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Objectives

» To go through the 5 stagesofa realist synthesisasproposed by Pawson
(2006)

» To discuss the RAMESES stand ard s for Re alist Synthe sis

» T outline the differencesbetween realist re vie w/synthe sis and rapid realist
re view (RRR)



What is Re a list Synthe sis?

» kEapplesthe same approach asrealist evaluation, but use s lite ra ture
instead of pimary evidence

» Fist principle — synthesisastheory building

» “The purpose isto articulate underdying programme theonesand then to
intermo gate the existing evidence to find out whetherornotthese theornes
are pertment and productive” Pawson (2006)

» The same asa realist review!




Practicalstepsin Realist Review

(Pawson, 2006)

IMERATIVE AND
NON LINEAR
PRO CESS!

1.ldentifymg the review question
2.9¢earch forstudies

3.Qualty appraisal

4. Extract the data

5.9ynthe sise the data Disse minate the
finding s




1) Id e ntify the review que stion

Whatis you are researching? This may seem obvious but ask yourself...

» Whatisyourresearch question?

» Isthisjustone specific programme?

» Iso,are there any otherprogramme s whic h use the same underying theory (forexample,
feedbackto teenagers?)

“Ratherthan focusing on individualprograms, asisnow done, oreven collectionsof programs
grouped according to major‘purpose’ asisfrequently proposed, the suggestion here isthat
we should concentrate on the generic toolsofgovemment action thatcome to be used, in
varying combimationsin particularpublic programs” (Salaman,1981)

» Isita group of programmes? (Eg. PROMsresearch)




Quality standards forfocussing the

revie w

Table 1: Quality standards for focussing the review

Inadequate Adequate Good Excellent
The review question | The review question | Attempts are made by | Adequate plus: The Good plus: The
s sufficiently and s too broad to be the review team to focussing process is review team draws
appropriately answerable within the | progressively focus iterative. on external
focussed. time and resources the review topic in a stakeholder expertize
allocated. way that takes Commissioners of the | fo drive the focussing
account of the review are involved in | process in order to
There is no evidence | priorities of the review | decision-making about | achieve maximal
that progressive and the realities of focussing. Decisions end-user relevance.
focussing occurred time and resource made about which
as the review was constraints. avenues are pursued
undertaken. and which are left open
Attempts are for further inguiry are
documented so that recorded and made
they can be described | available to users of the
in publications as TEView.
appropriate.

Table credit: http://www.ramesesproject.org/media/Realist_reviews training_matenals.pdf




Examples: foc using the review

Inadequate example:

“...to [a]explain what sort of ntemet-based medicaleducation ‘works’, forwhom and in what
circumstances, ...~

Adequate example (Wong etal 2010):

“Sevemlprevious syste matic reviews and two meta-analyses have compared the efficacy and
utility of Intemet-based education with conventionalteac hing methodsorno teaching
[Referencesx2]. Tlwo main questionsface researchersin thisfield: efficacy (can Intemet-based
medicaleducation work, and if so what isthe ‘effectsize’ compared to conventionalteaching?)
and e ffectiweness(underwhat real-word cicumstancesdoesitactually work, and how might its
impactand costeffectivenessbe maximised?).”

Table credit: http://www.ramesesproject.org/media/Realist_reviews training_matenals.pdf



Buid programme theory

» 'This initial programme theory will be yourlens through which you examine the lite ra ture
The generalidea isto identify and map out:

1) the key components (functions, strategiesoractivities) of the program;

2) the outcomesisthe program intended to generate;

3) the componentsthatcontnbute to particularoutcomes.

4) Insome programs(butnotal)it'susefulto develop a mugh sequence in which things
need to happen,ora rmugh hierarchy ofoutcomes, norderto develop a sense of how the
program isexpected to work.

Table credit: http://www.ramesesproject.org/media/Realist_reviews training_matenals.pdf



Quality standards forconstruc ting and

refining a realist programme theory

Table 2: Quality standards for constructing and refining a realist program theory

Inadequate Adequate Good Excellent
An initial realist A realist program An initial program Adequate plus: An Good plus: The
program theory is theory is not offered | theory is identified and | initial realist program | relationship between
identified and or described in realist theory is identified the program theory and
developed. A program theory is terms (thatis, in terms | and described atthe | relevant substanfive
offered but is not of the relationship outset. The theoryis | theory is identified.
converted to a realist | belween contexts, refined iteratively as
program theory at any | mechanisms and the review Implications of the final
stage of the review. outcomes). progresses. theory for practice, and
for refinements to
The refined theory is substaniive theory
consistent with the where appropriate, are
evidence provided. described.
The final realist
program theary
comprises mulfiple
context-mechanism-
outcome configurations
(describing the ways
different mechanisms
fire in different contexis
to generate different
outcomes) and an
explanation of the
pattern of CMOs.

