terms, see discussion above) in primary or
secondary and qualitative or quantitative research, in-
cluding journal guidelines/instructions for authors, and
information for practitioners. The checklists had to in-
clude criteria that were intended to be applied to a piece
of primary or secondary research. We included articles if
they were available in English, French, Spanish, Norwe-
gian, Danish, or Swedish (determined by the language
skills of the research team). Potentially relevant studies
that were identified, but published in other languages
are included in a list in Additional file 1.
We excluded articles where there were no checklist

criteria, but rather a discussion of transferability or re-
lated concepts. Papers that discussed transferability and
issues which could influence transferability at a theoret-
ical level were not included. We also excluded checklists
where transferability was not the main focus (e.g., critical
appraisal tools that include one or two questions such as
Is this relevant for your population?) and articles that de-
scribed a list of strategies to improve transferability of
research but that did not provide a checklist. Finally, we
excluded checklists that were intended for assessing the
applicability of guidelines to a local context, as we were
only focusing on checklists that were intended to be
used on primary or secondary research articles [25].

Search strategy
An information specialist designed and conducted a
systematic search of the literature in June 2016 without
limitations to publication type, status, language, or date,
to identify existing checklists or tools that examine
transferability (hereafter used to refer to all related con-
cepts, including applicability, generalizability, external
validity).
We defined a checklist as a set of criteria to be used

by a reader in evaluating the transferability of a piece of
research. We searched eight databases (CINAHL,
Cochrane Library, Embase, Epistemonikos, MEDLINE,
PsycINFO). We also searched Proquest and Web of Sci-
ence using similar terms. Search terms included modi-
fied versions of the terms “transferability,” “applicability,”
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“generalizability,” “external validity,” “in/directness,” or
“feasibility”, and “checklist,” “prompt,” “guidance,”
“guideline,” “tool,” “framework,” “evaluation study,” or
“criteria” (see Additional file 2 for the full search
strategy). In addition to a systematic search, we con-
tacted experts, searched the reference lists of relevant
publications, and conducted a gray literature search in
Google Scholar using the terms “applicability” or “trans-
ferability” combined with “checklist” or “tool.” Finally,
we searched the online repository of checklists managed
by the EQUATOR network using the terms “transferabil-
ity,” “applicability,” “generalizability,” and “external valid-
ity” (www.equator-network.org).

Study selection
Using a web-based tool, Covidence, two review authors
screened the titles and abstracts of references identified
in the literature search [26]. Where there was disagree-
ment, we promoted the reference to full-text screening.
Two review authors screened potentially relevant re-
cords in full text according to the inclusion criteria de-
scribed above. Disagreement was solved by discussion
until consensus was reached.

Data extraction process
We extracted data related to publication characteristics
(title, author, language, country of first author) and
checklist characteristics. The latter included the name of
the checklist, the intended audience (e.g., researcher,
peer reviewer, etc.), the study design to which the check-
list could be applied (e.g., qualitative, quantitative), and
the methods for developing the checklist (literature
search, empirical evidence). Finally, we extracted the cri-
teria included in the checklist, which were often pre-
sented as questions or prompts. Given that one of the
ultimate objectives of this study is to identify guidance
for review authors on assessing transferability, we ex-
tracted additional information from checklists intended
to be used in the context of systematic reviews, specific-
ally information on how the checklists were intended to
be used (guidance for review authors) when this was de-
scribed. Any guidance for review authors external to the
actual checklist criteria for assessing transferability was
not included in the content analysis, but is reported as
part of the description of the checklist.

Synthesis methods
We conducted a content analysis of criteria included in
identified checklists using an inductive approach [27].
We extracted criteria from each checklist and then
coded each criterion until we developed a set of categor-
ies. This was an iterative process, and we went several
times to each checklist and re-coded criterion using the
most current set of categories until we ended up with a

final set of categories of criteria reported in this article.
The codes were generated as we read through the check-
lists (e.g., “population demographic characteristics,” “pol-
itical acceptability”). Some of the checklist criteria were
vague or unexplained. When this was the case, we inter-
preted the criteria to the best of their ability and ensured
there was a mutual understanding of the criteria be-
tween authors before coding the criteria into a “category
of checklist criteria.” Finally, we sorted “categories of
checklist criteria” into “themes.” We then conducted a
frequency count for each category of checklist criteria by
counting how many of the identified checklists included
one or more criteria under each category [28].

