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Preface

Choosing a title for a book is always an agony — just as difficult as naming one’s
children (mine, incidentally, are called Rhino and Rosebud). On this occasion T have
ended up with a rather prosaic effort. It may be of interest to lift the cover on the reject
pile, however, for this will give the reader a useful first glimpse of the content. The sub-
title, the ‘realist’ bit, was straightforward enough. We academics love our symbols and
totems, and everything I have written is in the name of realist methodology. So there’s
some dogged consistency to start with, though I should make clear from the outset that
my understanding of realism does not square entirely with that of all other members
of the tribe.

It was the main title, the ‘evidence-based policy’ banner, that was more troublesome.
The problem with the term, and it is quite a big one, is that there is no such thing as
evidence-based policy. Evidence is the six-stone weakling of the policy world. Even its
most enthusiastic advocates are inclined to prefer the phrase ‘evidence-informed
policy’ as a way of conveying a more authentic impression of research’s sway. But that’s
a horrible expression, all thin-lipped, prissy and politically correct. My thoughts thus
turned to a version with a bit more flair, whilst retaining the savoir-faire about the limi-
ted compass of evidence. What about ‘evidence au fait policy’? Rather good, but
maybe not. What about ‘evidence for policy’? Also good, but rather enigmatic. What
about ‘evidence enlightened policy’? Well, this one is decidedly accurate and chimes
beautifully with the argument to come. But Pm afraid it sounds somewhat ethereal and
what 'm after is something a bit more down to earth.

One way of resolving the dilemma was simply to acknowledge it: Evidence-Based
Policy or Policy-Based Evidence: The Realist Resolution. This permits the big
problem — the four-hundred pound brute called politics — to surface. It also allows me
to steal the rather waggish inversion of evidence-based policy to policy-based evidence
already used by a couple of authors. What they have in mind is that the only empir-
ical evidence that actually surfaces in policy-making is cherry-picked and rose-tinted.
But 'm uncomfortable with all this, for the simple reason that P'm on the side of the
rationalists. Evidence-based policy may be a weakling but he is my weakling and I
want to make the best of him. So, having gone all round the houses, I ended up with
plain old ‘evidence-based policy’.

Anyway, that is the explanation and now you are in the know. The book is called
Evidence-Based Policy: A Realist Perspective but remember that what you are
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about to read is — The Best We Can Do By Way of Evidence-Based Policy:
A Realist in One Sense of the Term Perspective.

Books about research methods, for that is what this is, can be a mite dry, so I
want to begin with the emotion of it all. You have been charged with synthesizing
all the evidence relevant to Policy X. What does it actually feel like to conduct the
review?

To find out I recommend that you trace the following steps. Take a flight to
Venice and please try to arrive around one hour before dusk. Take a short walk to
the harbour and board a water taxi. This is the rather functional name given to the
silky, mahogany launch that will carry you to the island. I'm afraid that you and
your partner must travel without fellow passengers, so the fare will be considerably
more than your no-frills plane ticket. But, trust me, I have to capture the atmos-
phere perfectly. You are now speeding across the lagoon and before you, beneath
the ochre sky, stands the black profile of Venice. Francesco, the skipper, who will
be just as sleek as his craft, will enter the Canale Grande from the west. Now you
are there, gliding along its entire sweep. The bustle of the day is over and surely by
now you are getting the feeling. You are Canaletto. You are Titian. You are
Veronese. Or, perhaps, you are Byron or Browning. Just maybe, you are Casanova.

Ask Francesco to drop you at the moorings at the Accademia. You are in the
Dorsoduro, the most magical of the six Sestieri. Now you must hurry, for it’s get-
ting dark and Dve still not described the entire sensation. Down the Rio Foscarini.
Left at Calle Forner. You are now at the bridge over the Rio di San Vio, the pretti-
est of the little canals of Venice. Look behind you. In the window of the art shop
is a very striking print by David Dalla Venezia. He has painted your portrait. There
you are in free fall, arms and legs flying like a puppet. Not so much enlightened as
blinded. All around you is the literature — anonymous, flapping, mocking — resisting
all efforts to tame it. Now, this is what it feels like to carry out a systematic review.
For those of you unable to make the trip, l’artista has kindly allowed it to be repro-
duced on the cover.

Whilst T hope its arguments are novel, and notwithstanding my attempt to pro-
duce a page-turner, the book follows the conventional academic drill — ground is
cleared, principles are embraced, critiques are flourished, claims are made, claims
are substantiated, arguments are illustrated, and conclusions are drawn. Chapter 1
identifies the main vehicle for evidence-based policy. Current hopes are pinned on
rigorous ‘systematic reviews’, which attempt to synthesize the entirety of evidence
on existing interventions. Chapter 2 assembles the platform upon which I want to
build. Realist methodology is introduced, both as a philosophy of social inquiry
and as a tool for dissecting the workings of social interventions. Chapter 3 is a crit-
ical interlude examining ‘meta-analysis’, currently the dominant model for research
synthesis. It is charged with providing mistaken answers to misplaced questions.
Chapter 4 is the pivot of the book, introducing a new model of systematic review.
The principles and practice of ‘realist synthesis” are set down at length. Chapter §
is the first of three providing illustrations of realist synthesis. The evidence on the
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USA’s sex offender registration and community notification programme (Megan’s
Law) is reviewed in order to show how and how much the success of complex inter-
ventions depends on the efficacy of each step in a long implementation chain.
Chapter 6 offers a review of youth mentoring programmes. The purpose is to show
how realist synthesis can fine-tune understanding of the inner workings of pro-
grammes. Chapter 7 is a realist synthesis of ‘naming and shaming’ interventions.
The aim is to compare the same initiative in action in very different policy spheres
in order to demonstrate the contextual sensitivity of a key weapon of public policy.
Chapter 8 returns to the big picture. Does this dose of realism about the nature of
the evidence base change expectations about its capacity to infiltrate the policy
process?

From this brief glimpse ahead, it can be seen that the book enters a huge imbroglio
about a big issue. Also, by their very nature, systematic reviews are extensive in
coverage and extended in the telling. Moreover, and wretchedly, methodologists
are prone to bloated prose, using terms like epistemology and incommensurability
in explaining themselves. The net result is that the book kept bursting its covers in
the writing. Fortunately another mammoth idea, the world wide web, comes to the
rescue. The book is served by its own website at www.leeds.ac.uk/realistsynthesis
and here the reader will find full versions of two of the reviews and several papers
that go off at tangents, albeit very interesting tangents, from the main line of
argument.

(3 Points at which this supplementary material is most helpful are signalled like this
in the main text. @

At this point acknowledgements are due but, before I reveal the support of com-
rades, it should be pointed out that all the speechifying, all the overblown justifi-
cations and all loitering errors are my very own work. Three colleagues, in particular,
have coloured the pages. The tapestry in the text is created by Lesley Grayson, who
pinpointed the sources and laced the prose. The Romany in the text follows from
Annette Boaz’s zeal for leading me up all of policy’s garden paths. The high volt-
age in the text draws on the human dynamism of Trish Greenhalgh. Thanks are
also due to other members of the indomitable Queen Mary team — Alan Gomersall,
Bill Solesbury, Fay Sullivan and Ken Young. Other partners in the evidential grime
have been Gill Harvey, Kieran Walshe and Andrew Long. Two ex-poachers, Mike
Kelley and Mike Fisher, proved highly tolerant gamekeepers. Nicoletta Stame, Frans
Leeuw and Elliot Stern continue to be my international knowledge brokers. This
time, there are no words in the text from Nick Tilley, but the invisible hand is con-
spicuous. Appreciation also goes to Marta Bolognani for the bellissimissima trans-
lation. And at the end of the line, gracious thanks go to Patrick Brindle for leaving
well enough alone.
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Finally, I should acknowledge the all-important financial stanchions.
Methodological work is rather slow-burning and I have been surprised, surprised
and surprised again that it finds funding. This work was supported directly by a
fellowship at the ESRC UK Centre for Evidence-Based Policy and Practice at Queen
Mary, University of London; through an award from the ESRC Research Methods
Programme; and via a project funded jointly by the NHS Service Delivery Organi-
sation and the Canadian Health Service Research Foundation. Backing for related
projects from the Health Development Agency and the Social Care Institute for
Excellence is also recorded with gratitude.

Ray Pawson
Leeds

Xi



‘the rare occurrence of the expected ...’

WILLIAM CARLOS WILLIAMS
From ‘At Kenneth Burke’s Place’



Evidence-Based Policy: The Promise
of Systematic Review

How does ‘evidence’ speak to ‘power’? What do you get if you cross ‘research’ with
‘realpolitik’? Where lies the ground between the ‘ivory tower’ and ‘corridors of
power’? What hope is there for nuptials between ‘knowing’ and ‘doing’?

The answer to all these questions has coalesced in a new millennium big idea
called evidence-based policy and, in the pages to follow, I am going to attempt to
assess the state of this union between the realms of evidence and policy. The story
I am going to tell is neither one of the root incompatibility of star-crossed lovers,
nor one in which policy-makers and researchers all live happily ever after. Evidence-
based policy is much like all trysts, in which hope springs eternal and often outweighs
expectancy, and for which the future is uncertain as we wait to know whether the
partnership will flower or pass as an infatuation.

The conflation of these two intellectual tides is itself a curiosity. We are more
used to, and perhaps more comfortable with, the notion that decisions of state (or
indeed of the street corner) are a matter for political conviction. Over the centuries
the basis for such authority has changed as divine right and moral dynasticism have
given way to complex political systems. Modern polities are a balancing act between
hierarchical privilege, economic power, ideological standpoints and democratic
mandates. But, whatever their colour or composition, we expect political calculation
to form the basis of policy choices.

We are more used to, and the professoriate at least is more comfortable with, the
idea that authoritative knowledge about society is propagated within the groves of
academe. So whilst everyone can lay claim to a capacity for self-reflection and
mutual understanding, it is only certain branches of social science that profess to
operate such processes formally and with any certainty. The main pay-off from the
intellectual impulse to understand the human condition, however, has been to cram
library shelves, to populate university corridors and to create disciplines, perspec-
tives, paradigms and methodologies by the day, and by the dozen. Because social
science is a science like no other, it delivers a curious knowledge base beset with
inconsistency and rivalry, which operates with due and proper caution about its
lack of predictive power.
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So how is it, as we move into the twenty-first century, that there are serious
aspirations to unite these seemingly wayward ways of thinking? Why in the UK, for
instance, was the following ambition prominent in the very new New Labour gov-
ernment’s agenda for modernization?

This government expects more of policy makers. More new ideas, more willingness
to question inherited ways of doing things, better use of evidence and research in
policy making and better focus on policies that will deliver long term goals. (Cabinet
Office, 1999: ch. 2, paragraph 6; my emphasis)

And why was it that a European Commission White Paper on governance, of about
the same vintage, intoned much the same message?

... scientific and other experts play an increasingly significant role in preparing and
monitoring decisions. From human and animal health to social legislation, the insti-
tutions rely on specialist expertise to anticipate and identify the nature of problems
and uncertainties that the Union faces, to take decisions and to ensure risks can be
explained clearly and simply to the public. (European Commission, 2001: 19)

The immediate point to remember in accounting for this leap of faith in evidence-
based policy is to refrain from exaggerating about millennial movements at millen-
nium moments. The coming together of social knowing and political doing has
actually been a long process, following the time-honoured route of two steps for-
wards followed by one step backwards. In 1969, Donald T. Campbell penned the
following statement on the evidence-based policy of the time, namely his vision of
the ‘experimenting society’:

The United States and other modern nations should be ready for an experimental
approach to social reform, an approach in which we try out new programs designed
to cure specific problems, in which we learn whether or not these programs are
effective, and in which we retain, imitate, modify or discard them on the basis of their
apparent effectiveness on the multiple imperfect criteria available. Our readiness for
this stage is indicated by the inclusion of specific provisions for program evaluation
in the first wave of the ‘Great Society’ legislation and by the current congressional
proposals for establishing ‘social indicators’ and ‘data banks’. (Campbell, 1969: 409)

The next point to grasp in understanding the rise (or resurgence) of evidence-
based policy is that it is premised on a partnership, and we need to clarify the basis
on which the match is being made. There are several suitors and numerous nubiles
within the modern-day ranks of evidence providers and evidence users, and it is
worth taking a brief tour of their respective positions as an initial gauge of their
relationship.

