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Application in agronomy?
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‘Meta-” |ˌmɛtә|:
Denoting something of a higher or second-order kind:

‘metalanguage’ | ‘metonym’ |’meta-analysis’.

• >40,000 clinical studies … only recent use in agronomy 
• Extraction and analysis of data from systematic reviews
• Intended to answer broad research questions (Borenstein 2009)

Ponisio et al., (2014) – Organic yieldsCorbeels et al. (2014) – No tillage in Africa



Meta-analysis applied in agricultural research

SCOPUS:
‘meta-analysis’ and ‘agricultur*’ 
in the title, keywords, or abstract



An exercise in mega-silliness? (Sensu Eysensik 1978)

• Garbage in  Garbage out ? 

• Data limitations and biases

• Complexity and limitations of 
agronomic trial designs – RCTs 
are rare

• Highly variable study quality 
(Phillibert et al., 2012)

Correlation

Causation

http://w
w

w
.vias.org/science_cartoons/bivariate.htm

l

Does meta-analysis resolve or reinforce contestation ? 



Meta-analysis in contested agronomy 

Organic vs. Conventional 

Conservation agriculture

System of Rice Intensification (SRI)



Can organic agriculture feed the world?

Stanhill (1990) Badgley et al. (2007)

3 counterpoints, 2 supporting 
communications

Connor (2008), Goulding et al.  (2009, 2011)

Formal meta-analysis 
to the rescue?

de Ponti et al. 2012 Seufert et al. 2012 Ponisio et al. 2014



Basis of contestation in meta-analysis?





Discuss amongst yourselves!

• Please indicate your ‘disciplines’ on each card.

• If you are willing, please supply your name and email.

Consideration the organic 
agriculture study

Index 
card 
color

(1) Does the ‘contested
agronomy hypothesis’ hold 
true for meta-analysis? 
What might be missing?

(2) What do you think the 
future of meta-analysis in 
agronomy might be? Is it
the best tool we have?



“Farming looks mighty easy when your plow is a 
pencil and you’re a thousand miles from a corn field.”  

-- Dwight D. Eisenhower (1956)

• More debate than meta-
solutions?

• Is the devil in the detail?

• Disciplinary towering?

• Use with caution! While a useful 
tool, interpretation of the results 
of meta-analyses must be 
tempered with  consideration its 
methodological limitations 