Results
We identified 11,752 references and read 101 articles in
full text (see the Preferred Reporting Items for System-
atic Reviews and Meta-Analyses diagram presented in
Fig. 1; PRISMA flow diagram). Twenty-six of these arti-
cles described checklists that met our inclusion criteria.
The other 75 publications were excluded because either
did not describe a checklist, they described a checklist
focused on something other than transferability, they
were written in a language not included in our review,
or the publication described a checklist that was not yet
available and still under development. Through reference
checking, we identified an additional five relevant check-
lists. In total, we identified 31 relevant checklists. Of these,
six articles presented checklists to assess transferability of
economic evaluations [28–33]. While relevant to system-
atic reviews, we considered checklists to assess transfer-
ability of economic evaluations to be substantially
different from other types of identified checklists since
they support checklist users to examine the costs associ-
ated with an intervention and not whether, or which, char-
acteristics of the setting or population would influence the
level of effectiveness (or perceptions and experiences) of
the intervention in a specific context. These checklists
were therefore not included in this analysis. This report is
based on an analysis of the remaining 25 included
checklists [8, 9, 11, 17–20, 24, 34–50].

Characteristics of included checklists
The 25 included checklists were published between 1998
and 2016; however, only five were published after 2010.
The checklists vary greatly according to aim (terminology
used) and intended end user (who should use the checklist).
With respect to terminology, the papers describing the
checklists state that they are intended to assess applicability
(N = 6), external validity (N = 5), generalizability (N = 4),
transferability (N = 3), directness (1), replicability (N = 1),
transportability (N = 1), implementation (N = 1), or a
combination of applicability and either transferability or
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generalizability (N = 3). See Table 3 for an overview of in-
cluded studies describing checklists.
The descriptions of the included checklists suggested

that five checklists were primarily intended to be used by
practitioners [19, 42, 46, 48, 49], seven by decision makers
(this could include practitioners, as well as program man-
agers, policy makers, politicians, etc.) [8, 34, 36, 39, 44, 45,
47], four by primary researchers (to presumably improve
conduct and/or reporting) [18, 24, 35, 41], and five of the
checklists were aimed at assisting both decision makers
and researchers in making assessments [9, 17, 37, 38, 40].
Four of the identified checklists were intended for system-
atic review authors [11, 20, 43, 50] (see more details re-
garding these checklists in Table 3). Of the four checklists
for review authors, one was intended to examine external
validity of included studies [50]. Two were intended to be
applied at the end of the systematic review in order to
examine generalizability or indirectness of the review find-
ings [11, 43]. The fourth checklist was intended to support
authors of systematic reviews of effectiveness in health
care to consider applicability throughout the systematic
review [20]. See Table 4 for a detailed description of
checklists intended to be used in the context of a system-
atic review.

The majority of the 25 checklists were developed for
use in health research (N = 23). However, two checklists
were developed for assessing research on interventions
within the social sciences [44, 50]. All of the included
checklists were aimed at assessing effectiveness research
(quantitative data). Seven of the checklists were pub-
lished by research groups from Australia, seven from the
USA, and the rest from Canada (3), UK (2), Netherlands
(2), Germany (1), France (1), Northern Ireland (1), and
Philippines (1).

Results of content analysis
The results of the content analysis are based on an ana-
lysis of individual checklist criteria from the 25 included
checklists. Many of the checklist criteria we identified
were written in the form of a key question followed by
supporting questions. For example, the checklist re-
ported in Wang 2005 includes the following item:

Are the characteristics of the target population
comparable between the study setting and the local
setting? With regard to the particular aspects that
will be addressed in the intervention, is it possible
that the characteristics of the target population,

Fig. 1 PRISMA flow diagram
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such as ethnicity, socioeconomic status, educational
level, etc will have an impact on the effectiveness
of the intervention? [8]

We have chosen to focus on the checklist key ques-
tions or items (e.g., “Are the characteristics of the target
population comparable between the study setting and
the local setting?” [9]). However, in some cases we have
also extracted data from the supporting questions, for
example, when the supporting questions discuss unique
and specific issues (e.g., educational level), or when we
interpreted a supporting question as being related to
something other than the key question for which it was
intended to illustrate. Since we have not “counted” the
number of times something was mentioned, but rather
the number of studies that include each specific criteria,
we assume that neither splitting nor double-coding of
criteria is problematic for this analysis. Furthermore, this
content analysis is based on items from the included
checklist, whether or not it is our personal opinion that
these items/factors/criteria are related to transferability.