Solesbury (2001) has identified a range of institutional conditions that signal the
polity’s new readiness to heed evidence. In the UK, the ‘new’ evidence-based policy
is strongly associated with the so-called pragmatic, anti-ideological turn in modern
politics. T have my doubts about whether this transformation ever took a grip around
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the Cabinet table, but it is clear that a crop of government agencies has shot up,
whose job it is to marshal and monitor the evidence base to better inform govern-
ment decisions. Examples include the National Institute for Health and Clinical
Excellence and the Social Care Institute for Excellence. Another factor in the rise of
evidence is the ‘retreat from the priesthood’ in professional practice and power.
Corporations, charities, patients, parents, clients, customers of all kinds, argues
Solesbury, are less and less inclined to take professional views on trust and demand
to be shown the supporting evidence. The third welcoming embrace for evidence-
based policy is provided by the growth of ‘knowledge management systems’. We live
in the information age and inhabit complex social systems. In these circumstances it
is knowledge that provides competitive advantage, and information systems and
data-banks, once again, are called for to provide the vital currency.

The other side of the partnership, evidence provision, is equally complex. In my
introductory remarks I based ‘the evidence’ in academe, as a symbol of the expertise
and impartiality required to produce such a precious commodity. However, evidence
can also be an article of trade, with the livelihoods of research institutes dependent
on their capacity to manufacture evidence to meet the needs of inquisitive customers.
On a bad day, the ivory tower can look awfully like a shopping mall. In the UK,
much if not most, policy inquiry is conducted by units and centres that perch on
the edge of mainstream university departments, and whose existence depends on
winning the next contract. Oftentimes, this means that the policy-research rela-
tionship is financially circular, with one arm of government providing the funds for
another to supply the evidence base. Sometimes, the loop is much tighter, with many
central and local government departments having their own ‘analytic’ divisions and
‘research and intelligence’ units.

In addition, there is considerable involvement by charities and foundations in the
construction of an evidence base. This source may operate generically in the interest
of social betterment or specifically in trying to bring a considered, evidential approach
to a special concern such as child welfare. Whether these activities sit well with the
traditional lobby function is a moot point. Finally, the increasing role of the private
sector in the evidence ‘industry’ should be noted, as both recipients and providers
of information. Unhappily, one also observes that this new function for auditors
coincided with the outbreak of corporate scandals about their traditional role as
independent regulators.

One observes, in short, an assortment of information recipients and providers
who engage in intricate and potentially fragile relationships. No one will need remind-
ing that Great Society free thinking was followed by Watergate-style cynicism. No
one in the UK will need reminding that New Labour’s introductory nod to the
evidence supplier was mixed with an enthusiastic embrace of the spin-doctor and,
perhaps, with some envy of steely Thatcherite certainty. And at a global level,
no one will need reminding of the shifting sands of evidence and the malleable
dossiers of intelligence that formed the basis for the Iraq War.

It is hardly surprising, therefore, that alongside the literature arguing for a more
evidential approach to policy and practice one finds a powerful counterpoint, arguing
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that evidence is cynically exploited in the interests of retaining rather than refining
the exercise of power (Majone, 1989). And even more bizarrely, amidst the plain-
speaking world of research on burglar alarms, school breakfast clubs and pension
benefits, one hears the voice of ‘post-modern evaluators’. From them comes a denial
of the very notion of evidence, based on a critique of scientific ‘logocentrism’ and a
wish to gather the people around the banner of ‘transgressive action’ under conditions
of ‘polyvocality’ (Stronach, 1997; Fox, 2003).

Evidence-based policy: runners and riders

From the outset, then, it should be recognized that there are competing affiliations
and strategies that aspire to offer better use of evidence and research in policy-
making, or oppose the very idea of evidence-based anything. I cannot do justice to
all such standpoints in one volume and the purpose of this section is to isolate my
chosen specimen from six other approaches that are sometimes designated as evidence-
based policy. Although these undoubtedly deserve a more considered treatment, my
purpose here is to apply quick cuffs around assorted ears in order to inform the
reader where the argument is and is not heading. So, in my book, the following
half-dozen phenomena do not constitute evidence-based policy-making.

Positioning

There has always been a degree of personal cross-fertilization of the polity and the
academy in the form of gamekeepers turned poachers (judgements on which I leave
to the reader). Socrates, doyen of the original Academy and the inventor of dialec-
tical reasoning, is said to have had a steady personal influence on Athenian public
affairs until scandal broke and the Assembly ushered him away to a final dialogue
with the hemlock. In the present day, former politicians are considered to make
fine college presidents and university vice-chancellors. Whether this stems from the
wisdom and equanimity gained in electoral defeat, or from the remnants of politi-
cal clout, is a matter on which I also remain silent. The tide flows the other way,
of course, one notable example being the creator of the ‘double hermeneutic’
(Giddens, 1984) turning up as an author of the UK government’s ‘third way’
(Giddens, 2000). Perhaps even more significant was the German philosopher-
historian, arguably the best-known social scientist of all, who came up with the
maxim about the priority being to change the world rather than understand it.
Arguments still rage on whether Marx preferred the theorist’s armchair or the polit-
ical soap-box, although one can hardly gainsay the real political action taken in
his name. Today’s evidence-based policy has, without doubt, hastened the inter-
change between the common room and the corridors of power, but we must not
confuse the agents with the process and demand occupational mobility as a defin-
ing characteristic.
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Portals

Another, and altogether different, entry to the world of evidence-based policy is
through the digital gateway of knowledge management (KM). All modern enter-
prises (private or public) depend on knowledge as the key resource; information
sources are multiplying exponentially, and harnessing them requires a completely
new set of ‘e-tools’ from automated document search and retrieval systems to con-
tent management software. KM is often conducted in its own secret language; for
instance: ‘the latest platform encompasses a set of basic knowledge management
functionalities, along with the ability to rapidly develop collaborative knowledge,
portal and e-learning solutions within a pull-communications culture’. Although
I will cover some of the tools of the information scientist who brings together the raw
materials of the evidence base, this activity does not constitute the defining feature
of evidence-based policy within this study. No doubt most readers will be grateful
to peer no further into the geeky world of the ‘knowledge data capability manager’
or the ‘knowledge tool trainer’, and I accept their thanks.

Polling

Evidence-based policy is preceded by an altogether more mundane mechanism for
connecting political action and social wisdom. No doubt, in their heart of hearts,
plenty of politicians still think T’ve asked my constituents, laddie, and that’s
evidence enough for me.” The weekly surgery and the local agent’s briefings may
have given way to the opinion poll and the focus group, but this particular infor-
mation flow still remains as a counterweight to the unfettered application of poli-
tics to decision-making. It may never quite constitute a reality check, however, for
public opinion is fidgety and elusive, and attitudinal information is always one vital
step removed from the actuality of social conditions. So whilst the research methods
for penetrating the mood of the public have become more firmly grounded, and the
significance of their findings more pronounced, the pollsters remain an adjunct to
evidence-based policy rather than its embodiment.

Partnership

Another strategy driven by the commitment to social betterment through research
is the ‘co-participatory’ approach, which in bygone days was known as action
research. This shares with the evidence-based approach the basic aim of blending
research and practice but does so in a rather distinctive way, namely by embodying
the two pursuits in one and the same person. Researcher-practitioners operate by
sharing all of their technical skills with those being researched. The result, so the
argument goes, is that such research imposes neither hypotheses nor solutions, all
findings being automatically grounded in mutual, agreed forms of practice. There
seems little problem with such a strategy when the policy concern is local and
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immediate, and the vested interests are narrow. Practitioner research is ideal for
assisting the parent—teacher association to thrash out an agreement on the home-
work requirements of a new curriculum, or helping the works committee to figure
out the pay implications of a new shift system. In such circumstances, a quiet look
at the evidence can help all parties reach accommodation. However, this is not
evidence-based policy, but rather evidence-based local practice. It is eliminated
from further discussion simply on the grounds of scope. Co-participatory research
is utilization-focused. It neither attempts nor makes claims for the transferability of
its findings. Evidence-based policy, as defined here, is all about public policy where
vested interests sprawl, and the central issue is the compass and generalizability of
research findings.

Partisanship

This is the scaled up version of the participatory approach, sometimes called eman-
cipatory research. The idea is that policy research should recognize the special
wisdom belonging to those who are oppressed by the prevailing system. For instance,
it is argued that the problems of people with disabilities are created by a social
system that treats impairment within the medical model. Emancipatory research
thus pursues the social model and seeks to prioritize policy solutions that challenge
the material forces acting to limit the potential of people with impairments. The
difficulty with this approach is that every policy and every intervention creates
disagreement, dispute and rivalry amongst the groups of stakeholders that gather
around it. Programmes work for some and to the detriment of others, they create
benefits for some and poverty traps for others, what seems sound in California may
not apply in New Jersey, what is good for geese rarely satisfies ganders. When exam-
ined closely, the ‘oppressed’ includes people left suicidal and without hope, people
rendered optionless, people made angry, people desperate to escape their lot, people
who can put up with anything, people who show gratitude for small mercies, and
people who malinger. Accordingly, it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that working
from one standpoint involves making claims for entire peoples whilst speaking
selectively. A more comprehensive and dispassionate approach is needed in order
to understand the always multiple, sometimes contradictory and occasionally per-
verse impacts of policy reform. To me, being both partisan and researcher is a bit
like having one’s cake and eating it. I’ve often put this to colleagues who operate
from within these perspectives. They reply with puzzlement, asking what else one
should do with one’s cake. Needless to say, this is not the version of evidence-based
policy pursued here.

Punditry
Finally, there are the pundits, special advisers, policy analysts, ‘wise men’, think-

tanks and so on. Politicians have always surrounded themselves with such people
and in the past their function was unambiguous, if somewhat disguised by these job
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titles. Their task was to summon up helpful information, sympathetic data, subsidiary
arguments and fetching modes of presentation in support of politically favoured
and pre-established policy lines. Quite unashamedly, such ‘research’ travels straight
from ideology to policy recommendations via the cherry-picking of evidence; in
reality, it is policy-based evidence. The interesting thing about modern day think-
tanks is that many have secured a degree of independence from their political
masters. Some of them claim to ‘think the unthinkable’, and most have adopted the
paraphernalia of social science research. They go about the business of economic
modelling, evaluation research, cost-benefit analysis and the kind of evidential
review that takes us near to the key concerns of this book. Yet, they remain con-
tent to define themselves minutely in terms of political complexion, being ‘left of
centre’, offering ‘clear blue water’, and so on. Accordingly, ambiguity abounds
about the nature of the evidence they, and other pundits, offer. Evidence-based
policy, in contrast, is based on the brave assumption that the truth will out, and that
it is possible to provide dispassionate, independent and objective evidence to evalu-
ate policy options. Whilst these are horrendously difficult objectives to achieve, they
remain a defining feature — perhaps the defining feature — of the research strategies
to be addressed in this book.

Systematic review: rationale and challenge

So much for what evidence-based policy is not. Let me now pull back the curtains
to reveal the real subject matter of the book. Present day hopes for evidence-based
policy are pinned increasingly on the systematic review of all the existing research
on particular interventions. From whence do those hopes spring? In a word, it is
disappointment. Applied social research is by now quite long in the tooth, and all
manner of programmes have been tried and tried again, and researched and researched
again. Yet there is little sign that this evaluative activity operates according to
Campbell’s vision of the experimenting society. There are precious few examples
of it leading to actual decisions to ‘retain, imitate, modify or discard’ programmes.
Evaluation research, in short, has reached industrial proportions but remains
feudal in its capacity to create change.

