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Abstract 

In the field of sport and exercise psychology, the systematic review is still considered by 

many, to be the gold standard literature review. However, reviews like these, which judge 

whether an intervention works or not, can leave many unanswered questions. When it comes 

to complex social interventions, failing to suggest reasons for an intervention’s efficacy, often 

means practitioners struggle to successfully implement research findings in the real 

world.   This lack of detail has led many to question the utility of systematic reviews when 

examining behaviour change interventions in complex social environments. Realist reviews 

are increasing in popularity because they go beyond asking if an intervention works, to look 

for theories as to why a programme worked, who it worked for and in what context it 

worked.  However, despite the growing popularity of realist reviews, there is still limited 

application of this approach across the sport and exercise sciences. This paper aims to 

increase awareness regarding the utility of realist research by offering an introduction to 

realist review and an explanation of the steps involved. 
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Background 

In the field of sport and exercise psychology, meta-analyses and the Cochrane style 

systematic review are still considered to be the gold standard for literature reviews (Tod, 

2019). Well-conducted systematic reviews and meta-analysis summarise and integrate 

results on the same topic from different studies generating an estimate of the “true” effect 

size of ‘what works’. Over time, as more studies are conducted and synthesised, this effect 

size becomes increasingly refined and confidence grows around the result. Sensitivity and 

subgroup analyses can be used to explore heterogeneity of effect and the possibility of 

publication bias. However, the focus on ‘what works’ ignores the complexity in behavioural 

interventions where both individual and contextual differences interact to influence 

intervention outcomes.  In addition, it masks the fact that in any intervention some 

participants improve, some stay the same, and some unfortunately get worse.  Systematic 

reviews and meta-analyses can tell you if an intervention works but they cannot tell us much 



about why, how or for whom it worked. For this reason researchers in fields related to sport 

and exercise psychology are increasingly using realist reviews to complement the findings of 

systematic reviews and meta-analyses (see for example: Enright et al., 2020; Booth et al., 

2019; Brown et al., 2017; Gagliardi et al., 2015).  Instead of viewing variation in the data as 

problematic, realist research examines the anomalies in the data to see what they can tell us 

about how the intervention works in one context for some people and in a different way for 

others. In other words, a realist review attempts to unpack ‘what works’ and explores the 

literature with the specific intention of seeking out the data anomalies and examining the 

outcomes of an intervention across the entire spectrum of results.  In this way a realist 

review leads to a fuller understanding of how intervention effects are produced.  

For research to have more impact on  the development and implementation of behaviour 

change programmes, there is a need to know more than the effect size of an intervention 

(Fox, 2017; Oliver et al., 2014)  A realist review  is a type of systematic literature review 

which is characterised by its explanatory focus (Wong et al., 2014). Instead of judging the 

effectiveness of an intervention, a realist review is concerned with answering how an 

intervention works, who it works for and in what circumstances it works. Reporting on 

answers to these questions is the reason why some have argued realist reviews are better 

able to make pragmatic recommendations for intervention implementation in sport and 

exercise medicine (Gledhill & Forsdyke, 2021).   

The aim of this paper is twofold.  Firstly, it illustrates what a realist review is and why it offers 

a valuable way for reviewing the literature on sport and exercise psychology interventions 

and programmes. Secondly, in an attempt to make the realist approach more accessible  the 

paper outlines the steps involved and provides a diagrammatic overview of how to apply 

Pawson’s (2006a) 6 stages of a realist review.. A table of common terms and definitions used 

in a realist review can be found in Table 1 [insert table 1] 

Realist Review 

The complexity and fluctuations inherent in social and behavioural interventions has 

prompted some to argue that traditional systematic reviews are ill-suited to examining social 

programmes  (Greenhalgh et al., 2014; Astbury & Leeuw, 2010).  Based on positivist and 

sucessionist logic, the typical focus of a traditional systematic review is to judge the 

effectiveness of an intervention (Pawson, 2002a).  The definition of a traditional systematic 

review used in this paper has been taken from the EPPI-Centre whose work in research 

synthesis is used across many areas of social policy, including but not limited to education, 

health, and sport (Eppi-centre, 2019). Their definition of a systematic review is one that 



follows a standardised number of steps in an explicit and transparent way ensuring that it is 

accountable, replicable and updateable.  In addition, users are included in the research 

process to ensure the findings are relevant and useful.  To ensure their methods are 

transparent and reproducible, systematic reviews attempt to control for, and remove, all 

extraneous causal factors from their analysis.  However, critics argue that this type of design 

cannot be applied to the uncontrollable messiness of the real world (Chen, 2015).   

To address some of the limitations inherent in the systematic review, other approaches to 

evidence synthesis, such as the scoping review, have been gaining in popularity (Thomas et 

al., 2017).  A scoping review is interested in discovering how much is known about a 

particular research area; what the key concepts are; and what type of research activity has 

taken place in the field (Munn et al., 2018).  Although it has value as a stand-alone piece of 

research, a scoping review can be a valuable precursor to a systematic review by identifying 

gaps in the existing knowledge base to determine if there is value in undertaking a full 

systematic literature review (Levac et al., 2010). Scoping reviews share many characteristics 

of a realist review; they include stakeholder consultations; have a flexible and iterative 

structure; and include literature from diverse sources with different methodological 

approaches (Thomas et al., 2017).  However the two reviews answer fundamentally different 

questions; the scoping review asks what is known about X and what strategies have been 

used to obtain this knowledge? Whereas a realist review asks what is it about this social 

programme that works, why, how, and for whom does it work and in what context?  In 

addition, a realist review, unlike a scoping review, is a theory-led form of research which 

underpins its explanatory approach and makes it particularly suited to evaluating complex 

interventions. 