Therefore we have coded all included checklist criteria,
although some may not appear to be directly related to
transferability or related concepts.
Through the content analysis we identified seven

themes: population, intervention, implementation con-
text, comparison condition, outcomes, environmental
context and researcher conduct. Under each theme we
have identified categories of checklist criteria. For the
theme intervention, we grouped categories of criteria
into one of two subthemes: intervention characteristics,
intervention delivery. For the theme implementation con-
text (immediate) we grouped categories of checklist cri-
teria into two subthemes: service providers (individuals)
and implementing organization. The themes and cat-
egories of criteria are described below and presented in
detail in Table 5.
Four of the themes are reflective of the standard way

of formulating a systematic review question (population,
intervention, comparison, outcome; PICO). Many of the
categories under these themes would often be consid-
ered when a primary researcher or systematic review

Table 3 Overview of included studies describing checklists

Authors, year (ref) Country of first author Intended end user Term used to describe checklist aim Theme

Atkins 2010 [20] USA Review authors Applicability Health

Bonell 2006 [24] UK Primary study authors Generalizability Health

Bornhoft 2006 Germany Primary study authors External validity Health

Buffett 2007 [36] Canada Decision makers Applicability and transferability Health

Burford 2013 [9] Australia Researchers and decision makers Applicability Health

Cambon 2013 [37] France Researchers and decision makers Transferability Health

Cuijpers 2005 [38] Netherlands Researchers and decision makers Generalizability Health

Currow 2009 [39] Australia Decision makers Generalizability Health

Dans 1998 [19] Philippines Clinicians Applicability Health

Dekkers 2010 [17] Netherlands Researchers and decision makers External validity Health

Feldstein 2008 [40] USA Researchers and decision makers Implementation Health

Glasgow 1999 [41] USA Primary study authors Transferability Health

Green 2006 [42] USA Clinicians Relevance, applicability, generalization Health

Gruen 2005 [43] Australia Review authors Generalizability Health

Hoffman 2014 [18] Australia Primary study authors Replicability Health

Horne 2016 [44] USA Decision makers External validity Social sciences

Lavis 2009 [45] Canada Decision makers Applicability Health

NHMRC 2000 Australia Decision makers Applicability Health

Rothwell 2005 [46] UK Clinicians External validity Health

Rundall 2007 [47] USA Decision makers Applicability Health

Rychetnic 2002 [48] Australia Clinicians Transferability Health

Schoenwald 2001 [49] USA Clinicians Transportability Health

Schunemann 2013 [11] Canada Review authors Indirectness Health

Taylor 2007 [50] Northern Ireland Review authors External validity Social sciences

Wang 2006 [8] Australia Decision makers Applicability and transferability Health
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author formulates a research question related to the ef-
fectiveness of an intervention. The other three themes
relate to either context or researcher conduct and will
be discussed in more detail below.

Theme: Population
This theme describes categories of criteria related to char-
acteristics of the population. Characteristics of the popula-
tion in this case is conceptualized quite broadly and
includes not only the demographic characteristics of the
population, but also characteristics of the participants

condition/illness, the acceptability of the intervention to
the participants and/or their preferences, from where or
how the participants were referred to the intervention,
participants’ need for/access to information about the
intervention, availability of personal support for partici-
pants, participants’ exposure to other interventions or pre-
vious exposure to current intervention, participants’
compliance and/or satisfaction with the intervention. The
majority of the included checklists included one or more
checklist criterion that were coded into one or more of
the categories under the theme Population (N = 20; [8, 9,

Table 4 Overview of checklists for use by review authors

Author Type of publication Aim of checklist Accompanying guidance on how
to use the checklist

Stage to be used in
systematic review
process

Atkins 2010 [20] Part of a methods guide
for effectiveness reviews

To outline steps in “assessing and
reporting applicability.”