The current solution to the problem is to confederate and co-ordinate this multi-
farious and fragmented body of empirical work by pooling and assessing the weight
of evidence in relation to whole families of interventions. The quest is on to launch
comprehensive syntheses of existing research in order to produce objective
overviews of ‘what works’, policy sector by policy sector (Davies et al., 2000). There
can be no doubting the size and significance of this endeavour. The apparatus of
systematic review is now considerable, and its arrival constitutes one of the major
innovations in the machinery of applied social research in recent years. I will not
attempt to list all the various collaborations, initiatives and agencies involved, but
for the newcomer in search of an overview I can recommend the admirable website
of one such organization (http://www.evidencenetwork.org).
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I have already sketched, via Solesbury (2001), some of the reasons for the recent
embrace of evidence-based policy. I now want to complete the curtain-raising by
considering the specific rationale for systematic review as its method of choice. The
key to understanding the paradigm change is to appreciate why evaluation research
is no longer the preferred methodological partner of policy development. Recall
that it is not the first time that hopes have been raised. This is the second coming
of evidence-based policy, following the Great Society and its high hopes for an eval-
uation culture. Somewhat paradoxically, therefore, I begin with the observation
that evaluation research has been one of the great successes of modern applied
social research. Not an initiative gets designed, not a programme gets implemented
without the attachment of an evaluator to discover whether it ‘works’. And yet, it
seems few expect evaluation to direct policy development. Why? The reasoning is
illustrated in Figure 1.1 and can be spelled out in two simple propositions about the
positioning and cumulation of evidence.

The failure of evaluation research to feed significantly and successfully into the
policy process may be explained via a stunningly obvious point about the timing of
research vis-g-vis policy — namely, that in order to inform policy, the research must
come before the policy. To appreciate this does not require high quality method-
ological training, a chair in public policy, or years of experience in government. Yet,
curiously, this proposition does not correspond to the sequence employed in the pro-
curement of most evaluation research, which occurs after programme design and
implementation. Systematic reviews are thus proposed as a solution. The expecta-
tion is that policy-makers on the threshold of a decision will summon reviewers to
have a close look at the evidence before the leap into policy and practice.

The other sense of disappointment about evaluation research stems from the fact
that, though widespread, it remains a cottage industry. It is demand-driven and for
hire, with each evaluation encapsulated in its own contractual bubble. Apart from
the intrinsic limitation of having to tailor evidence to each individual client’s require-
ments, this arrangement cuts off the cross-fertilization on which scientific advance
depends. The evidence base is composed of fragments, with no one responsible for
mortaring the mosaic together. Systematic reviews are thus proposed as a solution.
The aim is to capture and pool the burgeoning mass of primary research activity,
under the simple principle that two (and more) heads are better than one. The aim is
to approximate to ‘big science’, with systematic review, according to one enthusiast,
being the method through which ‘science takes stock’ (Hunt, 1997).

Figure 1.1 illustrates these ideas, beginning at the top with the most significant
manifestation of public policy in the modern era, namely the programme, the inter-
vention or the initiative. The gestation of such schemes follows the familiar
sequence of design — implementation — impact, with each phase associated with
a different group of stakeholders, namely programme architects, practitioners and
participants. As a rule of thumb, evaluators are invited on-site in the early phases
of programme implementation, after the contractors have been hired and the foun-
dations laid. Another iron law of research timing is that evaluators are usually
required to report on programme impact before the intervention has run its course.
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FIGURE 1.1 The potential benefits of systematic review

Every evaluator will be familiar with the demand to get the report finished, or at
least the preliminary findings established, before the next ‘spending review’ or other
political milestone. Evaluations, in short, operate within a rather narrow band-
width, and the standard ‘letting and reporting’ interval is depicted in the figure.
Much ink has flowed in response to the frustrations engendered by this sequen-
cing. There is no need for me to repeat all the criticisms of ‘breathless’, ‘brownie
point’ and ‘quick and dirty’ evaluations. The key point to underscore is that, even
if a programme evaluation manages to be painstaking and clean under present con-
ditions, programme design is frequently a research-free zone. Of course, there are
good reasons for a division of labour between design and evaluation; we are rarely
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inclined to be harsh on our own brain-children. Nevertheless, it is clear that valuing
the evaluator’s independence has the effect of keeping evaluation’s wisdom well
away from policy-making’s inception.

At the end of the research sequence, there is another set of impediments that make
it difficult to translate evaluation results into subsequent policy action. Significant
social and individual change often takes a while to accomplish and, when noteworthy
intervention outcomes are discovered, they are usually accompanied by doubts about
their staying power. Programme practitioners and subjects may procrastinate and
change their minds at the very time that evaluators have to begin churning out the find-
ings. Whilst these may be accompanied with right and proper cautions about mixed
outcomes, perverse effects, decay, displacement, showcasing and all the rest, tracking
down and articulating such caveats undoubtedly slows down the reporting process.

In the meantime, the surrounding realpolitik crowds in. During an evaluation the
direction of the political wind often changes, displacing the fundamental pro-
gramme philosophy and deeming it unworthy of investigation. And given the
turnover in, and the career ambitions of, policy-makers and practitioners, there is
always a burgeoning new wave of programme ideas waiting their turn for devel-
opment and evaluation. Research conclusions are thus often dispatched into very
different policy climates from whence they sprang. My own experiences will again
be familiar. I evaluated one programme that was pronounced dead by one arm of
government in the very same month as funding for its evaluation had been raised
from another. In at least two others, a major redirection of programmes and serv-
ices was announced whilst evaluators were still in the field. And in yet another, the
research team had to report to four different managers as the client became involved
in restructuring. Under these all too familiar circumstances, it is not surprising that
the most familiar destination of the evaluation report is the shelf.

Figure 1.1 also depicts a key concern about the staffing of evaluation by way of
the stick figures illustrating ‘research power’. Evaluation is an applied science and
depth of application often works against breadth of vision. This type of research
operates with a unique division of labour. It tends to be commissioned by, or on
behalf of, organizations charged with putting specific policies and programmes into
action. It tends to be in-house research, funded by either private sector organiza-
tions interested in gaining an outside view of their own activities or, in the case of
public sector programmes, by the state itself or, for smaller interventions, by char-
itable foundations. It tends to be conducted by specialist research units and insti-
tutes, which are usually detached or semi-detached from the somewhat ‘purer’
research environment of the university, and are highly dependent on the flow of
commissions. It tends to look for technical and methodological development to the
academy, where sit specialists in evaluation theory (like me), who are more likely
to be bookish and tenured. It also tends to trade heavily on the goodwill of practi-
tioners who are likely to regard the provision of assistance and data to evaluators
as an extra burden on top of already difficult schedules.

So where’s the rub? The key point is that these complex arrangements are assem-
bled from scratch in each and every evaluation, with the result that there is a degree



THE PROMISE OF SYSTEMATIC REVIEW

of improvisation about the team assembled, the approach chosen, the evidence
gathered and the advice proffered. There are all sorts of interesting alliances
between the parties but none of them is really responsible for the cumulation of
evaluation findings; there is no job on the list whose function is to feed the evidence
steadily back into policy-making and then on to the design of further inquiries.
Evaluations thus continue to be generated ab ovo but without inspection of previous
broken eggs. The result is a mass of evaluation activity, with endless trials and
plenty of error but little cumulation of effort or results.

Such is the case for the prosecution against evaluation research and its contribu-
tion to evidence-based policy. Note that the argument is not that evaluation
research is flawed, or any more flawed than the rest of social research. The line of
reasoning is that evaluation results are not being properly marshalled, organized
and utilized. This imperfection may, of course, be seen as an opportunity and I now
turn to the key methodological manoeuvre in the defence of the new evidence-based
policy. The remedy suggested for all this misplaced, misspent effort is to put research
in its appropriate station (at the end of the line) and to push rather more scholars
back to where they belong (in the library).

This strategy is illustrated in the lower portion of Figure 1.1, which draws out
the basic logic of systematic review. It takes as its starting point the idea that there
is nothing entirely new in the world of policy-making and programme architecture.
In the era of global social policy, international programmes and cross-continental
evaluation societies, one can find few policy initiatives that have not been trialled
and trialled again. Hence, the argument goes, if we renew inquiry at the point
where many similar programmes have run their course and the ink has well and
truly dried on their evaluation reports, we may then be in a better position to offer
evidence-based wisdom on what works and what does not.

On this model, the key driver of research implementation is the feedback loop from
past to present programming. If a method can be devised to synthesize the findings of
previous attempts at reform, we then have the capacity to draw sound lessons for
future practice. This bygone evidence might not quite correspond to any current inter-
vention but since policy initiatives are by nature mutable and bend according to the
local circumstances of implementation, even real-time research has trouble keeping
pace. No one believes that the feedback from systematic review occurs in one big
jump and does so with perfect predictive power. The idea is that periodic reviews,
regularly refreshed, can bring a measure of rationality to the planning process.

Like all of the best ideas, the big idea here is a simple one — that research should
pass on collective wisdom about the successes and failures of previous initiatives in
particular policy domains. Note the emphasis on collective, for, as illustrated in the
figure, the act of synthesis is intended to harness together the partial and haphaz-
ard efforts of discrete and dispersed research groups. The tempting prize is an anti-
dote to policy-making’s frequent lapses into crowd-pleasing, political-pandering,
window-dressing and god-acting.

This is the basic reasoning through which systematic review has grabbed the
methodological mantle of evidence-based policy. Systematic review is not intended
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to displace evaluation research, for the former provides most of the evidence base
for the latter. Systematic review is intended to act as the conduit from the evidence
to the policy — no more and no less.

The synthesizing society?

The hopes for systematic review lie engraved in this simple proposition, which
accounts for its rise to methodological prominence. This is not the entire story, of
course. There is also the little matter of prudence. Systematic review involves no
battles with gatekeepers, no cosying up to stakeholders, no idle control groups, no
observation of subjects, no long-term follow-up, and no programmes to run and
maintain (and is thus remarkably cheap!).

On many a score then, systematic review makes perfect sense. Once again, there is a
clear attachment of evidence-based policy to a particular research strategy, and the key
players of old have given way to a new breed of information scientists, meta-analysts
and research synthesists. In the rest of the book T will examine the challenges
confronting them. Although the basic rationale described above seems to me to
be irrefutable, this is not to say that turning stimulating first principles into sound prac-
tice is ever straightforward. Nor is it to say that all policy-makers and researchers have
gathered joyfully around this vision. We have to temper ambition with caution, lest the
‘synthesizing society’ turns out to be the latest false dawn of rationality. To illustrate the
hurdles, I leave the reader with two little vignettes illustrating the dilemmas to come.

Carts and horses

The most sensible of the many sensible claims for systematic review is that it gets the
evidence cart before the policy horse. To synthesize is to gather together and, timed
properly, this can amount to a foregathering of evidence before fresh policy decisions
are made. What is more, the idea of systematic review providing a refreshable feed-
back loop of findings begins to get away from the simplistic ‘find the panacea’ ambi-
tions that bedevilled first-wave evidence-based policy.

However, in the real world policy formation takes place in an unregulated chariot
race of carts and horses. Nothing happens from scratch. Policy interventions are
always policy changes, added to a beam balance already loaded with existing pro-
vision. In such circumstances, it is not easy to identify a clean point of incision in
which to inject evidence. Consider, for instance, the residents of the UK’s ‘sink
estates’. These citizens may have been on the receiving end of a succession of area-
based initiatives such as Single Regeneration Budgets (SRB), City Challenges (CC),
European Social Funds—Community Empowerment Fund (ESF-CEF) and, more
recently, the New Deal for Communities (NDC) and the Neighbourhood Renewal
Strategy (NRS). Social problems cluster in such localities and there may also have
been a Health Action Zone (HAZ), an Education Action Zone (EAZ) or a Sure
Start initiative (SS). The young people in the area may have had the benefit of a
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Connexions (CXS) office in which youth and careers advice workers operate in
tandem. The areas are deprived and so too are the individual residents, who may
also come under the purview of the other New Deals for lone parents, the unem-
ployed, disabled people and so forth (NDLP, NDU, NDDP). As well as salvation
by acronym, remember that community members are also beneficiaries of the main-
stream provisions of the welfare state, as well as many local government initiatives.

Some time ago I was involved in a scoping study for the evaluation of the NDC
and it is interesting how little the client’s expectations turned on the issue of the
collective impact of these successive endeavours. If anything, the requirement was
the other way around, one obsession being to design the evaluation for the nigh-on
impossible task of separating out the effects of the NDC from those of other past
and present initiatives. It is important that this mistake is not duplicated when it
comes to absorbing the lessons of systematic review. We may be destined for dis-
appointment if research synthesis is envisaged as a way of producing concentrated
nuggets of information about isolated policy interventions.