 As social interventions become more complex it is increasingly recognised that theory-

informed research methods, such as a realist evaluation and synthesis, provide a valuable 

addition to the knowledge base (Armstrong et al., 2007).   Whilst acknowledging that no 

intervention is likely to be ‘simple’ the United Kingdom Medical Research Council 

(2016)described a complex intervention as one that is multi-faceted, with numerous 

interacting components that may often require tailoring or adaptation.and which is subject to 

the influences of those delivering and receiving the intervention with differing results as a 

consequence (Craig et al., 2008).  Scientific realism was specifically developed to help 

researchers, policy makers and practitioners make sense of complex interventions  (Pawson 

and Tilley, 1997). For realists, the success and failure of a social programme lies in the 

complex relationship that exists between  the resources the intervention has to offer, the 



context in which it was implemented, and the reactions of users (Pawson, 2016). In scientific 

realism, to control for human influences, would remove the very means by which an 

intervention does or does not work (Pawson, 2016). In order to fully examine what makes a 

social programme complex, Pawson developed a ‘checklist’ under the acronym VICTORE 

(Volitions, Implementation, Contexts, Time, Outcomes, Rivalry and Emergence) (Pawson 

2013. p.33). Completing the VICTORE checklist was suggested to be a useful means by 

which to ‘map’ complexity and identify potential areas where further empirical research was 

needed (Pawson 2013. p.33).  Illustrating this point, Cooper et al., (2020) used the VICTORE 

checklist in their realist research of adolescent risk behaviour prevention, to help them 

create their initial rough programme theories. 

 It was the inherent complexity in exercise engagement programmes for people living with 

COPD and frailty that led Brighton et al. (2020) to conduct a realist review of the literature.  

Brighton et al. (2020) acknowledged that prior  research had shown exercise interventions to 

be beneficial for this demographic but understanding how and why some exercise 

interventions  were more effective than others remained unknown.  The conclusions of  

Brighton et al. (2020) review went beyond answering if engagement with exercise was 

beneficial for people living with frailty and COPD to identify several factors that influenced 

how and why and in what context some people were more engaged than others.  The 

Brighton et al. (2020) review  illustrates the utility of realist research in the field of sports and 

exercise psychology.  A realist review is a literature synthesis that embraces and explicates 

complexity to go beyond answering to what extent a programme was effective to explaining 

why, for whom, in what circumstances it would be effective. Table 2 summarises the 

differences between traditional systematic reviews and realists reviews.(Insert Table 2 near 

here) 

The realist philosophical foundations 

Before the realist review process is explained, it is crucial to acknowledge the philosophical 

foundation within realism.  Understanding the ontological and epistemological position of 

scientific realism is important as it guides the questions the researcher asks, and the way 

they look for and analyse data. Moreover, this is also important because it provides a sound 

rationale for the application of realist reviews within psychological studies that are often 

embroiled in complexity.  Pawson and Tilley’s scientific realism draws on Bhaskar’s stratified 

ontology (Bhaskar 1975, 1978, 1989) which divided reality into three, overlapping layers: the 

empirical, the actual and the real. The empirical domain is the level at which phenomenon 

can be observed and measured; in the actual domain, phenomenon exists and has real 



effects on outcomes but are not directly observable and in the domain of the real, 

phenomenon are unobservable with latent potential that, when the context is right, can 

become become activated. It is because of their position that reality is stratified that scientific 

realism places an emphasis in their research on obtaining ‘ontological depth’.   Ontological 

depth describes the process of going ‘below’ the empirical level to build an explanation of a 

phenomenon by theorising on what is happening at different layers of reality.  Jagosh (2019)  

used the metaphor of an iceberg to depict the different layers of reality.  The empirical layer 

was envisaged as the tip of the iceberg that could be seen sticking out of the water and, as 

one sinks below the water (a reference to ontological depth) we begin to take in the domain 

of the actual and then, deeper still, the domain of the real.  

A central premise in realist ontology is the assumption that although things cannot be seen 

they are no less real and, furthermore, even if they cannot be seen they can still have an 

effect on reality.  This assumption reflects the premise of a ‘mind independent reality’.   For 

realists,  reality has an independent and intrinsic nature that  exists outside of our ability to 

see it or conceive of it (Lehe, 1998). This view of reality is reflected in the notion of 

generative causality.  Put at its simplest, generative causation is the idea that what is 

happening under the surface - unseen - generates something to happen at the top which we 

can see. In scientific realism, these unobservable, causal phenomena, are referred to as 

mechanisms.  When studying a social programme, mechanisms are a combination of  the 

resources being offered by the programme and the reasoned response the program users 

have to those resources (Pawson and Tilley, 1997).  Exploring how mechanisms work within 

a particular context is central to realist research (Gough et al., 2012). 

This generative model of causation proposes that in order to understand how X and Y 

brought about a respective outcome, one must appreciate what the underlying 

mechanism(s) might be and show an appreciation for how context influences the way the 

relationship plays out.. This is what Pawson and Tilley (1997) and Dalkin et al., (2015) refer to 

as the commonly applied context, mechanism and outcomes (CMOs) configurations that 

help to explain this retroductive causation of how and why things work. .  

The epistemological position of scientific realism aligns with a constructivist paradigm (NIHR, 

2017).  Constructivism is an epistemology that asserts that all knowledge is constructed by 

an individual's perceptions of the world.  In realist research this knowledge is not only 

subjectively constructed but  is built on abductive and retroductive logic.  Abduction is the 

creative inference required to imagine underlying causal mechanisms and  retroduction is 

the theorising needed to develop a way of ‘testing’ whether these mechanisms exist (Jagosh 



2020).  Abduction as been described as a form of reasoning which examines evidence and 

makes inferences based on “educated guess work” and “informed hunches”0/ about the 

causal factors linked to that evidence (Jagosh et al., 2014, p.135) It is for this reason that 

realist research has been described as being evidence informed rather than evidence based 

(Jagosh et al., 2014).  Anti-realists may crticise the use of abductive logic as simply ‘guess 

work’ but advocates would counter by arguing that abduction is the only way to introduce 

new ideas into the scientific evidence base (Tavory & Timmermans, 2014).   