Table credit: http://www.ramesesproject.org/media/Realist_reviews training_matenals.pdf



Building programme theory

TASK 1:

Canyoubuid 3 nitialprogramme theoresabout an intervention you have worked on?

» Thinkabout—-how wasitsupposed to work? What are the key ingredients of the
programme? What are the contexts, mechanisms and outcomes?

» Use the RAMESESstandards

» NB: I'softeneasierto workbackwards from outcome when creating
CMO¢g/theonsing .




2) Searc hing forstudies

What constitute s ‘the right evidence’ is different in a re alist synthesis than it is in other form of
re vie w.

» Data thatmay usefully contribute to a realist synthesis are:

*notdecided byresearch type (e.g. mndomised controlled tnal (RCT))

*notrestricted to research into orevaluationsofprogrammesperse, butrelated to the program
theory underpinnings the programme;

* notnecessarly aboutthe whole research question
* notnecessarily drawn from a whole text/document
* able to shed lighton anyaspectofC,MorO forany element ofthe theory;

o different fortheory building (not asrigormus) asopposed to theory te sting (suffic ie ntly rigorous
to support conclusion ofthe review).

Credit: http://www.ramesesproject.org/media/Realist_reviews training_matenals.pdf




Se arc hing forstudies

Ray Pawson (RAMESESemails): “Whatisclearisthat RS
needsto operate at BOTHlevelsoftheory. There isa need
to bounce off programme / stakeholdertheornes otherwise
there would be no application ofthe research. More
abstract middle range theornesare needed otherwise it
would be impossible to transferlessons and it would be
mpossible to traveloffto otherdomainsin search of
evidence.”

» Therefore we need to search fortheory atthe programme and middle
range theory level




1)

2)

3)

Se arc hing forstudies (Pawson, 2006)

A Background (scoping) search (Google/Scholar
“Enable the reviewerto make an mitialjudgement on whetherthe rnight volume of materals of the
right substance isout there to answerthe questions the review is likely to pose”

Search to track programme theores (Google/Scholar
“IKisa search whose purpose isto help formulate the review question, and thusoccursin parallel
with stage one ofthe review.”

Search forempirical evidence to testthe programme theories (specific literature databasese.g.
MEDIINE, EMBASE, HMIC)

“The purpose of such a search isto find primary studiesthat willhelp interrogate the explanatory
modelabout how the programme will wo rk”

“The maternalsought here...ismuch more like the orthodoxempiricalevaluationsthat are the
bread and butterof standard reviews”




Se arc hing forstudies (Pawson, 2006)

/

o

5) Middle range (abstract) theory search (specific literature databases e.g. MEDLINE, EMBA SE,
HMIC and Google/Scholar

A search to identify middle range theones(e.g. socialcognitive theory, feedback intervention
theory, third space theory) which may help to explain yourfindings/refined programme theory

~

J

4) Fine -tuning search (Google/Scholar, forward and backwanrd citation tracking ofincluded
studie s)

“Once the synthesisisalmostcomplete the reviewerseeksout additionalstudies to test those
furtherand revised programme theonesthatoften emerge in the course of the review”.



Initial search strategy:

'‘Participatory research’ OR "Participative research' OR 'Action research’
OR 'Collaborative inquiry' OR 'Participatory rural appraisal' OR
'Participatory appraisal’ OR 'Emancipatory research' OR 'Social
reconnaissance' OR 'Empowerment evaluation' OR ((participatory[title]
AND (research[title]

OR

design[title])) OR

'participatary research'Ttitle] OR 'action research'[ttle] OR

(('"Consurmer participation'[mesh] OR '"Consumer

advocacy'Tmesh] OR 'Community-institutional

Focused strategy used:

« Ovid Medline (international biomedical
journal literature)

« EMBASE (international biomedical

literature)

+ Psyclnfa (international biomedical
literature) [which included numerous
citations from Progquest Dissertations]

* |51 Web of Knowledge (journal literature
all disciplines; citation searching) Additior
sources used in initial searching only; resi
not included in screening:

relations’ [mesh]) AND (research[title] OR

researchimeshi])) OR

[earmng research’ UK LBPR UR

‘community-based participatory research' OR 'community based
participatory research’ OR ‘community based action research’ OR