The moral of this little tale is that the new enthusiasts for systematic review need
to be mindful of the policy context and the practitioner climate into which the evi-
dence is emitted. Not only is it hard to envision the precise point of entry where the
evidence will carry most weight, the synthetic recommendations can never match the
complexity of the policy systems that will host them. Indeed, the process of contin-
ual policy renewal and endless evaluation can inoculate practitioners against listen-
ing to evidence. I end this tale of woe with a disheartening little story. As part of the
aforementioned scoping exercise I visited one of the communities in question and got
talking to a veteran of many past projects. The conversation went as follows:

Practitioner. What does ‘NDC’ stand for?
Pawson: ‘New Deal for Communities’, of course.
Practitioner: No, it means ‘No Discernible Change’.

Great minds think

Another pearl of wisdom about systematic review is the notion that many heads are
better than one and that rather than relying on single evaluations, it is better to
draw a cumulative picture based on the findings of many such studies. This stout
insight begs an important question about the nature of cumulation, and there are
very different views abroad about how the evidence will combine (Hammersley,
2001). The foundational, meta-analytic models of systematic review use arithmetic
methods to pool outcome evidence. However, as soon as one widens the scope of
the primary studies beyond impact assessments, then the additive model makes no
sense at all. No one seriously suggests that we ‘add’ quantitative to qualitative
evidence, and that the synthesis is what emerges after the equals sign.
Accordingly, the development of a new model of cumulation of evidence will
be the central task of this book (in Chapter 4). As a taster here, I pose the overall
challenge — what chance cumulation? Let us go back a phase to see how evaluation
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research has risen to this test. Arguably, evaluation is a success story on this score
because it has evolved an ever-increasing toolkit of research strategies. No longer
are inquiries aimed at the simple issue of charting the success or failure of specific
interventions. Evaluation questions now rove over the topics of when, where, why,
for whom and in what respects programmes work, as well as how, in what
manner and at what cost they may be improved. As a result, we no longer have
simple ‘evaluation research’ but a collection of many and varied approaches, includ-
ing randomized controlled trials, audit, action research, formative evaluation, dialogic
evaluation, developmental evaluation, realist evaluation, theories-of-change evalu-
ation and so on.

What is more, a modest peace has broken out in the ‘paradigm wars’, with the
realization that different admixtures of these strategies are required to tackle the
evaluation of different types of programmes in their different stages of development
(Stern, 1995; Oakley, 2000). But before we get too dewy-eyed about the prospects,
it must also be recognized that this state of affairs is a truce and not yet a coalition.
Although there are now many examples of multi-method evaluations, the designs
are always piecemeal. The objective in such studies is the perfectly reasonable one of
assembling different parts of the overall picture but, as yet, there is no agreed
formula on how many parts should be inspected, which parts should be prioritized
or, crucially, how to dovetail the parts during analysis. Welcome as it is, I would
characterize the present tendency towards more comprehensive evaluations as just
that, the agglomeration of piles of information. Systematic review will have the
opportunity to stockpile even more evidence ever higher, and it is important that it
strives for more than this. In the electronic age, it is all too easy to be compendious
but data-banks are depositories and not in themselves branches of learning. The sine
qua non of evidence-based policy is a cumulative and progressive body of knowledge.

This then is the task that faces systematic review and research synthesis. It is a
daunting challenge because there seems little chance of producing a progressive evi-
dence base unless the disciplines that furnish the evidence are themselves cumula-
tive. Again, I am prompted to put the question, ‘what are the prospects?’ and, once
again, my initial thoughts tend to the pessimistic. Take my own discipline of soci-
ology. The vignette offered in this instance is the curriculum at a certain university
in the North of England, as it is ‘now” and was ‘then’. Table 1.1 lists the turnover
in optional courses (or modules as they became). The example is trivial in itself, but
what it illustrates is a discipline fidgeting to establish its place in an environment
characterized by a huge appetite for novelty. None of the substantive topics in the
left-hand column can be said to have been mastered; attention was merely drawn
away. If sociology were human, she would be a bored teenager, forever in search
of the ‘neglected topic’. It is much the same picture when it comes to the grand nar-
ratives; these too have come and gone. In the beginning scholars thought in either
Marxian, Weberian or Durkheimian terms. A generation ago we dropped to small
case and became functionalists, positivists, phenomenologists or, indeed, realists.
More recently still we returned to doffing caps to mainland Europe and became
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TABLE 1.1 Sociology then and now

Then

Now

Sociology of education
Sociology of work
Sociology of the family
Sociology of organizations
Sociology of science
Sociology of development
Sociology of deviance
Race relations and society
Gender and society
Sociology of Great Britain

Theorizing the body

Sex trade and the diaspora
Sociology of homicide
Mind, self and society

Sociology of Hollywood cinema
Sociology of the environment
Men and masculinity
Globalization and society

Disability and society

Sociology of the WWWeb

Habermasians, Althusserians and Foucauldians. And finally, we have ended up in
the arms of post-modernism — the grand narrative that despises grand narratives.
Fatigue and fashion rather than rational argument have led to this succession. Any
conceptual framework can colour any substantive investigation, with the result that
sociologists just follow the rainbow.

In its defence sociology is sometimes said to be a ‘multiple paradigm’ science
(Ritzer, 1975). This is usually claimed in homage to Kuhn (1970) and it is thought to
provide a legitimation, of sorts, for heterogeneity and change. Did not this great his-
torian and philosopher of science point out that physics itself goes through revolu-
tionary paradigm changes? Indeed he did, but he also characterized social science
quite unambiguously as pre-paradigmatic. His understanding was that social science
has yet to make it to first base because it has existed without any prolonged period
of ‘normal science’ in which bodies of theories mature and refine. This seems as reas-
onable a portrayal of the present state of play as it was of the situation 35 years ago.

So where does this leave us? Think back to Figure 1.1 and the rationale about
the intensification of research power, and remember I have not even begun to con-
sider the rivalries that beset other contributory disciplines that might provide an
evidence base for policy formation. Rather than having all of those researchers
lined up to attention, perhaps the diagram should be all of a-squabble, with every-
one name-calling and hair-pulling.

These two vignettes are meant to be thought-provoking rather than fatal.
Although they signal troubles ahead, I do not think the prospects for systematic
review are quite that bleak. After decades of evaluative and policy research, we are
on the threshold of a huge opportunity to marshal the evidence together and, since
programmes and services are complex and many-sided, we should expect to draw
in evidence from a range of research methods and strategies. However, pulling these
together necessitates much more than a technical fix; it requires a model of how
evidence accumulates and of how scientific knowledge grows, and we have yet to
fully understand what these aspirations mean. What we have at present is:
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1 A rather narrow experimental trial-based model of valid knowledge and a statistical
model of accumulation, which risk ignoring vital evidence that might be gained
from other means and sources.

2 An ambition, perhaps no more than wishful thinking, about synthesizing a
plurality of data, which risks glossing over the considerable epistemological
divides on which different knowledge perspectives are founded.

What is clear is that we cannot just cut and paste and expect evidence-based policy
to emerge. We cannot admit everything, because the more one takes on all-comers
the more the end result will look like Babel. We have to find room for more
evidence, but not all evidence, and a new model for piecing it together. The next
chapter begins that quest, and I warn that this will not be a chronicle in which
everyone lives happily ever after.



Realist Methodology: The Building Blocks
of Evidence

This chapter introduces the platform on which I wish to build. The basic argument
is that, of the rival perspectives claiming to act as the foundation stone of social
science, ‘realism’ provides the most comprehensive account of principles and prac-
tice, theory and method, promise and limitations. Given this pedigree, realism is
solidly placed to supply a durable understanding of the process of cumulation of
social scientific knowledge. Evidence-based policy seeks to stockpile the collective
wisdom of thousands of pieces of applied research and can do no better than to
look to realism for a methodology of synthesizing the available evidence.

Terminological prologue

Realist social science has a long and complex lineage and, with advancing age, has
evolved significant family differences of its own. Before I embark on the task of
identifying the key realist principles that should inform evidence-based policy, it is
appropriate to locate my own interpretation within the wider spectrum of realist
thought. This preamble offers a very brief glimpse of the family tree and points the
reader to the precise bloodline.

Realism now figures strongly in the litany of competing perspectives and paradigms
in modern social science, and examples of realist inquiry can be found in almost every
sub-discipline, for example: law (Norrie, 1993), psychology (Greenwood, 1994),
economics (Lawson, 1997), sociology (Layder, 1998), management studies (Ackroyd
and Fleetwood, 2000), geography (Sayer, 2000), nursing (McEvoy and Richards,
2003), comparative historical studies (Steinmetz, 1998) and evaluative inquiry
(Pawson and Tilley, 1997; Henry et al., 1998; Mark et al., 2000).

Realism is a methodological orientation, or a broad logic of inquiry that is grounded
in the philosophy of science and social science (Bhaskar, 1978, 1979; Harré, 1978;
Putnam and Conant, 1990; Collier, 1994). In these circles, realism is regarded as the
principal post-positivist perspective, whose place is at the centre of things where it
steers a path between empiricist and constructivist accounts of scientific explanation.
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It perceives social change to be neither linear nor haphazard but transformational
(Archer, 1995). In terms of the practice of research, it favours neither the qualitative
nor the quantitative (Sayer, 1992). It is ‘neither nomothetic (that is law-seeking) nor
ideographic (concerned with documenting the unique)’ (Sayer, 2000). And some say
that because it engages in neither abstracted empiricism nor grand theory, it is
Mertonian in its preference for the middle range (Pawson, 2000).

At the core of all this far flung scholarship lies agreement on the basic apparatus
of social scientific explanation. What makes this body of work realist is a common
understanding of some very basic building blocks of social science, such as the nature
of causation, the constitution of the social world, the stratification of social reality,
the emergent nature of social change, and so on. All of these features will be explained
in due course. It is sufficient here to emphasize that it is this explanatory apparatus
I want to celebrate and hone for the purpose of conducting research synthesis.

There is, however, one schism on which realism itself divides, namely on the ‘open
system’ nature of social explanation. Put simply, this says that social systems are the
product of literally endless components and forces. When social science tries to focus
on what seems a uniform pattern of behaviour it soon discovers that it is shaped by
historical forces, with the result that it may occur in one culture but not the next.
Secondly, institutional forces also play an inevitable part. These render behavioural
patterns susceptible to change under different organizational arrangements and polit-
ical structures. Thirdly, behavioural regularities are, of course, also influenced by the
volition and choices of the people who act them out. A key aspect of these decisions
is the human capacity to modify the uniformities in which behaviour is channelled.
Collectively, our actions are always prone to change the conditions that prompt them.
On top of all this, even the research act itself is transformative; social research always
has the tendency to disturb what it is trying to describe. A ceaselessly changing com-
plexity is the norm in social life, and this is the open system predicament.

Grim news apparently follows. Such a complex and messy social reality appears
to render extremely unlikely the opportunity for experimentally isolating and
manipulating all the contributory explanatory elements. However one looks at it,
the implication is that we can never exercise control over all the historical and con-
temporaneous, macro- and micro-conditions that have influenced the situation we
wish to explain. All roads appear to lead away from ‘closed systems’ science and its
key ability to isolate systems physically (as in laboratory experiments and machines).

The open systems dilemma has produced a variety of responses in social science.
One has been to ignore it and attempt to approximate to experimental manipula-
tion using randomized controlled trials as the lead investigatory strategy. Findings
from artificially closed comparisons are then used to proffer advice on how to
organize the incessantly shifting complexity of policy systems. I will return to the
futility of this approach in the next chapter.

The consequence I wish to pursue here is that social science’s struggle to imitate
closed system investigation has created a dividing of the ways in realism itself, on the
matter of whether social science should primarily be a critical exercise or an empirical
science. On the one hand, there is the push towards ‘critical realism’. The guiding
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assumptions here are that there will always be an overabundance of explanatory
possibilities, that some of these will be mistaken, and that the primary task of social
science is to be critical of the lay thought and actions that lie behind the false explana-
tions (Archer et al., 1998; Bhaskar, 2002). This requires the social scientist to find a priv-
ileged standpoint from which to commence investigation, and ultimately draws realism
into finding some moral high ground from which to sustain the critical edge (Edgley,
1998; Bhaskar, 2000). Much more could be said about the political and religious van-
tage points that have been chosen. All T am able do here is shake my head about how,
in this normative turn, the exacting understanding of the mechanics of scientific expla-
nation produced by the pioneers of realism has evaporated into doctrinaire idealism.