 CMO configurations are theories about the relationship between mechanisms and context 

that bring about a particular outcome.  To unpack this further, in a particular situation which 

has its own unique, dynamic and emergent features (Greenhalgh & Manzano, 2021) 

(context); a  resource is introduced (mechanism resource), which then evokes reasoning 

(mechanism reasoning) in the mind and / or social system that leads to an outcome (O) 

(Harris, 2018). Context is a central force within realist review and realist approaches. As 

supported by Greenhalgh and Manzano (2021) context is not a single, static and abstract 

component; instead it is a “force and relates to the psychological, organisational, economic 

and technical relationships that influence each other” (p. 8) to continually drive our 

explanations. Context, in essence, shapes the way mechanisms and outcomes present 

themselves and it is omnipresent throughout the whole CMO process. Overall, this process 

helps to explain the deeper and hidden processes of causality to not just understand ‘is this 

effective’ but ‘why, how and for whom is it effective’ (Mason et al., 2021) 

Within the field of sport and exercise psychology this is crucial because sport and exercise 

psychologists of industry and academic orientation are interested in understanding how and 

why psychological factors influence performance and/or participation.. What is more, in 

accordance with context they seek to appreciate the way “systems of interactions, meaning, 

rules and sets of relationships shape stakeholders’ reasoning in response to programme 

resources and consequently, influence outcomes.” (Greenhalgh & Manzano, 2021, p.4). For 

example: If coaches give tailored support and encouragement [resource] to young athletes 

with low self-efficacy [context] then this personalised attention may instill in the young 

athletes a sense of self-worth and validation [mechanism] as well as a desire to ‘prove 

themselves’[mechanism] to a coach who has taken the time to get to know them and their 

needs [context].  This ultimately boosts the young athletes' confidence towards performing 

better within their sport [outcome].  In this example, a systematic review would have been an 

appropriate choice of evidence synthesis if the researcher wanted to evaluate the 

effectiveness of this coaching programme.  However, if a  researcher was interested in the 



complexities of the programme and how it brought about behaviour change i.e.; finding out 

who it worked for (athletes with low self-efficacy), why it worked (boosting self-worth, 

validation and eliciting a desire to prove themselves) and in what context (coaches who 

dedicated  time, tailored support and encouragement) then a realist review would arguably 

have been a preferable choice.  Since people have different beliefs, attitudes, perceptions 

and understandings, reactions to intervention resources can be different which, in turn, may 

lead to different mechanisms being generated and result in different outcomes. Generative 

causation enables a realist researcher to identify patterns of behaviour and make sense of a 

programme's inherent complexity.  It is this mode of inquiry that enables researchers to 

move beyond answering if an intervention works to dig deeper and to explore what works, 

for whom and in what circumstance. 

What is a Realist Review? 

In its attempt to discover the underlying explanation as to how a programme works, a realist 

review will develop programme theories and test these theories against the literature. A 

programme theory is an idea about how the programme is thought to work:  If we do X then 

Y will happen because of Z. In order for it to be a realist programme theory, it must make 

reference to the context and mechanisms and how they relate to outcomes.A realist review 

synthesises the intervention literature, looking for underlying causal forces   that might 

explain why behaviour change interventions work in one context and not in another. Since 

this detail is likely to have been removed from empirical literature that values randomised 

controlled data,  a realist review must look at a diverse range of literature sources for ideas 

with which to build programme theories..    Piecing this array of literature together helps the 

researcher build a tacit understanding of underlying mechanisms, whilst recognising how the 

various features of context influence them. As such, this can facilitate theories as to how 

context may shape why interventions work differently for some people and not for others  

The aim of a realist review is to develop plausible explanations from patterns of observations 

that have emerged from the literature and create transferable theories that inform 

programme implementation in different settings (Marchal et al., 2012).   Drawing on the work 

of Merton (1967)  Pawson and Tilley (1997) describe these transferable theories as ‘middle 

range theories’ .  Merton divided theory into three levels: low level; mid-range and grand 

(Noyes et al., 2016). Although the lines between each level of theory can blur Merton 

described mid-range theory as sitting 

 “between the minor but necessary working hypothesis that evolve in abundance 

during day-to-day research and the all-inclusive systematic effort to develop a unified theory 



that will explain all observed uniformities of social behaviour, social organisation and social 

change. (Merton, 1967, p.448) 

  The key for Pawson and Tilley (1997) was the utility of mid-range theory in creating theories 

that could ‘travel’.  By sitting at a level of abstraction elevated above simply commenting on 

the specifics of a particular programme (low-level theory in Merton’s stratification)  MRT 

could  be applied across a range of similar programmes, thus making it a 'transferable' 

theory. It is the value that lies in this ‘transferability’ which is why, in scientific realism, 

programme theory is the unit of analysis and not the programmes themselves (Pawson 

2006). For instance, in their realist review on exercise-based falls prevention programmes for 

older adults with cognitive impairment, Booth et al. (2019) did not give any specifics on age, 

gender or of exercise in their recommendations.  Instead, based on their literature review, 

they presented middle-range theories of how people with dementia perceive the benefits of 

doing exercise.  In so doing, readers could use these theories to inform their implementation 

of an exercise programme for people with dementia in other locations.  

MRTs have been described as 'bridges' in that they provide explanatory links between one 

programme and another.  This in turn, helps enhance our overall understanding of how 

programmes, interventions or practices that share similar characteristics (also referred to as 

family of programmes) operate (Marchal et al., 2018).  Although the precise details and 

contexts of an intervention may change over different domains, applying a MRT to evaluating 

similar programmes negates the need to start a review from scratch and, by extension, stops 

the ‘constant reinvention of the wheel’ (Astbury & Leeuw, 2010, p.374). Lessons learnt from 

one study can be used as a starting point for another.  Pawson (2018) describes this 

accumulated knowledge as ‘reusable conceptual platform ‘or ‘mechanism libraries’ (p. 214) 

which can be used as launch pads for further discovery. 