'dialectical research’ OR ‘conscientizing research' OR 'participatd ‘participatory evaluation' OR

learning research’ OR CBPR OR

Jagosh etal (2011) Assessing the outcomesof
participatory researc h: protoc ol foridentifying,
selecting, appraising and synthe sizing the

lite rature forrealist re view

Implementation Science

‘participative evaluation' OR 'community-driven research' OR
'community-driven action research’ OR "action science' OR
‘community-partnered action research’ OR 'cooperative inguiry' OR
'dialectical inquiry’ OR 'appreciative inguiry' OR 'decolonizing
methodologies' OR 'democratic evaluation'OR ‘recherche participative
OR 'recherche action' OR 'recherche collaborative' Final focused strategy:
'Participatory research’ or 'Participative research’ or "Action research’ ar

'‘Collabarative inguiry' or 'Participatary rural' or "Participatory appraisal’
or 'Emancipatory reséarch’ or "Social reconnalssance’ or 'Empowerment

» Cochrane Library (databases af systematic
reviews and of clinical trials)

« ERIC (journal articles; reports, and other
types of publications in education)

« Social Work Abstracts (international social

work literature)

* Scopus (journal literature of all scientific
disciplines; citation searching)

* Proguest Dissertations and Theses

+ Additional sources for report/'grey'
literature: Internet via Google and Google
Scholar; New York Academy of Medicine
Grey Literature Report and other sources
listed in GreyNet




RAMESES
Qua hity
standards
for
developing
a search
strategies

Table credit:
http://www.ramesesproject.org/media/Re
alist reviews_training_matenals.pdf

Table 3: Quality standards for developing a search strategy

Inadequate

Adequate

Good

Excellent

The search
process is such
that it would
identify data fo
enable the review
team to develop,
refine and test

program theary or
theories

The search is
incapable of supporting
a ngorous realist
review. Common
emors include:

« Thesearchis
driven by a
methodological
hierarchy of
evidence (e.g.
privileging RCTs)
rather than the
need to identify
data to develop,
refine or test
program
theoryfies

» The search
process is not
informed by the
objectives and
focus of the
review

» The database(s)
selected are
narow in the
subject matter
that they contain
(e.g. limited to
specific topics
rather than
extending fo
social science,
psychology etc.)

»  Searching is
undertaken once
only at the outset
of the review and
thera is no
iterative
companent

Searches are driven
by the cbjectives and
focus of the review.

The search strategy is
piloted and refined to
check that it is fit for

purpose.

Documents are sought
from a wide range of
sources which are
fikely to contain
relevant data for
theory development,
refinement and testing.

There is no restriction
on the study or
documentation type
that is searched for

Adequate plus: further
searches are
undertaken in light of
greater understanding
of the topic area.
These searches are
designed to find
additional data that
would enable further
theory development,
refinement or testing.

Good plus: the
searching deliberately
seeks out data from
situations outside the
program under study
where it can be
reasonably inferred
that the same
mechanisms{s) might
be in operation.




3) Qualty appraisal

» Taditionalqualty appraisal: based on primary studiesthat have been camed out to the
highest methodologicalstandards

» Realist methodsabandon thistraditionalapprmach —due to the focuson complex systems
and complexinterventions, we need to focusoncomplexbodiesofevidence (Pawson,
2006)

» “The reviewershould notattemptto line up and appmise every candidate study on i#t’sown
termsand asa whole but, mther,appraise the contnbution thateach one makesto
developing the synthesis. That contnbution is unlike ly to stem from the entirety of a study”
(Pawson, 2006)



How do we do a qualty appraisal?

» “The reviewerasks ‘isthis study good enough to provide some evidence that willc ontribute to the
synthe sis?’ and there are two groundsupon which to deliveran answer...” (Pawson, 2006)

1) Assessmentofrelevance

Go through the studiescase bycase and ask-Isitin the rightballpark? Doesitconnectatall? —
there isno exactformula to making such a judgement

1) Assessmentofrgour

Notmade using pre-formulated checklistsbut to precise usage ofeach fragmentofevidence in the
re vie w.




Table 4: Quality standards for selection and appraisal of documents.