Fortunately, there is another realist pathway in social science. This is the route
taken by a somewhat looser amalgam of researchers who have tried to develop realism
as an empirical method (Pawson, 1989; Hedstrom and Swedberg, 1998; Williams,
2000; Carter and New, 2004). To date, this second sect lacks a distinctive nomen-
clature, although labels like scientific realism, empirical realism, emergent realism,
analytic realism, ‘realismo pane e burro’ and middle-range realism have been sug-
gested (and found wanting). The guiding impulse is that it is still worth trying to
adjudicate between alternative explanations even in the knowledge that further
explanatory possibilities remain untapped in the unrelentingly open systems in
which we live. What is more, it is assumed that much of the classic apparatus of
empirical science — such as clear conceptualization and hypothesis-making, the
usage of critical comparisons, the discovery of empirical patterns and the monitor-
ing of their scope and extent — are of considerable use in this explanatory quest.

Remember that I am tracing genealogy here and so make only scant attempt to
justify this preference at this point, although I will return to the practical ramifica-
tions of the open systems problem in Chapters 4 and 8. The background informa-
tion on the two tribes of realism is proffered for two reasons. For newcomers it
might lessen confusion, should they attempt to read across from one clan to the
other. The second and crucial motive, however, is to assert that critical realism is
not one jot of use to us here because its leap into the arms of the normative (Sayer,
2000) is precisely the political embrace from which evidence-based policy is trying
to escape. Accordingly, the realism pursued here is the other sort, the one without
the adjective. Fortunately, the lack of label presents no problem because this
movement has had its clearest impact in the field of evaluation methodology in social
policy (Pawson and Tilley, 1997; Henry et al., 1998; Mark et al., 2000). It is from
this literature that the signature arguments of this book are drawn, which form the
basis of its reformulation of systematic review and evidence-based policy.

Before leaving the matter of realist terminology, here is a final, delicious twist. It
may already be clear that I shall be casting some doubt on the approach to research
synthesis of the Campbell Collaboration. This assemblage of scholars constitutes the
orthodox paradigm in systematic review and meta-analysis and is named in honour
of Donald T. Campbell, whose work was a blend of empirical inquiry, methodology
of policy research and philosophy of science. And the name he gave to the principles
that underlie this admixture? It was ‘post-positivist critical realism’ (Campbell, 1984).
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To explain this fully would require a festschrift but, to summarize, Campbell’s
thinking was as follows. The ‘post-positivist” element is not a problem. Campbell’s
adherence to realism was prompted by his recognition of the failure of logical
positivist accounts of scientific discovery. He appreciated that scientific explanation
went far beyond the painstaking measurement of facts and the steady accumulation
of empirical generalizations. In particular, he emphasized the importance of theory,
both in manufacturing the data and in explaining the observed regularities.
Campbell thus sits between positivism (and the assumption that facts speak for
themselves) and relativism (and the belief that we see what we want to see). He was
a realist in that he accepted the existence of a reality which is independent of our
senses, but which we can only discover through our senses.

It is the ‘critical’ element that causes the confusion. Fittingly, it turns out that
Campbell is a critical realist in a quite, quite different sense from Bhaskar and his
emancipatory colleagues. For Bhaskarians criticism is warranted on the basis of the
analyst’s privileged understanding of the oppressive aspects of the social condition
and those responsible for it. For Campbell, criticism is something that scientists
apply to each other, and this ‘competitive cross-validation’ is the means by which
they get closer to the truth. His vision was of the community of scientists in con-
stant, focused disputation, attending to each other’s arguments and illustrations,
mutually monitoring and ‘keeping each other honest’ until some working consensus
emerged. The contrast in critical intent with the Bhaskarians could not be starker.
It is, in short, that between righteous indignation and organized scepticism.

Hopefully, these brief remarks have begun to locate the present work in the
wider realist context. In a nutshell, it is realist in exploiting the principles laid down
in early realist philosophy of science, and the working tools established in the appli-
cation of that philosophy to evaluation methodology. It is critical realist only in its
understanding of the quarrelsome process through which scientists approach objec-
tivity and, just maybe, in the hope of stirring into action a disputatious community
of truth-seekers in the world of evidence-based policy.

The signature argument

Evidence-based policy is dominated by one question. Attend a conference, read a text-
book, peruse a proposal, buy a tee-shirt on the said topic and somewhere in headline
font appears the phrase — ‘what works?’. This is a causal question. It is a challenge to
bring together all the research on the effects that follow social interventions. The very
purpose of interventions is to produce change and the mission of systematic review is
to find out whether they do so. However, before diving headlong into the data it is
worth pausing a moment to consider precisely what ‘what works?” means. How do
social programmes bring about their effects? How do interventions intervene? What
is the nature of causality in the world of policies and programmes?

Realists have a ready-made answer to these questions. Indeed it is the signature
argument. From its youthful first steps as a philosophy of science, through all the
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assorted disciplinary applications, and despite the bouts of infighting, realism
stands foursquare behind the generative model of causation.

Its distinctive feature is to look for causal powers within the objects or agents or
structures under investigation. If one asks why gunpowder has the capacity to
explode, one would seek the causal explanation in terms of its chemical composi-
tion. If one asked why I have the power to examine PhD theses, one would look
(hopefully) to my experience, qualifications and stock of knowledge. If one asked
why a huge number of organizations took a bureaucratic turn in the mid-twentieth
century, one would look to the advantages that flow from a division of labour, hier-
archical structures, written rules, powers of surveillance and so on.

In each case there is a regularity involved (ignite powder and stand clear, expect
viva with old timer, traditional authority gives way to bureaucratic regulation), but
it is not the empirical uniformity that convinces us of the causal link. Indeed, our
understanding of the causal linkage will survive even in the face of some irregularity.
So, for instance, gunpowder does not always ignite in the presence of a flame. The
powder barrel may have become damp or the powder trail may be insufficiently
compacted. Since PhDs have become ten-a-penny and the pay rate for examining
them rather similar, you may now see a fresh-faced youngster conducting the oral.
Bureaucracies are also known for their tendency to stifle innovation and to over-
complicate transactions, and so the iron cage turns out to have plastic bars as new
organizational structures are sought to gain the competitive edge.

Although T have put the case in a rather merry way, a profound conclusion lies
within the examples, namely this:

Consequently, for realists, causation is not understood on the model of the regular suc-
cess of events, and hence does not depend on finding them or searching for putative
social laws. The conventional impulse to prove causation by gathering data on regular-
ities, repeated occurrences, is therefore misguided: at best these might suggest where
to look for candidates for causal mechanisms. What causes something to happen has
nothing to do with the number of times we observe it happening. (Sayer, 2000: 14)

Here, note well, is a preliminary shot across the bows of those who have sought to
discover ‘what works’ on the basis of pooling observations in search of pro-
grammes with consistently powerful net effects. This remark is left as a censorious
aside here because the immediate task is to complete the model of generative causal
explanation. The basic trio of components is depicted in Figure 2.1 (Pawson, 1989;
Pawson and Tilley, 1997).

Outcome patterns

Let us begin with O, the outcome pattern. Whilst it is not a sufficient base for estab-
lishing causality, there is little doubt that the sighting of regularities, uniformities
and constants is what makes science perk up and take notice. Indeed, when it comes
to the applied sciences like engineering the ultimate objective is to achieve control
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Context (C)

lMechanism (M)

Qutcome (O)

FIGURE 2.1  Basic components of realist causal explanation

over such regularities. As applied social science, evidence-based policy’s mission is
to choose an intervention on the basis that it has a reasonable chance of repeating
successful outcomes achieved elsewhere. However, this is not achieved by the simple
repetition of a winning formula. We know that there are no universal panaceas and
no magic bullets in the world of social and public programmes. Everyone under-
stands that what works in Dulwich might not go down so well in Darlington, still
less in Detroit. The consequence is quite simple; in order to identify causal connec-
tions, we need to understand outcome patterns rather than seek outcome regularities.
It is the totality of outcomes — successful, unsuccessful, bit of both — that may act
as an initial empirical guide for future optimal locations.

Lawson (1997) provides a useful realist tag to describe these badly behaved uni-
formities, namely ‘demi-regularities’ (or demi-regs for short), which feature promi-
nently in natural science explanation and subsequent innovation. Let us return to our
plot about gunpowder for an example. The firing of early flintlock pistols was so hap-
hazard it might be considered a demi-semi-reg. Reliability (regularity) was achieved
only after considerable theoretical and empirical effort involving the idea of better
encasing the powder to make it more stable, and controlling the spark to focus the
ignition.

Even the so-called laws of physics are demi-regs in raw empirical investigation. If
we take the gas law, it is certainly not the case that there is a linear increase in pres-
sure every time the temperature of a gas is increased. Try introducing hot air in a
seminar room. Will its atmospheric pressure increase? Metaphorically maybe but
not necessarily in a physical sense, because the room is not sealed and the law
demands that it applies only to a fixed mass. Even under experimental conditions the
law is not perfect. For instance, gases near liquefaction point do not obey the linear
law. Natural science, however, is content to go along with the approximation, even
to refer to it as a law, because it has a beautiful explanation awaiting (to be described
in a moment) of why increasing temperature should cause pressure to rise.

The moral of the tale for evidence-based policy is that we should not be dis-
couraged by demi-regs. On the contrary, the empirical evidence that welfare-to-
work regimes work better for young men than young women, the data showing
that many criminal justice interventions work well at first before their effects tail
off, the huge disparity between the results of pay-for-performance schemes in the
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public and private sectors are all manna from heaven. They show that interventions
work selectively. They are the beginnings of causal explanation.

Generative mechanisms

Mechanisms (M) are the engines of explanation in realist analysis. We can make
rough sense of the world through its demi-regularities. The rhythms and associ-
ations of natural and even social systems are constant enough that we can navigate
our way through them, although, as just argued, we are never particularly surprised
when things don’t work out as expected. We rely on mechanisms to tell us why
interconnections should occur. A sequence of events or a pattern of behaviour are
explained as being part of a system and the mechanism tells us what it is about that
system that generates the uniformity. Mechanisms explain causal relations by
describing the ‘powers’ inherent in a system, be those systems substances (like gases
and gunpowder) or agents (like examiners or policy-makers) or structures (like
bureaucracies or social programmes). In all cases it is something about the ‘propen-
sity’ of the system that explains the causal regularities. The mechanism explains
what it is about the system that makes things happen.

In order to reinforce the point that this is a general model of explanation, let us
continue with the same examples. Bureaucracies make things happen because of what
they are. Because the workforce is organized in a hierarchy and because agreements
are struck on responsibilities, work gets done in routinized ways. The structure gen-
erates the work pattern. Gunpowder has the tendency to go off with a bang because
of what it is. Chemicals react and combine in different ways. Some combinations give
off a large amount of energy under the application of heat (exothermic reactions) and
it is this capacity that makes the mix of potassium nitrate, charcoal and sulphur so
excitable. The chemical composition generates the capacity to explode.

Scientific knowledge begins to accumulate when the same generative mechanisms
are used generically. The generic, generative mechanism that is used to explain the
behaviour of gases is kinetic theory. From Bernoulli’s time physicists have come to
understand the properties of gases ‘internally’, as part of a system governed by the
motion of a mass of microscopic particles in a confined space. Pressure is understood
as the molecular force created on the walls of the container, and temperature is related
to the extent of molecular motion (or kinetic energy). Using this mechanical model it
is possible to calculate the precise linear relationship between temperature and pres-
sure for a fixed mass and volume of gas. The maths are omitted here, but even the lay
person can appreciate that if the application of heat makes the molecules go faster,
the greater is the bombardment and thus the pressure on the container. It is this
theory that has made the gas laws persuasive. The explanation has become even more
compelling as those irritating demi-regularities have been brought into the fold. Near
liquefaction, gas molecules are more tightly packed. Accordingly, kinetic theory
makes an adjustment for a greater degree of intermolecular collisions and a lessening
of impact on the container, and thus accounts for the observed departure from the
linear law at low temperatures. Gases behave as they do because of what they are.

