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Abstract 
This paper defines an innovative approach to the interplay of intervention, context and 
mechanism in Pawsonian realist inquiry. Combining realist inquiry with Archerian 
critical realism and sociological institutionalism, it offers four elaborations of the 
traditional approach. First, intervention is positioned as a separate analytical category. 
Second, context is conceptualised as situated—stratified, conditioned, relational and 
temporally dynamic—and the dominant structural and cultural emergent properties 
defined. Third, mediation and reflexive theorisation are assigned to mechanism, 
thereby distinguishing the conceptual elements of mechanism from its ensuing 
outcome: agential emergent properties, expressed through the unfolding strategic 
negotiation of change and the mode of institutional work enacted to deliver 
sustainable outcomes be they elaborative, reproductive, or focally invariant. Finally, 
outcome is expressed through structural and ideational differentiation. This realist 
analysis therefore explicates the role of beliefs and values—institutional logics—upon 
the propensity to act to reveal the contested nature of institutional change. 
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Realist Analysis 

Introduction 
In recent years, realist inquiry has emerged at the forefront of theory-informed policy 
evaluation methodology (Pawson & Tilley, 1997; Pawson, 2013; Wong et al., 2013). 
Orthodox strategies for marshalling evidence, epitomised by the Campbell and 
Cochrane Collaborations’ systematic reviews, seek to produce answers to the question 
‘what works?’ In contrast, realist inquiry seeks to better bridge the gap between 
research, policy and practice by addressing the question ‘what works for whom, why, 
and in what circumstances?’ (Pawson & Tilley, 1997; Pawson, 2006). Within realist 
scholarship, two main approaches have gained prominence. Realist evaluation is the 
mode of inquiry for primary research. Its companion, realist review or synthesis, is the 
secondary research equivalent. Both modes place emphasis on the explanation of the 
interplay of contextual circumstances and mechanisms, which foster the success or 
failure of an intervention. The principal aim is to refine understanding of how and 
why the intervention operates through the explication of programme theory. 

In Pawsonian realist inquiry, testable propositions of how an intervention is 
perceived to work are depicted through context-mechanism-outcome configurations 
(hereafter, CMO configurations) (Pawson & Tilley, 1997). In essence, a CMO 
configuration is a hypothesis that the programme outcome (O) emerges because of the 
action of some underlying mechanisms (M), which only come into operation in 
particular contexts (C) (Pawson & Manzano-Santaella, 2012). Each CMO 
configuration, therefore, explicates and progressively refines the scope of the original 
programme theory, so capturing the unfolding explanatory conciliation (Pawson, 
2006; Pawson, 2012; Pawson, Wong, & Owen, 2011). In this manner, a virtuous 
circle is completed, fostering deeper understanding of the opportunities and 
challenges presented by an intervention, to inform future policy and practice.  

The operationalisation of Pawsonian realist inquiry is, however, beset with 
challenges which stem from the conceptualisation of the CMO configuration. In this 
regard, the lack of attention to intervention results in its inconsistent consideration, 
thereby obscuring the inherent complexity and diversity of such social programmes 
(Pawson, Wong, & Owen, 2011). Furthermore, intervention is regularly under-
specified and too-often conflated with context. This deficit is compounded by the 
accompanying lack of clarity, and consistency, with which context is conceptualised 
and operated. For example, context may be simply addressed in a domain specific 
manner (Evans & Killoran, 2000), whereby focus is placed on a discrete 
organisational site, as exemplified by Oroviogoicoechea and colleagues’ realist 
evaluation of the impact of a computerised hospital information system on nurses’ 
clinical practice (Oroviogoicoechea, Elliott, & Watson, 2008; Oroviogoicoechea & 
Watson, 2009). Alternatively, context may be perceived through the multi-national or 
state centric policy terrain: (i) to examine a broad swathe of social policy (Hart, 
2007); (ii) a specific policy (Naccarelle, Greenstock, & Wraight, 2013; De Bono, 
Ross, & Berrang-Ford, 2012); or (iii) a specific policy within a bounded context, as 
illustrated in Pommier, Guével & Jourdan’s (2010) analysis of health promotion 
activities within the French education system. 