1. Determine the most important
factors that may affect applicability
[criteria from corresponding checklist
included in content analysis here]
2. Systematically abstract and report
key characteristics that may affect
applicability in evidence tables,
highlight any effectiveness studies
3. Make and report judgments
about major limitations to
applicability of individual studies
4. Consider and summarize the
applicability of a body of evidence

Throughout the
systematic review
process

Gruen 2005 [43] Letter to the editor “Generalizability [in a systematic
review] can be tackled by
considering the following
questions…”

Not described Not described

Schunemann
2013 [11]

Journal article “to offer guidance to review
authors tackling the challenge of
judging the directness of evidence
about review questions assembled
in a systematic review[…]” This
framework is intended to support
and guide use of non-randomized
controlled trials in systematic
reviews on the effects of
interventions.

“First, review authors should specify
the PICO healthcare question that
they are interested in addressing,
defining the elements of the
question in sufficient detail to
facilitate judgments about directness.
They can use the items in the
subdomains and domains of Table 1
to specify their question as narrowly
as necessary and as broadly as
acceptable.…Second review authors
should judge the directness of the
evidence that they obtain on the
basis of the factors in Table 1 [criteria
included in content analysis in this
systematic mapping]”

When developing the
review question, and
when applying GRADE
to the review findings.

Taylor 2007 [50] Journal article “[…] the aim was to develop an
approach that encompassed
research into processes as well
as studies of interventions, and
that embraced a wider range of
aspects of validity than the
traditional Hierarchy of Evidence.
Rather than seeking one
hierarchy to cover all aspects, we
sought to begin to develop a range
of tools to appraise specific aspects
of research design and methods.
” Tools to appraise generalizability
is one of five tools included in the
range of tools described above.

The Tools to appraise generalizability
is part of a set of five scales to
appraise studies included in a
systematic review. Studies were
scored on each scale and the score
was used to determine inclusion/
exclusion in the review.

After studies have
been identified that
meet inclusion
criteria.
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Table 5 Themes, categories and transferability factors identified in content analysis of included checklists

Theme Subtheme Category of criteria Number of
studies (N)

Population Participant characteristics 20

Characteristics of illness (description of condition and comorbidities,
other risk for adverse effects)

8

The acceptability of the intervention to the participants 4

Source of referral (where patients/clients are referred from, e.g., specialist
or general practice)

2

Participants’ preferences regarding the intervention 2

Participant need for/access to information about the intervention 2

Availability of personal support for participants 1

Participants’ exposure to other interventions or previous exposure to
current intervention

1

Participant compliance 1

Participant satisfaction with the intervention 1

Intervention Intervention
characteristics

Intervention design (complexity and clarity) 5

Intervention theory 4

Category of intervention (policy, practice, program, guideline) 2

Name of the intervention 1

Intervention delivery Can the intervention be tailored for different settings? 5

How often/intensely was the intervention delivered? (Frequency/intensity) 4

In which settings was the intervention delivered? (physical setting, etc.) 3

How long the intervention was implemented? (duration) 2

What materials/manuals were used to deliver the intervention? 2

Standard procedures for the intervention in a real life setting? 2

Intervention delivery details (generally) 1

Who pays for the intervention? 1

Implementation
context (immediate)

Service providers
(individuals)

Skills of service providers 8

Training of service providers 6

Type of service provider 5

Service provider characteristics 2

Monitoring and supervision of service providers 2

Factors that affect motivation of service providers 2

Service provider compliance 1

Number of service providers 1

Implementing
organization

Essential resources (e.g., financial, human, material resources for development,
testing, implementation and recruiting)

9

Culture of the implementing organization (e.g., missions, mandates, climate,
readiness for implementation)

6

Size and structure of the implementing organization 5

Organizational policies (e.g., administrative, personnel, hierarchies) 3

Implementing organization—interagency working relationships 2

Implementing organization—financing methods 1

Implementing organization level or specialty of care 1

Motivation of implementing organization 1

Identification of implementing organization 1

Communication regarding implementation 1
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Table 5 Themes, categories and transferability factors identified in content analysis of included checklists (Continued)

Theme Subtheme Category of criteria Number of
studies (N)

Endorsement of the intervention 1

Ease of trial implementation (ability to do a small scale introduction of the
intervention)