23



24

EVIDENCE-BASED POLICY

Moving to the example that concerns us here, we arrive at the premise that social
programmes make things happen because of what they are. But what are they? What
is it about them that makes a difference? What goes on within them to influence people
to change? What are the underlying generative mechanisms? The precise causal levers
will be explained in detail throughout the book, but in abstract terms one can say that
programmes work only if people choose to make them work. At the broadest level of
generality, one can say that programmes offer resources and whether they work
depends on the reasoning of the subjects. The nature of the carrot of inducement may
be different (material, social, cognitive) and the offer may include resource withdrawal
(the stick). But whatever the intervention, it can only work as intended if the subjects
go along with the programme theory and choose to use the resources as intended.

For the realist, then, causal explanation cannot begin without the identification of
generative mechanisms. As far as evidence-based policy goes it means breaking with
the lazy linguistic habit of supposing that it is programmes that work, and resting
content with counting how often they work. The prerequisite is to look beneath the
surface in order to inspect how they work. The development of cumulative knowl-
edge about ‘what works’ requires sustained investigation of the generic mechanism,
namely the operation of choices under the inducement of programme resources.

Contextual conditions

Context (C) is mechanism’s partner concept in the realist understanding of causality.
Causal relationships only occur when a generative mechanism comes into operation.
Discovering the explanatory mechanism in action, however, is only half the battle
because the association between its operation and the occurrence of the expected out-
come is not fixed. Rather, outcome patterns are also contingent on context.

To take our trio of examples, gunpowder has the chemical composition to
create exothermic reactions under an initial application of heat, but whether it does
so depends on other conditions such as the absence of damp and the presence of
oxygen. Gas molecules have kinetic energy so that their movement creates uniform
relations between properties such as pressure, volume and temperature.
Irregularities and non-linearities begin to occur if the mass of gas is not fixed or the
molecules are sufficiently compressed so that intermolecular forces become signifi-
cant. I have the academic capacity to do a reasonable amount of external examin-
ing but this is not turned into a regularity in the absence of an adequate system of
rewards, norms of collegiality, a supply of candidates with appealing topics and so
on. Bureaucracies organize work routines in certain ways and provide tightly speci-
fied employment functions for their workforces, but whether any of this happens
depends on the availability of work and, ultimately, on the overall economic health
of a nation. The efficacy of bureaucratic management is also contingent on the type
of work carried out. In sectors that thrive on innovation and entrepreneurial activity,
the application of fixed duties to fixed roles is likely to flop.

The success of social programmes is, likewise, limited by contextual constraints.
Interventions, by definition, are always inserted into pre-existing conditions.
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A mass of different contextual constraints lurks in wait for every programme and the
interrelationships, institutions and structures in which it is embedded all shape its for-
tune. Despite the differences in such circumstances, it is possible to provide a general
picture of how context works. It operates by constraining the choices of stakeholders
in a programme. Programme subjects are always faced with a choice, but it is both a
limited and a loaded one. They have different pre-given characteristics that leave some
well disposed, and some badly disposed, to the programme theory. They enjoy dif-
ferent pre-existing relationships that leave some well placed and some ill placed to take
up the opportunities provided by the intervention. They come to programmes with
power, or a lack of it, which enables some to resist and some to embrace the ideas
of the programme. There is always choice but it is never a matter of free will.
Programmes are met with constrained choices, located in pre-existing conditions, and
these, as well as the processes internal to the intervention, determine the balance of
winners and losers. Thanks to context, there will always be a footprint of programme
success and failure, and this brings us back full circle to ‘demi-regs’.

What this little realist tutorial on causality is designed to show is that understanding
causal powers is an explanatory quest. Knowing how social programmes work
involves tracing the limits on when and where they work, and this in turn conditions
how, when and where to look for evidence. Interventions offer resources which trigger
choice mechanisms (M), which are taken up selectively according to the characteristics
and circumstances of subjects (C), resulting in a varied pattern of impact (O). These
three locations are the key sources of evidence. In realist jargon the causal connections
are established via ‘context, mechanism, outcome configurations’ (CMOCs). Although
this is a clumsy term it does present a stark contrast with the successionist view, which
prioritizes the search for outcome regularities. In the realist view, all three elements
must be considered in order to address the master question, ‘what works?’ Put rather
more concretely, it introduces a new bottom line. Evaluative research only really begins
if it tackles the question of ‘what works for whom in what circumstances?’.

Systematic review widens the evidential canvas in considering the impact of
whole families of programmes in many applications, but it does not change the
causal question. The crucial evidence is still to be found in terms of outcomes and
mechanisms and contexts. This maxim provides the broad agenda for building a
model of realist synthesis.

The basic agenda for research synthesis The nature of causality in social
programmes is such that any synthesis of evidence on whether they work will
need to investigate how they work. This requires unearthing information on
mechanisms, contexts and outcomes. The central quest is to understand the
conditions of programme efficacy and this will involve the synthesist in
investigating for whom, in what circumstances, and in what respects a family
of programmes works.
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The basic anatomy of a social programme

This section of the chapter takes a much closer look at the workings of social
programmes and interventions, following an obvious but profound working prin-
ciple of good science, namely, that it should utilize methods that are suitable for
and compatible with the subject matter under investigation. This simple rule applies
with just as much force to secondary analysis and research synthesis as it does to
undertaking primary inquiries. Having established an overall framework for under-
standing the causal powers of programmes, it is necessary to examine much more
minutely how they are implemented, for this too will teach us where to look for
evidence.

The explanation, once again, is that insufficient attention has been paid to the
way that social programmes roll out before the evidence on them has been obliged
to roll in to the machinery of a review. If there is a culprit, it may perhaps be care-
less thinking about the word ‘intervention’. This is a useful catch-all term in that it
captures a totality of activities subsumed across social and public policy but, in
doing so, it conflates initiatives that are, ontologically speaking, quite separate.
Take, for instance, health interventions. It is as clear as day that a clinical ‘treat-
ment’ is not the same thing as a health care ‘programme’, which is not to be con-
fused with health ‘service delivery’, which is a different animal from health ‘policy’.
There are also endless subdivisions within these categories, as when the focus of
attention on, say, service delivery switches from ‘innovation’ to ‘management’ to
‘regulation’. If the focus is broadened to include interventions in education, welfare,
criminal justice and all the rest, one sees that the nature of intercession, the very
subject matter of inquiry, is constantly and subtly in transformation.

The key methodological point is that the conventional techniques of systematic
review and meta-analysis are much better developed for pooling research results
from the clinical treatment end of this spectrum, and there is grave danger in
assuming that they will have utility elsewhere. I delay pursuit of this critique until
the next chapter in order to capture some of the essential features of interventions
that fall outside the clinical treatment category. Seven elements are identified, which
arguably figure in most ‘mainstream’ social and public programmes.

Interventions are theories

This is the most fundamental realist claim about interventions. A more conven-
tional perspective sees interventions in more tangible terms such as collections of
resources, equipment and personnel but, for the realist, such resources are theories
incarnate. Interventions are always based on a hypothesis that postulates ‘If we
deliver a programme in this way or we manage services like so, then it will bring
about some improved outcome’. Such conjectures are grounded on assumptions
about what gives rise to poor performance, inappropriate behaviour and so on, and
then move to speculate how changes may be made to these patterns. Interventions
are always inserted into existing social systems that are thought to underpin and
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account for present problems. Improvements in patterns of behaviour, events or
conditions are then generated, it is supposed, by bringing fresh inputs to that
system in the hope of changing and re-balancing it.

Let us begin with a particularly entertaining example of an intervention hypoth-
esis. Some health education theories explain the unhealthy life styles of adolescents
by the undue influence of popular culture and the poor examples created by film,
soap and rock stars. This has led to the programme theory of trying to insinuate
equally attractive but decidedly healthy role models (for example, sports stars) into
the pages and onto the airwaves of the teen media. Such a conjecture, known
amongst UK denizens of health education as the ‘Dishy David Beckham theory’,
runs risks in both diagnosis and remedy. Suffice to say that the evidence confirms
the popularity of poring over pictures of Beckham and friends in the teen maga-
zines, but shows that as an activity it continues to exercise girls’ minds rather than
their bodies (Mitchell, 1997).

Agenda item 1 Broadly speaking, we should expect as a core task that
reviews pick up, track and evaluate the theories that underlie families of
interventions.

Interventions are active

This proposition considers how interventions bring about change. The triggers of
change in most interventions are ultimately located in the reasoning of those
touched by the initiative, so that effects are generally produced by, and require the
active engagement of, individuals. Take two dental health programmes: the fluori-
dation of water and publicity on the wisdom of brushing twice a day. The former
is an example of a passive programme. It works whenever water is swallowed and
happens to whole populations who are not required actively to engage with it. In
the second example, however, the message is the medium and that message may not
be so readily swallowed. The advice on the importance of dental hygiene may
indeed be welcome, heeded and thus acted upon. Equally, it may be missed,
ignored, forgotten, found boring and thus overlooked; or it may be challenged on
scientific grounds, regarded as paternalistic and thus disputed; or it may simply be
overridden by the lure of sugar.

And so it is with the vast majority of programme incentives, management strate-
gies, service delivery changes and so on. The inescapable fact that policy is deliv-
ered through active interventions to active subjects has profound implications for
research methodology. In clinical trials, human volition is seen as a contaminator.
The experimental propositions under test are about whether the treatment (and the
treatment alone) is effective, and researchers will go to considerable lengths to protect

27



EVIDENCE-BASED POLICY

this causal inference, including random allocation of subjects, the use of placebos
and double-blinding. The aim is to remove any shred of human intentionality from
the investigation of whether treatment brings about cure. Active programmes, by
contrast, only work through the stakeholders’ reasoning, and knowledge of that
reasoning is integral to understanding their outcomes.

Agenda item 2 Broadly speaking, we should expect that, in tracking the
successes and failures of interventions, reviews will find elements of the
explanation in the reasoning and reactions of different stakeholders.

Intervention chains are long and thickly populated

Intervention theories have a long journey. They begin in the heads of policy archi-
tects, pass into the hands of practitioners and, sometimes, into the hearts and minds
of subjects. According to the make-up of the initiative, different groups will be
crucial to implementation. Sometimes the flow from management to staff (and
through its different levels) will be the vital link; sometimes the participation of the
general public will be the key interchange; almost always the reception of the
theory by programme subjects will be of the essence. The critical upshot is that
interventions carry not one, but several, theories. The success of an intervention
thus depends on the cumulative success of the entire sequence of theories.

An example is the chain of reasoning that supports the registration and commu-
nity notification programme for released sex offenders in the USA (Megan’s Law).
Decisions have to be made on who are the high risk cases, what information should
be registered on them and over what periods, how and to whom their identities
should be released, how to monitor and regulate their movement, how to control
community reactions and encourage surveillance, and so on.

In each of these instances those responsible for the programme have ideas about
what is likely to be best practice. So, for instance, there has to be a programme theory
about the boundary of the community within which notification should occur. On
the release of the offender, some authorities deposit posters according to a standard
measure of the number of blocks or a yardage radius from the offender’s dwelling.
Some authorities prefer to ‘eyeball’ a map and make decisions ad hoc. Some use a
piece of software called Megan’s Mapper to make the decision for them (as well as
printing address labels). One official even reports that his county draws the line on
the basis of ‘looking at how far the offender has to travel to buy cigarettes’. I hope
that a rather jovial observation on the weakness of this hypothesis for non-smoking
offenders will not obliterate the crucial point that some of these hunches are prob-
ably more helpful than others, and that the effectiveness of programmes as a whole
will depend on the combined efficacy of such theories.
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FIGURE 2.2 Theory chains (with intended and unintended outcomes)

All such theories are potentially fallible. The initial identification of the problem
may be on the button or wide of the mark. As successive groups of stakeholders are
summoned to forward the programme, they may sustain or undermine earlier
implementation decisions, and their own decisions will induce support or opposi-
tion down the line. And, as we have seen, the final recipients (programme subjects)
always have a measure of choice over whether to accept the concoction finally
served up. In short, the intended sequence may misfire at any point, leading to unin-
tended outcomes, as depicted in Figure 2.2.