Moreover, in realist inquiry it is acknowledged that one CMO configuration 
may be embedded in another or configured in a series—in which the outcome of one 
CMO becomes the context for the next in the chain of implementation steps—so that 
the conceptual demarcation between context and mechanism is, once more, nuanced 
(Jagosh et al., 2012). Although this distinction is guided by the perceived explanatory 
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role performed at each contextually nested hierarchical stratum of the mechanism in 
operation, this aspect of realist inquiry remains underdeveloped, as it demands the 
formulation of CMO configurations, which pervade and connect contextual strata, in 
the form of bi-directional nested causal cascades or meta-mechanisms (Bunge, 1997, 
2004; Mayntz, 2004). Finally, in realist inquiry, though an outcome cannot be 
perceived as a simple, single, aspect of change, few studies explicitly address more 
subtle and aligned outcomes, which arise consequential to the intervention, though 
they may be a source of social transformation. 

Conceptual Framework 
To elaborate Pawsonian realist inquiry (Pawson & Tilley, 1997) we return to one of 
the theoretical bloodlines informing realist evaluation and synthesis (Pawson, 2011, 
2013): Archerian critical realism. Building on the work of Herepath (2014), our 
approach employs Archer’s stratified ontology for structure (1995), culture (1996), 
and agency (2000), together with her later work on reflexivity (2003, 2007, 2010, 
2012) to offer an enhanced ontological, conceptual, and epistemological grounding, 
that may serve to ameliorate some of the methodological problems currently faced by 
researchers employing realist inquiry. Our reason for incorporating Archer’s realist 
social theory is threefold. 

First, Archer’s ontological stance maintains the ontic differentiation between 
structure (context) and agency (mechanism). Indeed, each is given their due accord by 
employing analytical dualism as the guiding methodological principle underpinning 
such non-conflationary theorising (Stones, 2001). Consequently, the ontological and 
conceptual entanglements, which have obscured the separation of context from 
mechanism in previous realist studies, are unravelled. More specifically, we assert 
that Archer offers help to researchers who struggle over this distinction when 
analysing the complex interplay of context and mechanism during the development of 
CMO configurations. 

Second, an Archerian approach resonates with sociological institutionalism 
(Hesketh & Fleetwood, 2006) and has the potential to be used more broadly as a 
meta-theoretical under-labourer in relational sociology (Mutch, Delbridge, & 
Ventresca, 2006). Hence, by harnessing institutional theory within an Archerian 
approach, institutions are given their due recognition and temporal role as both 
symbolic constructions and a set of material practices which constitute the resilient, 
taken-for-granted, social prescriptions which guide actors’ behaviours (Greenwood, 
Díaz, Li, & Lorente, 2010). This, we assert, helps researchers to reveal the multiple 
logics embedded within the contextual terrain which mould adherence to, or disregard 
for, the components of an improvement programme and its underlying ethos.  

Third, an Archerian approach offers a robust methodological framework—the 
morphogenetic-morphostatic cycle (Archer, 1995)—composed of three phases: 
structural conditioning (T1-T2), socio-cultural interaction (T2-T3), and structural 
reproduction or elaboration (T3-T4). Each phase, quiet naturally, parallels the context, 
mechanism, and outcome component of a CMO configuration. Therefore, 
methodologically, the researcher is guided by an aligned approach that helps to 
distinguish the boundaries between context and mechanism, and so to reveal the 
emergent causal configuration within the situated context. 

Below, appreciating the word constraints of this development paper, we 
summarise our four elaborations. 

Intervention: A distinct analytical category 
Our first elaboration to realist inquiry is to include intervention as a separate 
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analytical category in our realist analysis model. This stems from our recognition that 
although realist studies have adopted similar Pawsonian conceptions of intervention, 
the absence of intervention as an analytical component has encouraged its under-
specification and conflation within context. To address this challenge, as suggested by 
Mazzocato and colleagues (2010), we believe there is an imperative within realist 
inquiry to explicitly define the intervention ‘I’, and add this to Pawson’s original 
CMO configuration. This refinement is required to set out a robust explanatory 
analysis and postulated theory for each component of the intervention examined, so 
that we may understand precisely ‘what’ is working, for whom, how, and in what 
circumstances.  