1

Is it feasible for the implementing organization to implement the intervention? 7

How does the intervention work over time (e.g., Evolution/sustainability of
intervention)

3

Implementation fidelity (consistency of intervention delivery across staff and
intervention components, consider process evaluations)

5

Support for implementing the intervention 1

Comparison intervention Characteristics of usual services 2

Quality of comparison intervention 1

Type of comparison condition 1

Skills of service providers for comparison condition 1

Duration of comparison condition 1

Interventions accompanying comparison condition 1

Procedures for implementing comparison intervention 1

Outcomes Key outcomes are considered, including those that are important to the
client/patient

6

Adverse effects are considered 4

Costs associated with intervention 3

Details of follow-up period 4

Organizational/societal level outcomes 3

How are outcomes measured 3

Sensitivity analyses conducted 2

Consistency of findings 1

Surrogate outcomes are used 2

Environmental context Temporal context (e.g., if the intervention has changed over time) 2

Regulatory context (local regulation or legislature) 2

Political context (political acceptability) 5

Systems context (Health systems arrangements) 6

Community need (baseline prevalence/risk status) 12

Social acceptability at community level 6

Social context generally (including racial/ethnic issues) 3

Local professional/expert opinion 1

Alternative interventions offered at the same time 4

Co-interventions offered to/necessary for participants 1

Physical or geographic setting 9

Researcher conduct Participation rate 5

How participants were selected 5

Eligibility criteria of participants in a study 4

Length and details of the run-in period 3

How participants were recruited 1
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11, 17, 19, 20, 24, 34–40, 42, 44, 46–49]). These criteria
were described using different terms. General terms
such as demographic characteristics or population char-
acteristics were often used. However, some checklists
included more specific questions related to ethnicity,
socio-economic aspects, age, workforce participation,
and education. Approximately one third of the check-
lists (N = 8) included some criteria related to character-
istics of the participants’ illness or condition, including
comorbidities [11, 17, 19, 20, 34, 35, 39, 46] . In four
checklists, criteria related to patient acceptability were
included [8, 9, 36, 48]. Only one or two checklists in-
cluded items that were coded into the other categories
under the theme Population (see Table 5 for details).

Theme: Intervention
This theme describes categories of criteria directly re-
lated to the intervention. Many of these themes ap-
peared to be interrelated, and so we grouped these
categories into subthemes, “intervention characteristics”,
and “intervention delivery”, described below.

Subtheme: Intervention characteristics
The subtheme intervention characteristics describes the
categories of criteria related to the name of the interven-
tion being examined, the complexity and clarity of the
intervention design, the theory supporting the interven-
tion, or whether the intervention is policy, practice, pro-
gram or guideline could influence the transferability of
the intervention. Less than one third of checklists (N =
8) included criteria that were coded into one or more of
these categories [11, 18, 24, 40, 42, 47–49].

Subtheme: Intervention delivery
The subtheme intervention delivery describes the cat-
egories of criteria related to how an intervention is
(intended to be) delivered. These categories describe
checklist criteria that ask end users to consider the
following issues when assessing transferability or re-
lated concepts: whether there is a possibility for tai-
loring an intervention, the intensity and duration of
an intervention, the materials/manuals used to deliver
an intervention and the settings in which the inter-
vention is delivered (hospital, home, etc.). Some cat-
egories describe criteria that ask users of a checklist
to consider whether there are standard procedures for
the intervention in a real life setting, who pays for
the intervention and whether any other general details
related to intervention delivery could influence trans-
ferability. Twelve checklists included criteria that were
coded into one or more categories under this sub-
theme [8, 9, 11, 17, 18, 35, 39, 40, 44, 46, 48, 49].

Theme: Implementation context (immediate)
This theme describes categories of criteria that are exter-
nal to the intervention, but that influence how the inter-
vention is delivered/received. The difference between
this theme and the subtheme Intervention delivery de-
scribed above is that the categories of criteria included
under this theme are not related to the design or de-
scription of an intervention. While the subtheme inter-
vention delivery is intended to cover categories of
criteria related to intervention delivery itself, categories
of criteria under this theme (implementation context
(immediate)) relate to ways in which people and organi-
zations may influence the implementation of an inter-
vention. Under this theme, we grouped categories into
two subthemes: individual service providers and imple-
menting organizations.