Unlike a traditional systematic review a realist review is not supported by a predefined and 

rigid methodology. Instead, it has a flexible and iterative nature, with steps that overlap or 

repeat as new insights emerge.  Being able to mould the realist approach  to the body of 

evidence under review is seen as a strength of realist research.  Its malleable nature offers 

the potential for innovation (Booth et al., 2019) and can optimize the review outcomes; 

improve knowledge translation and facilitate decision making (Jagosh et al., 2014, 

p.132.)   Indeed, the philosophy and logic that underpins realist reviews rejects the notion 

that this form of research can be undertaken in a standardised or prescriptive fashion 

(Jagosh et al., 2014). For this reason, early advice to realist researchers strongly advised 

against the pre-publication of protocols since the purpose and direction of the review may 



not be known from the outset and to constrict the research team to a set of predefined goals 

and objectives was not in keeping with the iterative nature of realist work (Pawson et al., 

2004, p.15).  However, later guidance from the RAMESES group (a project developed to 

provide guidance, training and reporting standards on realist evaluation and synthesis) 

suggest that there is value in publishing and registering protocols (RAMESES II Project 2017) 

and RAMESES have published practical guidance and reporting standards for realist reviews 

(Wong et al., 2013; Wong et al., 2014).  Since the Declaration of Helsinki (2013), that called 

for every research study involving a human subject to be registered,  rosters  like The 

Research Registry were created to register all types of research trials (Agha and Rosin 

2015).  The implication for realist reviews is that whereas once they may not have been 

accepted on some registers because their studies do not adhere to a strict ‘a priori’ criteria 

now there are registers such as PROSPERO and The Research Registry that publish realist 

review protocols even though its methodology is emergent and iterative. As a result the 

advice against pre-registration of realist research (Pawson et al., 2004, p.15) is arguably 

outdated. 

The six stages of a realist review 

Whilst there are a number of ways to conduct a realist review with differing numbers of steps 

(Maidment et al., 2017; Rycroft-Malone et al., 2012), these variations in structure support the 

argument that realist research does not have a prescriptive method but rather, guiding 

principles. However, Pawson (2006a, p.79) did identify six stages for a realist review which 

are outlined in Table 3 [insert Table 3 near here] and will be expanded upon further in the 

subsequent sections.  Although there are six stages, it is important to stress that conducting 

a realist review is not a linear process.   It is only for clarity in this paper that the stages are 

written as if they follow a neat sequential pattern. In practical application these stages can 

overlap and be revisited.  To illustrate this point, we have provided a diagrammatic 

representation of what a realist review in the field of sports and exercise psychology might 

look like (Figure 1). This illustration has been influenced by Robert Horn’s (2001) concept of 

knowledge mapping and visual language to facilitate an understanding of how to navigate 

complex processes. It is not meant as a recipe to be followed  but rather as a cognitive map  

to guide readers  and help them visualise the application of the realist methodology.  This is 

important since it has been noted that a paucity of methodological guidance has led to a lack 

of clarity around the realist review process (Berg 2016).  In addition,  it has been suggested 

that further  methodological guidance would support consistent application of realist 

principles and contribute to transparency of process (Shearn et al., 2017. p 2). 



1. Identify the review question 

Focusing the review is arguably the most important (Rycroft-Malone et al., 2012), challenging 

(Greenhalgh et al., 2014) and time-consuming step in the realist review process (Pawson, 

2006a). A way to simplify the process is to divide this initial step into six intertwined 

processes outlined below.  

Mapping the territory 

To get an idea of how the programme is intended to work, what features seem important and 

what aspects are likely to encounter difficulties Pawson (2006a) recommends exploring the 

literature around the programme to get the ‘lay of the land’.  In a realist review this is done by 

an exploratory and non-systematic scoping of the literature and by consulting with key 

stakeholders.  For example, as a starting point for their realist review on the implementation 

of  physical activity guidelines, Leone and Pesce (2017) looked at the governmental plans 

and official statements around physical activity promotion issued by the main institutions and 

international networks involved in developing and implementing physical activity guidelines. 

Concept mining 

In this process of familiarisation, the research team identifies and defines key concepts with 

which to build a framework that can carry their research forward. Rycroft-Malone et al. 

(2012) referred to this process as ‘concept mining’ and in their review, they consulted the 

literature and stakeholders to develop both their initial programme theories and to define key 

terms and wording.  Clarifying the terminology in this way helps to ensure consistency in 

both language and concepts being used throughout the research. 

Stakeholders 

A key feature of the realist review is the involvement of stakeholders throughout the research 

process (Rycroft-Malone et al., 2012).  Stakeholders are people with ‘content expertise’ 

(Wong, 2018, p.134) and can be, for example, any combination of programme users, policy 

makers, commissioners, or professional experts in the field.  In their review on football 

interventions for men with mental health problems, Such et al. (2020) consulted with mental 

health professionals, the football coaches and mental health service users.  Stakeholder 

input can be used in a number of ways, from programme theory development and 

refinement, to providing credibility checks and giving advice on where to find additional 

sources of data (Wong, 2018).  In addition, stakeholders can be consulted for advice as to 

the best means of disseminating the research findings. The extent of stakeholder 



involvement is not mandated and will vary across realist reviews however a key feature of a 

realist review is that it consults with stakeholders throughout the research to ensure the 

research focus is meaningful and the findings useful (Pawson et al., 2004).  

Develop initial rough programme theories 

From the consultations with stakeholders and the exploratory review of the literature, the 

researcher begins to construct  initial rough programme theories (IRPTs) . Theory building is 

an abductive process (Jagosh et al., 2014) whereby inferences are made from the data 

based on the most likely and plausible explanation (Wong, 2018). How these IRPTs are 

created is often under-reported (Wong et al., 2013; Shearn et al., 2017). This does not help 

with the transparency of the research process nor does it help novice researchers learn how 

to conduct realist research. There is no correct way to create an IRPT but, an example taken 

from the diagram (Figure 1.)  is shown in Box 1. using an ‘if/then/because' framework. 