Inadequate Adequate Good Excellent
The selection and The selection and appraisal Selection of a Adequate plus: Good plus:
appraisal process process does not support a document for During the appraisal | Selection and
ensures that sources | rigorous and complete realist inclusion into the process limitaions | appraisal
relevant to the review | review. For example: review is based on of the method used | demonstrate
containing material of | «  Selection is overly driven | what it can contribute | to generate data are | sophisticated
sufficient rigour to be by methodological to the process of identified and taken | judgements of
included are hierarchies (e.g. the theory development, | into consideration | relevance and
identified. In restriction of the sources to | refinement and/or during analysis and | rigour within
particular, the RCTs to the exclusion of testing (i.e. synthesis. the domain.
sources identified other forms of evidence) relevance).
allow the reviewersto | ¢ Sources are appraised
make sense of the using a technical checklist | Appraisals of rigour
topic area; to for a particular method judge the plausibility
develop, refine and (e.g. assessment of quality | and coherence of the
test theories; and to for an RI:T] rather than ]}1_.! method used to
support inferences making a defensible generate data.
about mechanisms judgement on the
relevance and rigour of the
SOUFCE
s  Selection and appraisal
processes are overly
restrictive and exclude
materials that may be

useful for a realist analysis

»  Selection and appraisal
processes are not
sensitive enough to
exclude imelevant
materials

RAMESES Qua hity
standardsfor
selection and

appraisalof
documents

Table credit: http://www.ramesesproject.org/media/Realist_reviews training_matenals.pdf



4) Extract the data (Pawson, 2006)

1) Annotation

Getyourhighlghterout! Add notesand give labels. Iookforcommonalitiesin otherpapers and
mentally brackettogether

2) Collation
Papershave passed the testofrelevance atthispoint
Pigeon hole extractsin termsofwhich programme theory they test

Can use a purposefully built data extrac tion form if you wish

3)Reportage

Ensure that you extractand presentenough ofthe originaldata to ensure that the readerknows the
basison whic h the nference wasmade



5) Synthe sise the data

Atticle 1 Attic le 2 Atticle 3 Artic lf 4
4 il 4

Context and
Me c hanism

Research must spend time “Juxtaposing the evidence” (Pawson 2006)



What happensif there’scontradic tory

evidence?

Article 1 Article 2

}

» Don’tpanic!
» Commonoccumence

» Analysisattempts to
re c onc ile Po sitive
contradic tory outcome
evidence by finding
contextualor

mplementation Imple mented Partic ipants
differenc e s in the by peers aged 15-19

originalprogrammes \

Negative
outcome




Whatifthatdoesn’t wo rk?

v

vV v v Vv

Reviewercan adjudicate between the studiesbased on “methodological
excavations” (Pawson, 2006)

Id e ntify the methodologicalflaws ofthe studies and theirc onc lusions
Whic h study is strong e 1?
Do more studies support one theory/mec hanism than another?

Make an mformed conclusion




Synthe sis (Pawson, 2006)

» Synthesis to question programme the ory inte grity
Id e ntify typicalweak points and stumbling blocksin the chamm of imple mentation

» Synthesis to adjudicate between rival programme theories

Doesthe mntervention work ‘like this’ or‘like this?

» Synthesis to considerthe same theory in comparative settings

Assumesparticularprogramme theornesworkin some settingsand notothers EG. Naming and shaming
(not topic spec ific)

» Synthesis to compare officialexpectations with actual practice
“IF'ssupposed to work ‘like this’ butit actually wo rks ‘like this’”



Whatdo you end up with?

» NOT-—an arnthmetic verdicton a
programme

What
w o rks?

» Refinementofthe undedying theory of
how the programme works, forwhom, in
which cicumstances For

who ?




From initial programme theory to

refined programme theory

From initial rough theory to refined theory

" Initial rough ] N | Review of | . I Rafined |
theory svidence theory

= =,

specific program slements

' | ImMpiememation
Theoryol 5
Artlan
_DUinnmes

‘how mechansms genemie

Theonyof
cuttomes

Changs

Explanation of pattern

.now contes afects
\ mechamsmsand ouromes

Fgure credit:
http://www.ramesesproject.org/m

Figure 5: The process and sources of evidence used to refine theory edia/Realist_reviews training_mate
nals.pdf




6) Disse minate the findings

Finalreport to

.. Doc toralThe sis
Cc 0 M mISSIo ne rs

Pre se nta tions to
academics

Blogsorsocial
media outputs

Inform Policy Pre se nta tio ns to
ma ke rs Joumalartic le s public (if
approprate)