Subtheme: Individual service providers
This subtheme describes categories of criteria related to
individual service providers responsible for providing an
intervention. These categories include considering how
the number, and type, of service provider(s) are respon-
sible for implementing the intervention, and their skills,
training, and other characteristics could influence trans-
ferability. Other categories in this subtheme are related to
practices around monitoring and supervision of the ser-
vice providers, their compliance, and factors that influence
the motivation of service providers. Sixteen checklists in-
cluded criteria that were coded into the categories of cri-
teria under this subtheme [8, 9, 17–20, 37–42, 44, 48–50].

Subtheme: Implementing organizations
This subtheme describes categories of criteria that are re-
lated to the organization responsible for implementing an
intervention. Categories of criteria under this theme in-
clude the amount of essential resources that are available
to the implementing organization, (e.g., financial, human,
material resources for development, testing, implementa-
tion and recruiting), the culture of the implementing
organization with respect to the organizational missions,
mandates, climate, and how ready the organization is for
implementation, and whether it is feasible for the
organization to implement the intervention. Other cat-
egories describe criteria related to more practical issues
such as the size and structure of the implementing
organization. Six checklists included criteria that were
coded into one or more of the categories under this sub-
theme [8, 9, 36, 41, 44, 49]. We present a full list of the
categories of criteria included in this subtheme in Table 5.

Theme: Comparison intervention
This theme describes categories of criteria related to the
comparison condition. Only four checklists included cri-
teria related to the comparison intervention, and these
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criteria were coded into one of the following categor-
ies: characteristics of the comparison condition and
quality of the usual services to which an interventions
effect is being compared [9, 11, 20, 35]. Three of the
checklists that included criteria that were coded into
categories under this theme are for systematic review
authors [9, 11].

Theme: Outcomes
This theme describes categories of criteria related to the
outcomes on which an intervention aims to influence.
Nine checklists included criteria that were coded into the
following categories under the theme “outcomes”: how the
outcome was measured, length of follow-up, key out-
comes, or adverse outcomes [11, 20, 39–42, 45, 46].

Theme: Environmental context
This theme describes categories of criteria that go beyond
the immediate implementation setting (e.g., service pro-
viders or implementing organization). The following cat-
egories describe criteria that asks the end user to consider
issues related to: temporal context (i.e., if the intervention
has changed significantly over time so that a study from
2000 would describe an intervention very different than
one from 2010); political context (political acceptability,
governing system, etc.); regulatory context (how the inter-
vention fits with existing legislation); systems context
(organization of health or welfare care, employment regu-
lations or practices); social context (social cohesion, levels
of community trust, presence of racism); other interven-
tions (an environment where multiple competing inter-
ventions are implemented concurrently, or where one
intervention is closely related to participation in another
intervention), and; the geographic or physical setting.
Twenty checklists included criteria related to one or more
of these categories [8, 9, 11, 17, 20, 24, 34–40, 43–49].

Theme: Researcher conduct
This theme describes categories related to how re-
searcher conduct may influence transferability. The cat-
egories primarily include criteria that are related to
issues within the control of the research team investigat-
ing the intervention, such as participation rate, how par-
ticipants were selected, eligibility criteria of participants
in a study, length and details of the run-in period and
how participants were recruited. In total, eight identified
checklists included criteria that were coded into these
categories as factors under this theme. Five of these
checklists were aimed at assessing external validity [17,
35, 44, 46, 50], however, one checklist aimed to examine
transferability [41], one looked at applicability [20] and
one aimed to assess “relevance, applicability and
generalizability” [42]. The checklists which included cri-
teria under this theme also included criteria related to

categories under the other themes, and were thus not
solely concerned with the influence of researcher con-
duct on transferability or related concepts.