 Articulate key theories to be explored 

To help guide researchers to create theories about how a particular intervention brings 

about a change in the reasoning and response of its users,  Pawson and Tilley (1997) 

suggest using substantive theories. Substantive theories are pre-existing and usually well-

established theories within a particular field that help to explain why things happen the way 

they do (Wong et al., 2013). This is why realist research is described as being ‘theory-led’. 

Realist research values the use of  theory for the particular lens it gives researchers to 

produce novel insights on social behaviour (Marchel et al., 2018) .  Although there is a lack 

of realist research in the field of sport and exercise psychology, there are examples of theory 

informing research in this area.  For example, Carr (2008) explored how attachment theory 

could provide a useful 'lens' for sport and activity research particularly as it relates to goal 

achievement, motivational climate and sport friendship. The theory of deliberate practise was 

used by Coughlan et al. (2014) to examine performance improvement in Gaelic football 

players and Ntoumanis (2001) examined motivation in a variety of sports using achievement 

goal theory and self-determination theory.  

The advice on finding substantive theories is to ‘read widely’ in the literature as part of the 

initial mapping exercise (Pawson, 2006).  However, a criticism levelled at theory-led research 

is the tendency for research teams to give preference to theories they are already familiar 

with (Booth & Caroll, 2015).  To address this critique, Booth and Caroll (2015) developed the 

BoHEMoTH framework (Behaviour of interest; Health context; Exclusions; Models or 

Theories).   Although the ‘HE’ relates to health this can be changed to any context, such as 



sport or education.  The BoHEMoth framework helps to structure the search for behavioural 

change models/theories.  Booth and Caroll (2015) argue that using a framework such as 

theirs enables researchers to conduct a broad, systematic, and transparent literature search 

for theory to inform their research.  When examining complex social programmes, 

researchers may decide to use more than one theory to help guide their research. Using a 

framework of three or four theories can help initial programme theory development at 

multiple levels of the social system e.g interpersonal, institutional, infrastructural, and cultural 

(Shearn et al., 2017; Westhorp, 2013). Finally, Davidoff et al. (2015)  published a criteria to 

help researchers determine whether or not their chosen theories are ‘good’ ones. 

It is likely that, in the  process of focusing the review, by way of mapping, consultation, and 

theory building, many initial rough programme theories will be produced.  Furthermore, it is 

not uncommon for programme theories, even in their initial ‘rough’ phase to go through 

many cycles of iteration (Wong et al., 2004).  This is a valuable part of the research process 

whereby the researchers go back and forth in the literature to try and deepen their 

understanding of how the intervention is thought to work.  However, whilst attempting to find 

clarity and focus, it is not unusual for researchers to become lost in a ‘swamp’ of programme 

theory (Pawson et al., 2004).  Research time and budgets are limited so practical and 

pragmatic decisions need to be made with regards to the number of programme theories to 

be taken forward for evaluation (Pawson 2013).  

To help exit the ‘swamp’ Pawson et al. (2004)  suggest taking one of four explanatory paths: 

to investigate programme integrity;  to adjudicate between rival programme theories;  to 

review the same theory in comparative settings; or, to review official expectations against 

actual practise (p.15).  Deciding on which ‘path’ to take helps the researcher to refine the 

purpose of the review and select the programme theories to take forward for further 

investigation (Pawson et al., 2014).  Which direction to take will vary from one review to 

another but is likely to be influenced by any combination of the following: the funders or 

commissioners of the review, the key stakeholders, professional experience of the research 

team, an exploratory scope of the literature, and public policy (Pawson et al., 2004). 

Formalise the model or subset of hypotheses to be tested 

Once a set of programme theories have been decided upon, the final stage of focusing the 

review is to use these theories to create a hypothetical model of how the programme is 

thought to work.  To help structure such a model it may be useful to think of an overarching 

question such as ‘what is it about this programme that is required in order for it to be a 



success’ and place the programme theories for testing underneath as illustrated in figure 1. 

Once the model has been built, the rough programme theories within it are ‘tested’ by a 

systematic search of the empirical evidence. 

2. Search for primary studies 

Although the literature search in a realist review is a systematic process, it is not conducted 

in the same way as traditional systematic reviews.  Drawing on the work of Emmel (2013), 

Booth et al. (2018, p.149) outline four important principles in a realist literature search.  First, 

the search is likely to extend beyond the usual bibliographic databases. It is not uncommon 

for programme theories to be constructed from fragments of data collected from different 

sources. In their realist review of football interventions for men with mental health problems, 

Such et al. (2020)  acknowledged that there was a small amount of evidence to be found in 

the published literature and went to grey literature and contacted relevant authors to find 

data with which to build their programme theories.  Booth et al. (2013) suggest using a 

blended approach for this whereby keyword searches of bibliographic databases are 

supplemented with complementary search techniques such as citation tracking, purposive 

sampling, snowballing, berry-picking and cluster searching.  Second,  the literature search 

needs to be both systematic and broad, including as many studies as the research timeframe 

and resources will allow. To accomplish this, the researcher is advised to look for data 

beyond the discipline in which their programme is situated (Wong, 2018).  Using the 

research question in figure 1 for example, this could mean looking for similar physical activity 

and mental health programmes outside the sports and exercise psychology literature for 

instance looking at education initiatives or offender behaviour programmes. The  Third, 

theory testing is not straight-forward and the literature search needs to be flexible to 

accommodate this.  The likelihood is that the researcher will need to go back and forth to the 

literature as new insights emerge.  This does not mean that the search is conducted in a 

haphazard manner, it still needs to be transparent and systematic, but the researcher may 

not know in advance where the search will take them.  Finally, and related to this, Emmel 

(2013) argues that a realist search is iterative. Additional literature searches will be needed, 

possibly across different disciplines, to explicate new findings or to refine elements of theory 

(Wong et al., 2014).. 

