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were also calculated for each smoke alarm ownership outcome and tabulated 
(see Table 3 for an example for the ‘fi nal smoke alarm ownership’ outcome).

These tables showed that the effects of most interventions were generally quite 
small for most smoke alarm ownership and function outcomes (absolute differ-
ences ranged from 0 to 12.4 percent). However, they generally favoured interven-
tion over control (only two of the ten studies that measured fi nal smoke alarm 
ownership were negative for this outcome and one of the four studies reported a 
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here (Table 8), with criterion (1) based upon the validity evaluations in the fi rst 
data extraction table (as these are derived from the Jadad scale, scores of 3–5 are 
considered ‘high’ quality. In this example, a score of 2 was described as ‘medium’ 
and a score of 0 or 1 as ‘low’).

Of the ten studies of children or their families, three received an overall ‘high’ 
weight, fi ve were classifi ed as ‘medium’ and two were given an overall weight of 
‘low’. These ‘overall weights’ corresponded exactly to the ‘trustworthiness’ scores 
that relate to internal validity. This is because there was little to distinguish between 
the studies in terms of appropriateness (all were RCTs – a design appropriate to this 
kind of evaluative research) and relevance (studies were selected for relevance early 
in the review by the application of inclusion criteria). The only study that was not 
considered ‘highly’ relevant in its focus was by Davis, as this was delivered to exclu-
sively to schoolchildren, whereas other studies involved parents in the intervention.

It is possible that these ‘overall weights’ overemphasize the differences 
between the included studies. All of the studies scored 1, 2 or 3 on the Jadad scale 
and were consequently labelled ‘low’, ‘medium’ and ‘high’ respectively. All of the 
studies described themselves as RCTs, and (partly because of the nature of the 
intervention) none were double-blind or used an indistinguishable control inter-
vention. Therefore, overall study weighting was dictated solely by whether the 
studies included descriptions of allocation concealment and/or withdrawals.

Three studies received an overall weighting of ‘high’ (Clamp, Kendrick and 
King). However, these were conducted in different settings and, for fi nal smoke 
alarm ownership, reported differing results from one another. Consequently, this 
quality assessment approach does not greatly impact on the current synthesis, 

Table 7. Selection of  Tools and Techniques to Assess the Robustness of the Synthesis Product

Name of tool/technique Comments in relation to current synthesis Should this tool/
technique be applied 
here?

Best evidence synthesis Not really appropriate since this technique 
is primarily concerned with the selection of 
studies, and all studies in this synthesis are 
RCTs.

No

Use of validity assessment 
(EPPI-centre approach, 
CDC approach)

EPPI approach may be possible, using 
internal validity data presented in the 
summary tables. CDC approach needs 
further clarifi cation before it could be 
applied (e.g. what is a ‘suffi cient’ effect size)

Yes (EPPI), No 
(CDC) 

Checking the Synthesis 
product with authors of 
primary studies Refl ecting 
critically on the synthesis 
process

Not possible given the time available for 
this synthesis. No Although partly done 
throughout this process, it might be useful 
to have a dedicated section discussing 
issues that arose from the synthesis

No 

Yes
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As in the narrative synthesis, the apparent lack of effect of intervention in the 
two trials involving families of injured children was noted in the Cochrane review. 
The Cochrane authors state that ‘exclusion of these trials from the meta-analyses 
results in a stronger, statistically signifi cant intervention effect on alarm owner-
ship (OR = 1.43; 95% C.I., 1.07 to 1.90) and other alarm outcomes’. On this basis, 
they suggest ‘Having an injured child may lead to safety behaviour changes so 
large that they obscure any safety education effects’, but they do not mention this 
as one of their implications for future research.

In addition, the Cochrane review concluded that smoke alarms delivered as 
part of child health surveillance may be more effective. The effects on fi nal smoke 
alarm ownership were statistically signifi cant (OR = 1.96; 95 percent CI, 1.03 to 
3.72), with strong, non-signifi cant effects on the other ownership and function 
outcomes. The authors state that these subgroup analyses were based on few tri-
als and were heavily infl uenced by a single trial (Kendrick et al., 1999).

The results of a subgroup meta-analysis suggested that offering discounted 
alarms had a modestly stronger effect on smoke alarm ownership (OR = 1.83; 95 
percent CI, 0.63 to 5.28) than did education alone, but the trial results were signifi -
cantly heterogeneous (p = 0.015). Another subgroup meta-analysis indicated that 
the removal of the one study in which a research assistant delivered the interven-
tion (King et al., 2001) resulted in a stronger positive effect of intervention on 
three of the reported outcomes.

The Cochrane authors concluded that the quality of the available evidence is 
limited, with sensitivity analyses showing that pooled trials with blinded outcome 
assessment indicated little apparent effect on ownership or function, whereas 
unblinded studies indicated strong effects.

The Cochrane review made the following recommendations for future research: 
‘Further trials to evaluate the effect of smoke alarm promotion as part of child health 
surveillance in primary care . . . should assess their impact on fi re-related injuries, 
using adequate allocation concealment and blinded outcomes assessment.’ No rec-
ommendations were made in relation to improvements in outcome measurement, 
description of interventions, use of theory in designing interventions, or adjusting 
for potential confounding from concurrent fi re safety initiatives/policies.

On the whole, the fi ndings of the narrative synthesis and the meta-analyses 
were very similar. However, the differences mentioned appear to be attributable 
to two main factors: the impact of sensitivity and subgroup pooled analyses dur-
ing meta-analyses and the close scrutiny of study reports undertaken in narrative 
synthesis. Consequently, conclusions about the impact of moderators of effect 
appeared to be ‘fi rmer’ when derived from the meta-analysis, whereas impli-
cations for future research appeared to be more extensive and detailed when 
derived from the narrative synthesis.

However, the Cochrane review authors mention caveats in relation to some of 
the ‘additional’ fi ndings derived from subgroup analyses (e.g. that the apparent 
increase in effect attributable to offering discounted alarms was based on a meta-
analysis of highly heterogeneous studies).

Meta-analysis allowed the authors of the Cochrane review to observe the 
impact of specifi c aspects of study validity (allocation of concealment and blinded 
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