Discussion
The mapping component of this project resulted in 25
checklists to assess transferability and related concepts.
Only four of these checklists were aimed at systematic
review authors, and only two of these were published in
the last decade. The criteria for inclusion in this map-
ping was very restrictive (only checklists with explicit
criteria) which means that there may be many more
guidelines or discussions of issues to consider related to
transferability that we did not include. Regardless, it was
surprising given the current focus on making systematic
review findings relevant to decision makers, that not
more checklists and tools are available for systematic re-
view authors to support this work [9]. Furthermore, with
the increasing use of qualitative evidence to inform deci-
sion making, it was surprising that none of the included
checklists appear to be aimed at assessing transferability
of qualitative research [16]. This could be because there
is less emphasis on transferability in the qualitative dis-
cipline and more of a focus on understanding of individ-
ual motivation, experiences, and mechanisms [16, 51].
The content analysis produced seven themes of con-

cepts (and subcategories of concepts) that describe
checklist criteria end users should consider in their as-
sessment of transferability or related concepts. Four of
these categories are related to a typical systematic review
question formulation (PICO) which is likely the result of
the authors’ familiarity with this research method. Two
of the remaining themes described concepts (checklist
criteria) related to contextual issues that cut across
population, intervention, comparison and outcomes. The
final category, related to researcher conduct, is not con-
sidered important for the purpose of this review; how-
ever, it does illustrate the breadth of concepts that could
be imagined to influence transferability and related
concepts.

Terminology
In this project we purposely included a broad range of
checklists with respect to their stated aims, the termin-
ology used and the intended audience. Since we were first
and foremost interested in identifying a checklist that pro-
vides sufficient guidance for review authors on how to
consider transferability in a systematic review, and there-
after interested in identifying all factors imagined to
potentially influence transferability, we deemed it neces-
sary to include any checklist that aimed to assess one of
the concepts related to transferability. Given the lack of
consensus on terminology regarding concepts related to
transferability, it was conceivable that a potentially
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relevant checklist may be described as intended for asses-
sing applicability, generalizability, relevance, etc. The re-
sults of the content analysis provide support for this
hypothesis, in that there appears to be little to no
consistency between the aim of the checklist (termin-
ology) and the type of checklist criteria that the checklist
included. For example, among the 16 checklists that in-
cluded criteria related to the subcategory “individual ser-
vice providers,” were checklists intended to assess
transferability, applicability, replicability, generalizability,
implementation, relevance, transportability and external
validity [8, 9, 17–20, 37–42, 44, 48–50]. Checklists seem-
ingly intended to assess different concepts include broadly
similar criteria. Furthermore, there was overlap in which
criteria was included in checklists that were described as
assessing different concepts. Eight checklists included one
or more criterion related to concepts under the theme Re-
searcher conduct. Most of the concepts included in this
theme are traditionally associated with external validity.
However, three of the checklists that included criteria re-
lated to this theme aimed to assess applicability, transfer-
ability and “relevance, applicability and generalizability”
[17, 20, 35, 41, 42, 44, 46]. That checklists explicitly aimed
at assessing applicability, transferability and “relevance,
applicability, and generalizability” include criteria com-
mon to other checklists explicitly aimed at assessing exter-
nal validity is a good example of the confusion regarding
terminology and concepts related to transferability, and
the fuzziness of barriers between these related concepts.
Moreover, there appeared to be no consistency between

the terminology used to describe the aim of a checklist
and the intended end user of the checklist. Specifically,
different terminology was used to describe the aim of
checklists that appeared to target the same end user (e.g.,
practitioner) within the same discipline (e.g., health).
Among the six checklists aimed at assisting decision
makers within health, three checklists used the term “ap-
plicability,” two used “applicability and transferability” and
one used “generalizability” [8, 34, 36, 39, 45, 47].
Finally, we identified a number of “new” terms in the

included checklist that we were not previously aware of
as being used to describe issues related to transferability,
applicability, etc., such as replicability and transportabil-
ity. Future attempts to systematically map these types of
checklists, or literature discussing transferability, etc.,
may include these terms in their search strategies.