Due to the iterative style of a realist review, it is important that the researcher is transparent 

as to both, how and why each literature search was conducted and they must be meticulous 

in the recording and presentation of their methods. Standards have been published by the 



RAMESES group outlining the conduct and reporting principles expected in a quality realist 

review (Wong et al., 2014).  

3. Selection and appraisal 

A realist review does not adhere to the strict inclusion criteria of systematic reviews which 

traditionally place RCT data at the top of the evidence hierarchy.  Instead, decisions on 

whether to include primary studies in the review are based on rigour and relevance (Box 2). 

Relevance 

Relevant data in a realist review is determined by whether it can develop, refute, refine or 

endorse the research programme theories (Wong, 2018).  How relevant a piece of data is 

considered will depend how much detail it includes on processes, context, mediating factors 

and empirical findings. In practical terms, there are usually two relevancy tests as illustrated 

in Maidment et al.’s (2017) review.  In their first screening, they reviewed the title and 

abstract and decided on a full text retrieval if the literature ‘seemed relevant’.  In their second 

screening, after they had reviewed the full text, they determined whether or not the evidence 

provided was good enough and relevant enough to be included in the review. Screening 

titles and abstracts might miss key causal insights or references to theories.  As a result, it is 

likely that more papers will have to be read in their entirety, than in a traditional systematic 

review.  Furthermore, a source which may have been screened as not relevant in one theory 

area could become relevant elsewhere (Rycroft-Malone et al., 2012). For this reason, no 

paper is truly discarded.  Instead, they are held in ‘reserve’ in case they can contribute at a 

later stage. 

Rigour 

When assessing rigour, researchers question whether or not the literature is good enough to 

be included.  This judgement is made on whether the data is considered to be trustworthy, 

that is, have the data collection methods been made explicit and were they scientifically 

robust. Pawson et al., (2004) suggest that sample size, data collection techniques, analysis 

methods and research claims should be considered when making judgements on rigour.    In 

addition, realist reviews may include useful pieces of data, which in and of themselves are of 

sufficient rigour to be included, but may lie within a methodologically weak study (Pawson, 

2006b).  For this reason, a realist review does not adhere to the rigid inclusion and exclusion 

criteria typical of a traditional systematic review.  A realist researcher is encouraged to be 

imaginative and inclusive with their data in order to unearth generative mechanisms and 

context (Wong, 2018, p.135).  Pawson (2006b) maintains that the ‘quality’ of evidence only 



really comes to light in the process of synthesis where —once triangulated— the inferences 

made by a particular piece of evidence is either substantiated or not.  

  



 

After each literature search, the papers need to be selected and appraised. In both the 

selection, appraisal and analysis phases, bespoke screening tools are developed by the 

research team to filter the literature results (Rycroft-Malone et al., 2012). The review 

questions and theoretical framework help the research team decide on what literature to 

include and exclude.  These screening and appraisal tools are likely to go through a number 

of iterations and should be piloted first (Wong et al., 2014). Rigour is strengthened by having 

10% - 20% of the screened results checked for consistency by other members of the 

research team. 

4. Extracting the data 

Data extraction forms will be unique to each realist review depending on their theoretical 

framework. In addition, it is likely that a number of different extraction forms will be created 

due to the multiple sources of data being analysed (Pawson et al., 2004).  For this reason, 

standard data extraction forms such as those found in The Critical Appraisal Skills 

Programme (n.d) are not appropriate because in a realist review, each document may be 

reviewed for a different purpose or to find a different piece of information (Pawson, 2006a). 

Research is coded and a detailed record of how each piece of primary data contributed to 

the synthesis, including explanations of why some data was omitted, is made for 

transparency.  

Data extraction should be theory driven (Pawson, 2006a) and the researcher is particularly 

looking for ‘conceptual richness’ and ‘contextual thickness’ (Booth et al., 2013). In other 

words, useful pieces of evidence are those that give detailed descriptions of programme 

conditions or make clear the thoughts and assumptions underlying the programme’s 

creation and outcomes. The aim of the extraction stage is to collect various bits of data and 

assimilate them into theories on how the programme is thought to work, why and in what 

context. To build theories on causal forces researchers must apply retroductive and 

abductive reasoning to make inferential leaps in their thinking about what might be going on 

unseen. For example, Enright et al. (2020) found intrinsic motivation and self-efficacy were 

important mechanisms in successful ‘family-based’ interventions to improve dietary and/or 

physical activity behavior outcomes. Neither self-efficacy or intrinsic motivation can be 

directly observed, but the effects of them could be. Extracts from the original data are often 

included in the review itself so the reader can judge the plausibility of the inferences being 

made (Pawson, 2006a).  In this way, the research process is transparent and can be held up 



to scientific scrutiny.  Finally, data extraction is not a linear process and this stage may be 

repeated many times before it comes to be synthesised.  

5. Synthesising the data 

Each realist review begins with a hypothetical model made up of a collection of theories as to 

how, why and in what circumstances a programme is thought to have worked and concludes 

with a revised model (Pawson, 2006a).  In the synthesising stage, the data extracted from the 

literature is used to build Context-Mechanism-Outcome (CMO) configurations to make 

inferences on the causal mechanism(s) at play and the context (s) that might trigger them. In 

creating these CMOs the initial programme theories are tested to see if they hold true and 

are refined accordingly. Depending on the nature of the project, data synthesis may be 

conducted individually (in consultation with project members) or in collaboration with the 

entire research team and stakeholders. The process of synthesising data taken from a 

diverse range of sources centres around a number of activities summarised and presented in 

Table 4 [insert table 4]. Once synthesised into CMO configurations the results are then re-

written into research recommendations. 

