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distinguishes meta-ethnography from other review methods.
The synthesis should accurately portray both the shared and
unique findings of the included studies.

We proceeded from the reciprocal translation, i.e. the find-
ings are directly comparable or analogous, to lines of argu-
ment synthesis, where the findings were tied to one another
(Noblit & Hare, 1988). Guided by Noblit and Hare (1988), as
well as the new guidelines by France et al. (2019a), we
checked the reciprocal translation for possible refutations if
the accounts could be set against each other. No such pat-
tern was discerned. The first author presented the metaphors
and thematic clustering to all the team members for discus-
sion, and all authors agreed on the final result (Figure 2).

Expressing the synthesis
The synthesis may be expressed not only by writing a scien-
tific article and presenting a new line of argument synthesis,
as we did. It is important to communicate the meta-ethnog-
raphy to both professional and lay caregivers, as well as to
families that encounter PSU. Zhao (1991) describes this as a
movement from descriptions of ’what is’ to ’what should be’.
We recognized this need, and from our theoretical perspec-
tive, ’what should be’ includes both disciplinary development
and new interventions for enhancing family-rela-
tional practices.

Results

An unknown invisible intrusion was adopted as an overarching
metaphor based on the findings in the 15 studies (Figure 2).
All the included studies described that PSU had an over-
whelmingly high cost to families. Both the persons using sub-
stances and their family members were pulled into a
demanding life situation, with challenges that permeated all
aspects of their lives over a long period. By choosing the
strong and rough overarching metaphor, we wanted to
express the colossal range and severity of the consequences
PSU had for all family members and the extent to which
these consequences impacted their family dynamics and rela-
tions, their everyday life and holidays, and their dreams for
the future and stories from the past. The impact was mainly
invisible to those on the outside, thus becoming something
resembling a family secret. The metaphor An unknown invis-
ible intrusion is accompanied by three main themes: Taking
over the family life, Family survival, and An invisible family. To
retain the readability of this article, we have chosen to pre-
sent the occurrence of the themes in the included articles in
Appendix VI. The appendix shows that most themes are pre-
sented in all included articles.

Taking over the family life

The theme Taking over the family life reflects how over-
whelming the problems facing the families were experienced
and how exhausted they left them. PSU affected the family
structures, and the families experienced messy lives and bro-
ken relationships. Three subthemes reflect the families’Ta
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