"——N,
Identifying | Searching Qu:l' : \4‘—\%43&&
the review for p!‘imary ﬂppra;sy| EXtraCtin Synth5 T 6
question studies " the data o) :’::‘9 [‘;i:sefmmating
e findin
Map key Background &
programme | familiarization
theories search
Prioritize key Search for Annet
: Notation, i
_theon_es for sources of note-taking o Lt f°°‘fs Negotiation
investigation | programme 90N | of synthesis with
theory c;ndlqate selected and decision-
eories formalized makers on
analytic and
) policy focus
Formalize Sean_:r) for | Assessment | Coliation of
model of empirical of relevance | materials from
subset of studies to of primary selected
hypotheses test model inquiry to primary
to be tested inform studies
model
Assessment Detailed Absorbing
of rigour of reportage of primary
primary data | evidence from | materials into
to test each case developing
theory study synthesis
Search for Further Differential Juxtapos?ng. Consultjation
further assessment | reportage of | adjudicating, |  on ‘_""h'crh
empirical of rigour as | evidence from | reconciling, | emerging lines
Pawson (2006) studies each study | eachcase | consolidating |  of inquiry
study and situating should be
. consequent enters the Siihar followed
Evidence based on revisions |  synthesis .
. . to model ®
policy: A realist : o B
. model of the theory to
perspective. complex and | initiate process
| inter-related of 'th:tllklng
SAGE; Iondon | slsmends f | St (e
_ programme implementation
Y /IJ theory decisions

_ uﬂE-;Q.ﬁ. A task-and-time template for realist synthesis



Rapid Re alist Re view (RRR)

Developed to bettermeet the time-sensitive needsofpolicy makers forsynthesesofknowledge to
develop evidence-informed polcies

Guided by both a localreference group, and a group of content experts:

“a localreference group ensures that the project wilproduce results that willbe rele vant forthe
context in which they willbe used. The reference group typically includesrepresentatives of the
funding organization, aswellasknowledge users (the target audience forthe findingsof the
review).”

“an expertpanelmade up ofresearchersand practitioners, actively engaged in conduc ting work
in the content area forthe review, who are in the processofnegotiating the interplay between
research, practice and policy.” Sauletal (2013)

Negative: Notnecessarnly comprehensive (Sauletal 2013)




Rapid Realist Re view

Experts and stakeholders are used to (Sauletal, 2013):

1. Develop projectscope

2. Develop specific research questions

3. Identify how the findingsand recommendations wilbe used

4. Develop search terms

5. dentificationof articlesand documents forinc lusion in the review (both published and grey)
6. Quality review: Data are extracted using identicalmethodsto a traditionalrealist re view

7. Data are extracted using identicalmethodsto a traditionalrealist re view

8. Validation of finding s with c ontent expets

9. Synthesis of the findingsin a finalrepot.

10.Disse mimnation o f re sults



Team membersmm a RRR(Sauletal
2013)

batmm membersneeded to complete a Rapid Realist Review include:

1. Projectmanager, responsible forpreparng intemalprojectdocuments, coordinatng the
dialogue and managing a pre-determined setofrequests forthe reference group and
expertpanel(providing feedbackateach stage ofthe processfrom question development,
to review of the finalreport), consolidating feedback, maintaining the time lne, budge t a11d
otherdutie s;

2. IocalReference group (Including ctientrepresentatives) and expert panel(ide ally fourto D
mn.d 1V Isforeach group);

_—

3.

Librarian (orinformation specialist) to lead on documentsearches; B

4.

Review team (two to fourindividualswho screen abstracts, read selected documents, and
p e rfom e xtra c tio ns);

5. Synthesislead to oversee the review processand play a mam 1o le in synthe sizing informa tion;

cademic orresearch lea)ﬁ.




Th sk

» In light of the presentation, try to map outon 1 A4 page a realist synthesis plan
fora programme you are familiar with

» Would you use a realist re vie w/synthe sisora RRR?

» How would youoperationalise yourreview? What would the phasesbe?




Suggested reading

General
» Pawson (2006) Evidence based policy: Arealist perspective. SAGE; london

» Wong etal (2010) Intemet-based medicaleducation: a realist review of what works, forwhom
and in what circumstances. BMC MedicalEducation

» Pawsonetal (2005) Realist review--a new method of systematic review designed forcomplex
policy interventions. Joumalof Health services Research and Policy

Programme theory (undedying mechanism as opposed to topic):

» R. Pawson. (2002) Evidence Based Polic y: the promise of realist synthe sis. Evaluation

» R Pawson and N. Tilley (2001). Realistevaluation bloodlines. Amerncan Joumalof Evaluation
» R. Pawson (2002) DoesMegan’slaw Wo1k? A Theory-Driven Systematic Review. ESRC report




Suggested reading

RAMESES guidelines
G. Wong etal (2013). RAMESESpublic ation standards: realist synthe ses. BMC Medic ine

http:// www.ramesesproject.org/media/Realist reviews training matenals.pdf

Rapid Realist Re view

» Sauletal (2013) A time-responsive toolforinforming policy making: rapid re alist re view.
Implementation Science.

» Wilsetal (2014) Inproving organizationalcapacity to address health literacy in public he alth:
a rapid realist re view. Public He alth



http://www.ramesesproject.org/media/Realist_reviews_training_materials.pdf
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