6. Disseminating the findings 

Research findings and recommendations should extend beyond academia to have a 

meaningful impact on policy makers and end users (Manville et al., 2015).  To that end, 

stakeholders are consulted throughout a realist review. The initial consultation with 

stakeholders to refine the focus of the research makes it more likely that, when it comes to 

disseminating the findings, the results are relevant and meaningful to end users.  For this 

reason, research findings should not be confined to academic journals and conference 

proceedings but should be delivered in forums that will attract the attention of key 

stakeholders and written in a language that is understood by them (Pawson, 2006a). For 

instance, social media platforms such as Twitter are increasingly being used to publish 

research findings in an attempt to increase academic impact and reach a wider and more 

diverse audience (Kuze et al., 2020) 

Discussion 

Realist research begins with the premise that a programme, however successful it may have 

been in one context, is unlikely to have the same result in another.  For this reason, realist 

research makes programme theories the focus of their analysis rather than the programmes 

themselves. Programme theories refer to the ideas about how to bring about a particular 



change in behaviour: If we do X then Y will happen because of Z.  A realist review starts with 

rough theories as to how an intervention is thought to work and tests those theories against 

the literature to see if they hold up.   Instead of producing results that judge whether a 

particular programme has been successful or not, realist reviews provide information on why 

a programme works, who it works for, and in what particular context it worked. This line of 

enquiry is particularly useful for sport and exercise psychologists who are interested in 

understanding human behaviour and how it alters in certain situations to produce different 

outcomes.  Instead of viewing human agency as a confounding variable, a realist review 

maintains that understanding complex social programmes is only possible by creating and 

testing theories to explain patterns of human behaviour. In other words, if the aim of the 

research is to understand why humans behave the way they do, then the method chosen to 

make this assessment needs to embrace complexity and not seek to control it. It is for this 

reason realist reviews should be encouraged in sports and exercise psychology research. 

Realist research rejects the notion of universal laws or a ‘final truth’ because knowledge is 

transient and there is no such thing as a magic bullet.  However, they do provide guidance to 

programme implementers in the form of middle range theories.  These theories are specific 

to the family of interventions under review but abstract enough that they can be transferred 

and applied in different settings. A realist review’s recommendations help to guide 

programme implementers on how the intervention is likely to fare in their particular location 

by signposting particular things to look out for, pitfalls to avoid and paths for success. Being 

able to apply this  guidance to a programmer’s unique context helps to reduce the risk of 

programme failure as it moves from the trial phase into real-world implementation.  For this 

reason, the recommendations made by a realist review have more impact and utility to 

programme developers. 

The limited number of realist reviews in the sports and exercise psychology literature may 

partly be explained by early warnings that realist research is ‘not for the novice’ (Pawson et 

al., 2004, p.38) and it is true to say that a realist review can be challenging. There is tension 

between the need for realist research to be systematic and transparent as well as creative 

(Booth et al., 2018).  The researcher needs to rely on their intuition and sagacity (Pawson, 

2006), the steps are iterative, and at times there can be a great deal of uncertainty as to 

which path to take (Punton et al., 2016). Having the courage to make creative inferences 

from the literature can be daunting (Tavroy & Timmermans, 2014) . Furthermore, arbitrating 

between different programme theories, and looking for key pieces of information in literature 

that would traditionally be excluded from systematic reviews can be challenging (Pawson et 



al., 2004).  A realist review does not offer the researcher the reassurance of checklists and 

steps to follow and whilst this flexibility might be liberating, a lack of specific procedure can 

also bring difficulties (Jagosh et al., 2013) . In addition, like all literature reviews, a realist 

review can be limited by the quality of available data (Booth et al., 2018).  In particular, there 

may be a lack of data with which to build programme theories (Pawson 2006). Finally, a 

realist review can be demanding both in terms of time and resources as it necessitates 

consultation with stakeholders as well as multiple iterations of theory building and testing 

(Blamey & Mackenzie, 2007). Pawson and Tilley (1997) did not set out to write a 

methodological guidebook for conducting realist research (Booth et al., 2019).  Indeed,  their 

approach has been described as a ‘way of thinking’ rather than a method (Westhorp 2014).  

However, since  Pawson and Tilley’s publication, reporting guidelines have been introduced 

(Greenhalgh et al., 2011), books on ‘Doing Realist Research’ have been written (Emmel et 

al., 2018) and  a methodological paper on how to conduct a realist literature search has been 

published (Booth et al., 2019).  In addition, there is an increasing number of journal articles 

where authors critically reflect on their application of the realist approach to help guide 

others (Punton et al., 2020; Shearn et al., 2017; Jagosh et al., 2013; Rycroft-Malone et al., 

2012).  Which is all to suggest that ‘novice’ researchers need not be so alarmed by warnings 

written decades ago. To our knowledge however, there has not been a publication to date 

that has taken Pawson’s 6 step template for undertaking a realist review and displayed it as a 

conceptual graphic linking it to a hypothetical sports and exercise psychology study.  By 

displaying the steps in this way we have attempted to make realist research more accessible 

by helping readers visualize  what a pragmatic approach to undertaking a realist review 

within the field of sport and exercise psychology might look like. However,  it is important to 

note that  the steps outlined are not ‘new ways of doing things; they have been taken from 

Pawson (2006, p.103) and applied in a hypothetical example. Furthemore, this graphic 

representation is not a recipe on how to do a realist review, and as others have shown, the 

steps may need adapting or condensing depending on the research needs.  

 

Conclusion 

The aim of this paper was to offer an introduction to realist review in the hope that 

researchers in sport and exercise psychology could see its utility and understand its 

application.  As an adjunct to the text and to facilitate learning, we have included a 

diagrammatic representation of what a realist review in this field may look like.  We have 

argued that the gaps left by systematic reviews and meta-analyses can be filled by the 



findings from a realist review.  Furthermore, the ontological and theoretical underpinnings of 

realist research make it well suited to examining complex social programmes.  This is 

important because, arguably, all behavioural change interventions in sport and exercise 

psychology are complex since they all involve human agency. While the realist review is not 

a panacea for all complexity there is no doubt that its application will provide valuable 

insights into the context, mechanisms and outcomes inherent in any sport and exercise 

psychology programme.  