Focus on health care
The majority of the identified checklists were intended
to be used within health research, which is not surpris-
ing given the databases included in the systematic
search. However, that the overwhelming work done on
assessing concepts related to transferability has been
done in health research may have consequences. For

instance, one surprising result of the content analysis is
that none of the identified checklists included factors re-
lated to religion, family structure, social equality, or wel-
fare services. Within social care and public health, such
factors could be considered important to the transfer-
ability of some review findings. However, even the two
checklists intended for use in social science research did
not mention these types of issues. There is a clear lack
of checklists intended to identify and assess factors that
could influence transferability across a range of health
and social care interventions.
None of the included checklists, thus, were adequate

in addressing our initial aim of identifying a checklist to
support systematic review authors in considering, and
assessing, transferability of review findings to the context
of interest in the review. On first glance, the checklist
developed by Atkins and colleagues for the Agency for
Healthcare and Research Quality (AHRQ) was the most
comprehensive of those identified from the perspective
of conducting systematic reviews [20]. However, we
identified two important limitations of this checklist for
our purposes: a lack of detailed guidance on how to ac-
tually perform the assessment of applicability, and that
it is explicitly intended to be used in systematic reviews
of effectiveness for health care, and not in other types of
systematic reviews or for social care or public health
interventions.

Previous reviews
We attempted to compare the results of our content
analysis to the three previous reviews of checklists and
tools for assessing external validity [21], transferability in
health education interventions [10] and external validity,
transferability and applicability in health research [22].

Limitations and future research
The project was undertaken from the perspective of sys-
tematic review authors, and may be influenced by our
experience in conducting systematic reviews of popula-
tion level interventions, and engaging directly with com-
missioners of systematic reviews. Specifically, we were
inclined to categorize according to the most commonly
used template of forming review questions (PICO; popu-
lation, intervention, comparison and outcome character-
istics), rather than other templates such as PICOS
(population, intervention, comparison, outcome, study
design), PIPOH (population, interventions, professionals,
outcomes, health care setting) or templates used to for-
mulate questions in qualitative evidence syntheses (e.g.,
SPICE; setting, perspective, phenomenon of interest,
comparison, evaluation) [52, 53]. We are also aware that
our analysis may have been influenced by feedback we
have previously received from stakeholders whom we
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have worked with on previous projects and their percep-
tion of transferability factors.
We chose to exclude checklists assessing transferabil-

ity of economic evaluations after reading them and not-
ing that they were substantively different than the
included checklists. This is potentially a limitation of our
analysis since some of the themes captured by such
checklists are undoubtedly relevant in many systematic
reviews. However, we deemed these checklists to be out-
side the scope of the current paper.
The content analysis is based on an interpretation of

the checklist criteria, questions, and supporting ques-
tions included in existing checklists. The analysis does
not include information presented in the included
checklists regarding the theoretical underpinnings of
specific checklist criteria. Thus where the checklist item
is summarized simply in one or two words, the inter-
pretation of the checklist item’s meaning is via the lens
of a systematic review author, and therefore may not al-
ways match the checklist authors’ intention when in-
cluding said item.
Future work to examine terminology related to trans-

ferability should focus on whether terminology is related
to purpose. In other words, do researchers or clinicians
set different standards or expectations when a checklist
is aimed at assessing transferability versus applicability,
or generalizability?
Due to the current lack of consensus regarding ter-

minology related to transferability, the systematic lit-
erature search may have missed relevant checklists.
We attempted to account for this by checking refer-
ence lists of key articles and consulting methodo-
logical experts. Furthermore, given the plethora of
checklists identified, it is conceivable that many other
checklists exist in languages other than the languages
included in this review and are for local use within
an institution. A further consequence of confusions
regarding terminology for this systematic mapping is
the possible inclusion of checklists that assess con-
cepts related to transferability, but which have a con-
siderably different focus. For instance, some of the
identified checklists examine external validity, and
while this term is generally thought to be related to
the concept of transferability, the factors on which
one should base an assessment of external validity
differ substantially from those we would imagine as
potentially important in assessing transferability. The
result of the content analysis is thus a long list of fac-
tors that vary greatly in how relevant that are to
assessing transferability of research findings. This sys-
tematic mapping and content analysis will be used to
inform the development of a structured conversation
guide to be used to discuss transferability with deci-
sion makers in a systematic review process.

Conclusions
We identified 25 checklists that are intended to help
practitioners, decision makers, researchers or review au-
thors assess transferability, applicability, generalizability,
external validity, relevance, or transportability. Through
the content analysis of the individual criteria included in
these checklists, we developed a list of seven themes of
categories of criteria for end users to consider in making
an assessment of transferability. We believe that this list
is comprehensive and can serve as a basis in developing
guidance for review authors on how to systematically
and transparently consider transferability in a systematic
review process [54].
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