Agenda Item 3 Broadly speaking, we should expect reviews to inspect the
integrity of the implementation chain, examining which intermediate outputs
need to be in place for successful outcomes to occur, as well as noting flows
and blockages and points of contention.

Intervention chains are non-linear and sometimes go into reverse

So far, I have presented interventions as a series of decision points or programme
theories being passed down an intervention chain, and Agenda Item 2 reminds us
that each of these stages is active in that it depends for its effect on the recipients’
response. This places a further onus on the evaluator or reviewer, namely to appre-
ciate that such responses themselves have the power to shape and reshape the inter-
vention, meaning that most intervention chains are non-linear.

There are several modes whereby a top-down intervention becomes, in some
respects, bottom-up. The most obvious is the negotiation between stakeholders at
every transaction within a scheme. Consider the application of performance meas-
urement regimes such as school ‘league tables’ or hospital ‘star ratings’. Quite cus-
tomarily, one sees a struggle between professional associations and management
authorities about the fairness of the indicators (on the need for risk-adjusted and
value-added indicators, and so on). The indicators that finally come to be used take
shape according to the punching power of the respective parties. This is depicted in
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FIGURE 2.3 Negotiation and feedback in interventions

Figure 2.3 by applying dotted, double heads to some of the arrows in a typical
implementation chain.

A more marked inversion of an implementation scheme occurs if there is com-
mitment to ‘user involvement’. This is a popular notion in, for instance, urban
regeneration initiatives in which much of the wisdom about renewal is considered
to lie in the hands of members of the community (Stewart and Taylor, 1995). Many
‘independent living’ programmes in social care trade on a similar philosophy
(Kestenbaum, 1996). What this produces is a feedback loop in implementation.
Members of a community are consulted on the optimal shape of the intervention.
These theories are then thrust back up the chain of stakeholders so that they can
amass the appropriate resources to put them into place. Once again, the actuality
and viability of such adjustments depend on the respective powers of the agents and
agencies involved. The feedback notion is also depicted in the dashed reverse arrow
in Figure 2.3. Note that in reality there will probably be multiple stakeholder
groups vying for influence at more than one point in the implementation chain.

Agenda Item 4 Broadly speaking, we should expect the review to be able to
take into consideration how the relative positioning and influence of different
decision-makers are able to direct and redirect programme implementation.

Interventions are embedded in multiple social systems

Thus far, interventions have been depicted as if they were populated only by indi-
viduals, and activated only through individual reasoning and behaviour. However,
a critical feature of all programmes is that, as they are delivered, they are embedded
in social systems. It is through the workings of entire systems of social relationships
that any changes in behaviours, events and social conditions are effected.
Interventions are fragile creatures. Rarely, if ever, is the ‘same’ programme equally
effective in all circumstances. The standard requirement of realist inquiry, there-
fore, is to take heed of context and in the case of social programmes this means
unravelling the different layers of social reality that make up and surround them.
Take, for example, a prisoner education programme, introduced with the
Herculean goal of reducing reoffending. Such a proposal will carry a theory
about how the intervention is assumed to work; for example, that adult educa-
tion provides a second chance to regain a place in the job market, or that the
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cognitive skills acquired may allow for second thoughts in the face of opportuni-
ties for crime. Of course, these theories about education and recidivism may be
fundamentally flawed, as illustrated in the previous sections, but even if they are
not the success of the educational policy will also depend critically on the setting
in which it is introduced. The ‘same’ prisoner education package will unfold very
differently in a young offenders’ institute, maximum security penitentiary, local
jail, vulnerable offenders’ wing, open prison, day release scheme in a local further
education college, and so on. And these variants, moreover, just begin to scratch
the surface of contextual variation.

In general, realist analysis admits to the shaping influence of at least four con-
textual layers (the four Is):

o The individual capacities of the key actors: In the above example, do the educa-
tors have the appropriate motivations, capabilities and credibility to take the
intervention forward? Do the prisoners have the corresponding characteristics
and motives?

e The interpersonal relationships supporting the intervention: How intensively
can a learning environment be created? Are the lines of communication between
prison management, administration and custody staff supportive or damaging
to the delivery of education by the teaching staff?

o The institutional setting: Does the culture, character and ethos of the prison
support a rehabilitative thrust or is this overwhelmed by concerns with punish-
ment, containment, warehousing, control, safety?

o The wider infra-structural system: Does the intervention have the political back-
ing to drive it into the heart of the prison service? Are there welfare resources to
underpin it? Is there public support for offering such opportunities and a second
chance to released offenders? Will the criminal community override second
thoughts?

All interventions are conditioned by the action of layer upon layer of contextual
influences, and this state of play is depicted in Figure 2.4. Such contingencies rep-
resent the greatest challenge to evidence-based policy. Generating transferable
lessons about interventions will always be difficult because they are never embedded
in the same structures and contexts.

Agenda Item 5§ Broadly speaking, we should expect the ‘same’ intervention
to meet with both success and failure (and all points in between), when
applied in different contexts and settings. Whilst it is impossible to cover
every angle (the open system predicament), a review presents a crucial
opportunity to analyze the contextual differences operating across the
primary systems investigated.
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FIGURE 2.4 The intervention as the product of its context

Interventions are leaky and prone to be borrowed

One of the greatest bugbears of evaluation occurs when researchers perceive that the
programme under inspection is changing within the grasp of their inquiry. The account
thus far has stressed that interventions are sequences of theories, and that viewpoint
makes plain why interventions always evolve in the course of research. A programme
or service delivery reform might begin with something like an ‘official’ intervention
theory and an ‘expected’ implementation chain. It will be put into practice in many
different locations and by many different hands, and in the course of implementation
further programme theories will enter from outside the officially sanctioned process.

The reason for this is all too obvious. Practitioners and managers implement
change and in the process of doing so they talk to each other. When a multi-site
scheme is put in place there is always cross-fertilization and borrowing of ideas from
other participants. When it comes to putting flesh on the bones of an intervention
mission statement, practitioners will consult with colleagues. Especially when it
comes to ironing out snags, there will be a considerable amount of rubbernecking
from scheme to scheme as stakeholders compare notes on solutions. I have already
given a rather dramatic account of some unfortunate consequences of practitioner
information exchange in the first chapter with my New Deal for Communities prac-
titioner suffering extreme cynicism brought on by a terrible case of ‘interventionitis’.

In general, such a diffusion of ideas may be perfectly benign, with most pro-
grammes possessing a rummage bin of ideas that are drawn upon and adapted by a
range of stakeholders. Such sideways chains of communication are actively encour-
aged in all programme-producing bureaucracies. In modern health services, for
instance, large-scale innovations will generally be supported in national progress
meetings, which encourage the sharing of tricks-of-the-trade as, for example, in
quality improvement collaboratives, learning sets and quality circles (Jvretveit et al.,
2002). The hallmark of professionalism is always said to be induction into secret
knowledge (Eraut, 1994), and the professionalization of the public services quickens
this circulation of tacit knowledge.
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FIGURE 2.5 Intervention facsimile and overlay

The continual makeover of schemes under borrowing and imitation from others is
illustrated by in Figure 2.5. The horizontal arrows show the intended unfolding of an
intervention in two settings. The shaping, and sometimes distorting, forces of other
schemes and services are illustrated by the vertical arrows (in the case of distant,
external programmes) and by the diagonal arrows (in the case of cross-fertilization
between local, companion sites). The result is that the overlay of formal and informal
programme theories can become massively convoluted, especially if the service change
in question is itself about promoting communication and collaboration!

The key point here is that tacit knowledge about a scheme may sometimes stan-
dardize it and may sometimes fragment it, but will always change it. The result is
that reviewers must always beware what Qvretveit and Gustafson (2002) call ‘label
naiveté’. The intervention to be reviewed will carry a title and that title will speak
to a general and abstract programme theory, but that conjecture will not be quite
the one evaluators have encountered, or that reviewers will disinter.

Agenda Item 6 Broadly speaking, we should expect the implementation of
programmes to be enwrapped in established expectations about how to deliver
such schemes. Interventions always have a history and a place within a wider
range of policy decisions, and another potential agenda for a review is to
consider how their success is shaped by previous/co-existing service delivery.

Interventions are open systems and change the conditions that
make them work in the first place

As we have seen, interventions are active and absorptive, permeable and plastic. The
result is that they are never implemented in quite the same way and never interpreted in
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quite the same way. Realism, however, goes a step further in understanding the changing
nature of programmes. That is to say, they are regarded as self-transformational
(Archer, 1995). Successful interventions may well change the conditions that made them
work in the first place. Such ‘morphogenesis’ may be self-defeating or self-affirming.

The so-called arms race in crime reduction programmes is a prime example. Having
suffered a setback from the introduction of a crime reduction scheme, lawbreakers are
often able to figure out the intervention’s modus operandi and adapt their own crimi-
nal modus operandi accordingly. A rather vivid example is provided by the changing
impact of town centre CCTV cameras. On installation, these were regarded with some
foreboding by marauding youth. However, once their positioning and range was
understood, and when it was grasped that their impact depended on the deciphering
of hazy images by a distant operator, and as soon as it was figured out that the police
response could not be instant, a different set of options opened up. Norris et al. (1998:
Part 4) noted the bizarre chicanery that followed. Familiarity bred contempt and, after
the initial honeymoon period, the authors observed youths staging mock fights in front
of city centre cameras. The combatants were plausible enough to prompt operator
action and smart enough to become solid citizens at the sound of the sirens. The result
here and across the crime prevention field is that schemes often become self-defeating,
and a constant stream of fresh initiatives is required to keep pace.

Rarely are programme theories decoded and resisted to such dramatic effect.
There is, however, a more modest self-defeating effect in many interventions. On
their first introduction, performance targets and progress reviews may lead to a
significant period of self-reflection on the activities in question. If such monitoring
becomes routinized, various short-cuts and tricks-of-the-trade may also follow, and
the desired introspection can become perfunctory (see Evans, 2003 on this theme
in relation to the National Health Service appraisal scheme for senior clinicians).

There are other conditions that lead interventions to become self-fulfilling, at
least in the short and medium term. Familiarity may breed contempt or content.
Management innovations tend to work if they curry favour with existing staff, and
can be greatly assisted if recruitment and promotion of programme-friendly staff
are also part of the package. Such a condition remains self-affirming only in so far
as staff restructuring can keep pace with innovation in ideas. Otherwise, managers
are faced with the self-defeating task of teaching new tricks to old dogs.

The post-conditioning of initial outputs by subsequent decisions is illustrated in
Figure 2.6. The line of solid arrows represents the initial reception of a programme
theory. The dashed arrows represent subsequent reinterpretation of the primary pro-
gramme measure, with the untoward consequence pushing the intervention off course.

Agenda Item 7 Broadly speaking, in reviewing the collective impact of
programmes, a further task is to chart the significance of familiarization and
habituation, including the self-defeating and self-affirming effects that appear
as programmes mature.
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FIGURE 2.6  Self-affirming and self-defeating change

From the agenda and into action

The case for systematic review has been put most famously in Lipsey’s compelling
metaphor, ‘what can you build with thousands of bricks?’ (Lipsey, 1997). His answer
was that it is high time to put aside solitary evaluations, which tend to come up
with answers that range from the quick and dirty to the overdue and ambivalent.
These can and should be replaced, he goes on to say, with the considered appraisal
of the collective findings of dozens, hundreds and, just occasionally, thousands of
primary studies to construct a solid citadel of evidence.

This chapter has attempted to give a sketch of the building blocks. What I have
tried to show is that in order to be true to the nature of causal explanation and to be
faithful to the character of social interventions, the evidence base must attempt to get
to grips with social processes of extraordinary complexity. Thanks to the creativity of
language (or put more unkindly, management-speak), innovations can seemingly be
captured in a few words and may appear quite singular. In the realist view, social
interventions are always complex systems thrust amidst complex systems.