 

  Traditional systematic 

literature review 

Realist review 

1. Question Identify the review question - 

usually with the aim of assessing 

the effectiveness of well-defined 

interventions.  

Identify the review question - usually 

with the aim of identifying programme 

theory around what works, for whom and 

in what circumstances 

2. Search 

  

Extensive and comprehensive 

search for primary studies within 

bibliographic databases using strings 

of relevant terms found in 

title/abstracts/keywords to identify 

suitable papers.  

 

 

Inclusion/exclusion criteria pre-

specified ahead of the literature 

search. 

Search for relevant evidence, including 

empirical evidence found out with the 

usual academic databases e.g., policy 

papers, grey literature etc.  Less 

emphasis placed on ‘key words’ to guide 

search, more focus on identifying 

context, mechanisms and outcomes to 

build theory.  

 

Inclusion/exclusion criteria refined in 

light of the emerging data and as 

programme theories are refined. 

Usually a single, exhaustive 

literature search performed at the 

beginning of the review 

Complementary searches performed 

iteratively throughout the review 

3. Appraisal Studies are appraised using a 

predefined and validated critical 

appraisal checklist. Relevance to 

research question and 

methodological rigour are main 

considerations 

  

  

Studies are appraised using the 

researcher’s judgement to supplement 

formal checklists.  Data is included 

based on its relevance, rigour and 

richness to make a judgement on 

whether it is ‘fit for purpose’ 

  

4. Extraction Data is extracted from all primary 

studies using a standardized 

template or matrix 

An eclectic and iterative approach to 

data extraction.  Bespoke templates are 

created and piloted by the research 

team to extract different data from 

different studies 

  



5. Synthesis Data is synthesised with the aim of 

finding effect size and confidence 

interval.  Transferable themes from 

qualitative studies may also be 

included 

Data is synthesised to refine programme 

theory looking to create context, 

mechanism, and outcome configurations 

to determine what works for whom, how 

and under what circumstances. 

6. Recommendations Recommendations are made on the 

basis of whether the results are 

definitive or whether further research 

is needed. 

Recommendations are made with 

programme implementers in mind 

referring to particular aspects of the 

programme implementation that need to 

be considered (e.g., pitfalls to avoid, 

timing of certain components). 

7. Dissemination Findings are disseminated and 

evaluated based on the extent to 

which a change is brought about. 

Findings are disseminated and 

evaluated based on the extent to which 

the existing programme is changed 

based on the elements of programme 

theory identified by the review. 

Note: Adapted from Pawson et al (2004) p.14 and Booth et al. 2018, p. 150 (In Doing Realist Research).  

  



 

 

 

Table 2. Definitions of realist review concepts 

Realist review - a type of literature review that seeks to explain why programmes work the way they do, who 

they work for and in what circumstances they work. It is characterised by its theory led approach and its 

generative understanding of causation. 

Theory-led -  a realist review is described as theory-led because it will look at programme outcomes to 

develop theories to explain the patterns, then consult the literature and stakeholders to test the theories. They 

will also use formal, well-established theories (like self-determination theory) to inform their theory 

development. 

Generative Causation - the idea that forces which cause something to happen are triggered in particular 

contexts and may not always be observable 

Context - the influential force that determines whether a mechanism is activated or not. There are many 

different types of context (e.g. social, economic, psychological); and they can operate at different levels (e.g. 

personal or institutional) 

Mechanism - the real but invisible forces that make the programmes work (or not).  A mechanism is not a 

particular component of the programme but rather, they are the reactions the participants have to the 

resources the programme offers (e.g. increased confidence [reaction] as a result of a friendly coach [resource]) 

Outcome - the intended or unintended consequences of a programme. 

CMO configuration (CMOc) - stands for context-mechanism-outcome configuration and is a model to remind 

researchers of the realist way of explaining things: e.g. this particular context, generates this mechanism, which 

produces this outcome.  It can be used at the beginning of the research project to help make predictions of 

how a programme might work in certain circumstances and/or at the end as a framework to structure the 

analysis.  

Retroductive logic - A way of making sense of things by 'looking behind the scenes or under the surface' to 

find hidden causal forces to explain why observable patterns in behaviour/events come about.  Unlike 

abduction, deduction and induction that explain things by using observations,  retroduction seeks to find 

explanations by examining things that are unseen (e.g love, fear, empathy). 

Abduction -  taking an observation or set of observations and making logical assumptions to explain them. 

Could  be considered a form of ‘reading between the lines’ 

Deduction -  creating ideas on how behaviour/events might work and testing these ideas in the real world to 

see if they are true. Could be considered a top down approach to reasoning 



Induction - making sense of things by observing behaviour or events. Could be considered a bottom up 

approach to reasoning 

Initial Rough Programme Theory (IRPT) - In a realist review these are ideas created at the beginning of a 

research project that attempt to explain how and why the programme(s) of interest is thought to work by 

describing the context, mechanism and outcomes at play. 

Refined Programme Theory (RPT) - In a realist review, these are the ideas that have been produced after the 

initial rough programme theories have been tested against the literature and in consultation with 

stakeholders.  In this review process, initial rough programme theories may have been proven wrong or some 

parts may have been well-supported and the initial rough programme theories are adjusted accordingly to 

produce refined programme theory. 

Middle-range theory (MRT) - theories about the context(s) and mechanism(s) that bring about particular 

programme outcome(s).  MRTs are more general than programme theory which means they can be used to 

guide the implementation of a similar programme in a different setting.  

Substantive theory - theories that have been well-established in a particular field that help to explain certain 

behaviours or outcomes.  Examples of substantive theory in the  sports and exercise psychology domain would 

be Need Achievement theory; Attribution theory; Deliberate Practise theory. 
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