This message about the intricacy and convolution of programme delivery will come
as no surprise to key stakeholders. I am confident that there will be a sense of recog-
nition on the part of policy-makers, managers and practitioners that the processes and
structures described above are routine features of most interventions. If anything,
those on the streets and in the hospital wards and classrooms are likely to perceive an
even more messy and animated process. Negotiation, leakage, borrowing, resistance,
mismatch, adjustment, bloom and fade and so on are part and parcel of everyday
programme implementation. This core condition of programmes is summarized in
Figure 2.7, which brings together all the propositions and diagrams in this chapter. It
depicts the passage of four interventions, which are nominally the same, but as a result
of variation in contextual locations and policy-maker, practitioner and subject inter-
pretations they begin to bend. Thanks to user feedback and negotiation, the exchange
of know-how, familiarization and over-familiarization with due process, they begin to
twist over time, generating further shifts and unconsidered effects.

This make-up of programmes places profound limitations on what can be
expected from evidence synthesis. The reviewer will always be confronted by an
array of programme theories played out in varying contexts and implemented in
different ways. It goes without saying that reviewing the effectiveness of such
systems-within-systems will be a battle with complexity, and this chapter concludes
by laying out the broad parameters of that challenge. One thing that is evident from
the start of the endeavour is that the evidential bricks will not be uniform. Data on all
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FIGURE 2.7 Programme complexity

the constituent mechanisms, contexts and outcomes will not come in standardized
slabs, reducible to a net effect score. Potentially, the entire apparatus of social science
will be needed to examine processes at the individual, interpersonal, institutional
and infrastructural levels. Three significant limitations can thus be anticipated from
the outset.

First, there is a limit on what a review can cover. The realist approach shifts the unit
of analysis from programmes to programme theories. Quite properly, this gets us away
from the vision of social programmes as treatments or dosages, which themselves have
effects that can be pooled and averaged. Recognizing programme theories as the engine
of change, however, does have a drawback because these working ideas are endless.
At the limit, there will be mundane links in a particular implementation chain about
‘employing Eric to do the IT because he’s a reliable sort’. Although the programme
may well suffer if this conjecture is wrong, the moral of the story is that realist syn-
thesis will need to prioritize the investigation of particular processes and theories.

Secondly, there is a limit on what information can be retrieved. Primary research
studies will probably have focused on formal documentation (such as policies, guid-
ance, minutes of meetings), tangible processes (such as the activities of steering
groups), and easily measured outcomes (such as attendance figures or reported
opinions). Information about the informal (and sometimes overtly off the record)
exchange of knowledge, the interpersonal relationships and power struggles, and
the subtle contextual conditions that can make interventions float or sink in an
organization will be much harder to come by, and is often frustratingly absent from
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reports. Even if the review is committed to tracking some back-stage mechanism or
unintended process, it may not always be possible to do so.

Thirdly, there is a limit on what a review can deliver. The reviewer can never
grasp the totality of the constraints on the effectiveness of interventions, and cer-
tainly cannot anticipate the circumstances in which subsequent schemes might be
implemented. This places ineluctable limitations on the recommendations that
follow a review and the certainty with which they can be put forward. A necess-
arily selective and prioritized review will generate qualified and provisional find-
ings, and thus modest and cautious recommendations. Realist reviewers eschew the
goal of discovering best buys and delivering verdicts. Rather, they attempt to place
on the table an account of the workings of complex interventions and a hopefully
better understanding of how theory may be improved.

As an overall conclusion I return to my pet irritation about the use of the term
‘intervention’ to describe the lumbering pachyderms of modern social and public
policy. Policy masterplans always end up as elephantine in their complexity. In
response, I have argued that research synthesis needs to work with a more power-
ful understanding of causality and an appreciation of at least seven different ways
in which programmes may be said to ‘work’. Already, it is clear that it will not be
possible to review them all, and since selection and prioritization will be part of the
analysis, there must always be caution and diffidence in deriving any conclusions
and policy recommendations. If evidence-based policy were human, he would be a
modest soul with much to be modest about.
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Systematic Obfuscation: A Critical Analysis
of the Meta-analytic Approach

This chapter contains the critical element of the book, confronting some of the
orthodox and, to my mind, misleading ideas that have made the running in evidence-
based policy. Evidence-based policy is, of course, a kissing cousin of evidence-based
medicine, and many principles and practices have been inherited from the hearth and
home of clinical treatments and trials. The essential argument, as should be clear by
now, is that it would have been better to start from scratch and to produce a strat-
egy for systematic review that befits our subject matter — the labyrinthine, mutating
entanglement that is social and public policy.

There is no intention to produce a critique of evidence-based medicine here,
although some of the arguments raised are beginning to travel back up through the
family tree as the complexity of many ‘treatments’ is beginning to be unravelled. Nor
does this chapter include a full critical exposition of the technical apparatus of
systematic review. Research synthesis has to handle primary components by the
thousands and an assembly line of some description will always be needed to shift,
sort and synthesize information. Nor, finally, is this critical assessment of systematic
review fully comprehensive. Evidence-based policy is a rapidly expanding field and,
happily, the green shoots of diversity are beginning to show, even in the mainstream.
Unhappily, this means that I will not be able to extend coverage to the many novel
forms of research synthesis, such as meta-ethnography, Bayesian analysis, ‘EPPI
reviews’ and hybrid qualitative-and-quantitative methods, or to old timers like the
literature review and narrative review (for a useful overview of the widening port-
folio, see Dixon-Woods et al., 2004).

The aim here is to deliver a short, sharp shock to the basic logic of the ‘conven-
tional approach’ and in particular its notion of how knowledge cumulates. My
interest is in what Davies et al. (2000) have called the ‘rigorous paradigm’. Such an
enterprise can, perhaps, be captured best of all in the ambition ‘to do for evidence-
based policy what Cochrane has done for evidence-based medicine’ (Smith, 1996;
Petrosino et al., 2001). What the Cochrane Collaboration is perceived to have done
is ‘to provide the best source of evidence on the effectiveness of health care and
medical treatments’ (Weisburd et al., 2003), and what the new movement seeks to
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do is create the same kind of evidential backbone for other areas of policy-making
that are perceived as blighted by rhetoric and woolly thinking:

Anecdotal evidence, program favorites of the month, and political ideology seemingly
drive much of the crime policy agenda. As a result, we are left with a patchwork of pro-
grams that are of unknown potential in preventing crime. Crime prevention programs
may or may not work or worse may provide harmful or iatrogenic results. We are not
suggesting that the public is being intentionally misled by law makers and policy mak-
ers who are funding programs with no scientific evidence but rather law makers and
policy makers are shirking their responsibility to the taxpaying public by not funding
only those programs with evidence of effectiveness in crime prevention. (Welsh and
Farrington, 2001: 159)

This hardboiled ambition involves setting up reviews that focus on the ‘does it
work?” question about a particular class of interventions, collecting data only from
reputable primary studies on their effects, and then reaching a statistical verdict on
whether, on balance, they indeed do work. The core assumption is that, properly for-
malized and rigorously executed, such an approach establishes conclusions that are
more accurate and credible than those presented in any one of the primary studies.
Following the recommended procedures will guarantee the scientific status of ensu-
ing evidence, which can then ‘be rationally integrated into decisions about inter-
ventions by policymakers and practitioners alike’ (Petrosino, 2000).

How shall T term this classic review strategy? As already described, it becomes
increasingly difficult to use the label ‘systematic review’ because this is a territory
in methodological flux (and, besides, I want to dispute copyright over the adjective
systematic). The title of the chapter refers to the ‘meta-analytic approach’ but this
is a rather clumsy designation and, with some trepidation, I have settled on ‘meta-
analysis’ as a snappier term for use in the discussion. This is done in the full know-
ledge that I do violence to the precise definition of a term that correctly refers just
to the statistical apparatus used to aggregate findings. Let me make it clear that
what follows is a challenge to the overall logic of the ‘traditional’ or ‘conventional’
approach that uses meta-analytic techniques, and I indict the more specific term —
meta-analysis — in this wider sense.

The chapter begins with a brief exposition of the basic logic and the practical
steps in conducting a meta-analytic review, before putting them to critical scrutiny.

In what way is it ‘meta’-analysis?

Why is it ‘meta’-analysis? The thinking is that the approach represents the sum total
of analysis; an analysis of all previous analyses. Hunt (1997) was persuaded that
meta-analysis was the technique through which ‘science takes stock’ because he con-
sidered it the supreme act of cumulation. Researchers and research teams lap the track
of science but the reviewer goes the whole distance, harnessing and reproducing pre-
vious efforts in one great marathon. The Olympian imagery may be a trifle gushing,
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FIGURE 3.1 The research cycle as primary analysis and meta-analysis

but it contains a useful evocation of the core logic of meta-analysis, namely a belief
that the successful replication of scientific experiments is the source of enduring knowl-
edge. There are many accounts of the logic of scientific discovery or the ‘wheel of science’,
which depict scientific discovery as a journey around the cycle of hypothesis formation,
data collection, data analysis and hypothesis appraisal depicted in Figure 3.1.

Any single (primary) evaluation will commence with a hypothesis about the causal
relationship between an intervention (I) and its outcome (O). It will then mount an
experiment, introducing the intervention and collecting before-and-after measures
on the outcome of interest. It will then perform a rigorous analysis of pre/post-
intervention shifts in order to test whether the relationship is significant. The original
hypothesis can then be appraised to determine whether the causal inference is war-
ranted. A strong design that delivers results with great statistical power is considered
the basis of a powerful causal claim. If no such evidence is found, hypotheses are
revised and the wheel of science takes another turn. Although it trades on secondary
analysis, meta-analysis is seen as reproducing all of the standard steps of rigorous
primary analysis. It begins with the same hypotheses about the relationship between
(I) and (O); it goes in search of apposite, high quality data to interrogate that hypoth-
esis; it uses statistical methods to test and to come to some judgement on the origi-
nal hypothesis; and it utilizes the findings to prompt further questions.

Figure 3.1 follows the cycles for primary experiments and meta-analysis (upper and
lower bullets respectively) and shows that the starting point and terminus are the same,
but with the scouring of data in the middle being much more comprehensive in the case
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of meta-analysis. Here is the key to its logic. It sees itself as an overlay of one inquiry
upon another. Primary science, in the guise of evaluation research, is seen as perform-
ing roughly the same inquiry over and again, but with each experiment having a
limited scope and being carried out with varying degrees of methodological imperfec-
tion. Replication, as noted, is judged to be the source of scientific certitude. Its expo-
nents, therefore, regard meta-analysis as providing a kind of post hoc replication of
similar inquiries, searching out the best and pooling their findings together. When the
cycle of replication is considered well travelled and secure enough, natural science goes
on to generate engineering applications. The same aspiration pervades meta-analysis,
with robust net effect calculations being seen as the platform for social engineering.

Procedural uniformity

The other principal claim of meta-analysis resides in the notion of procedural unifor-
mity. It is secondary analysis and gains its clout from treating each primary study in
exactly the same, even-handed way. A set of steps, known as a protocol, is established
through which all reviews have to pass, and in the passing they are deemed to produce
a cumulative and objective body of knowledge.

A template of the typical review sequence is reproduced in Box 3.1. There are any
number of such operational diagrams and flowcharts in the literature. Some specify
six stages, some seven and more. Some include an initial decision-making stage on the
need for and feasibility of conducting a review. Some include a planning stage. Some
make room for periodic updating as new primary studies trickle in. Readers new to
the approach might like to consult the pandect of review manuals, that produced by
the Centre for Reviews and Dissemination (CRD) at the University of York (2001).
It outlines a three-stage, nine-phase approach, each spelled out in practical detail and
annotated with examples. The box below is intended to capture the essentials:
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BOX 3.1 THE BASIC SYSTEMATIC REVIEW/
META-ANALYSIS TEMPLATE

1 Formulating the review question. Identifying the problem and the purported solu-
tion. Formalizing the exact hypothesis to be tested about the particular outcomes of
a particular class of interventions.

2 Identifying and collecting the evidence. Searching for and retrieving the published
results of all evaluations of the intervention in question. Comprehensive probing of
databases, bibliographies and websites to amass all the relevant primary studies.

3 Appraising the quality of the evidence. Deciding which of the foregathered studies
are valid and serviceable for fu