Context: Situated, stratified, conditioned, relational and temporally dynamic 
To address this imperative we build upon the four concentric layers of context 
espoused in the traditional Pawsonian approach to realist inquiry. However, such a 
stratified model of context provides only the basic architecture of our argument as it 
lacks the means to consider context as dynamic, conditioned, relational and 
temporally fluid: in essence, contoured by emergent structural, cultural and agential 
powers across time. Our recourse to Archerian critical realism, guided by the work of 
Herepath (2014), therefore offers a more complex yet nuanced means to develop I-
CMO configurations to refine our understanding of their interaction within a causal 
configuration. 

An underlying premise of Pawsonian realist inquiry and Archerian realist social 
theory is that context conditions ensuing agential actions. As such, the structural 
constraints and enablements of context are mediated to the agent as first-order 
emergents, encompassing: their involuntaristic placement within the broader social 
context and role array, their vested interests, the opportunity costs associated with 
different courses of action and thus their perceived interpretive freedom. Such first-
order emergents impact differently upon each agent, enabling or frustrating the 
attainment of their desired goals in relation to their social bargaining power. 
Consequently, our analysis of how context impinges upon agents by shaping the 
situations which they confront is stratified across three levels: (i) social position; (ii) 
roles, each necessarily and internally related to others via their position-practices, and 
to associated artefactual, social and conceptual resources (Fleetwood, 2005); and (iii) 
the cultural logics of the institutional domain, which, in guiding practice, mould 
professional and organisational arenas. Therefore, by addressing the compositional 
and conditional influences on context in this manner, the contextual constraints and 
enablements imposed on the social position of the agent are exposed. 

Moreover, the potential bargaining power of collectivities of agents, and their 
resultant negotiating strength, fosters disparate groups which are caught in a battle of 
hegemonic and counter-hegemonic wills. Hence, the second stage by which the 
constraints and enablements of context are mediated to the agent addresses how 
agents, confronted by contextual conditioning, exercise their subjective and reflexive 
mental powers to formulate their desired projects, individually and collectively.  
These influences gives rise to four potential second-order emergents—necessary 
complementarities, necessary incompatibilities, contingent complementarities and 
contingent incompatibilities—which foster the accompanying situational logics of 
protection, correction/compromise, opportunism, and elimination, and thus guide the 
generative mechanisms in play (Archer, 1995). 

Accordingly, in our realist analysis, we separate context from its mediation, and 
specify the explicit stratum concerned, so that hierarchical and heterarchical 
influences may be more readily appreciated within a situated context. Moreover, we 
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define dominant structural and cultural emergent properties within that situated 
context to define the structural conditioning in play. Third, we apportion its mediation 
to mechanism, as expanded below. 

Mechanism: Mediation, Reflexive Theorisation and Socio-cultural Interaction 
The situational logics held by such groups contort the contextual arena, motivating 
different forms of action by predisposing each group of actors to see their interests 
best served by defensive, concessionary, opportunistic or competitive modes of 
interaction. Accordingly, it is the situational logic ultimately brought to pass through 
strategic negotiation—be that via power induced compliance, reciprocal exchange and 
the harmonisation of desires—that represents the generative mechanism that fosters 
social elaboration and the institutionalisation of a patient safety programme or its 
rejection and the reproduction of the status quo. However, this makes discerning the 
boundaries between mechanism, ensuing agency, and outcome somewhat difficult. 

In her later work Archer has refined her conceptualisation of the mediation of 
contextual influences, which, she contends, is undertaken via two mechanisms: 
habituation, guiding routine action, and reflexivity, guiding those actions which 
demand a more creative response (Archer, 2010). Critically, Archer asserts that such 
reflexive theorisation occurs through three stages: (i) discernment, the preliminary 
review stage of an issue of concern, where reflective retrospective and prospective 
thought informs practical action; (ii) deliberation, involving the ranking of such 
concerns against others; and (iii) dedication, entailing their prioritisation and 
alignment to foster a fallible yet corrigible commitment to a chosen path. Such 
reflexive theorisation thus represents the explicit interplay of social context and 
personal concerns that lies at the heart of Pawson’s notion of mechanism.  

Hence, in our realist analysis, we apportion such mediation to mechanism and to 
this we add reflexive theorisation. Furthermore, we distinguish the conceptual 
elements of mechanism from its ensuing outcome: the agential emergent properties, 
expressed through the unfolding strategic negotiation of change, and the mode of 
institutional work enacted, to deliver sustainable outcomes, be they elaborative, 
reproduction or invariant. This fine grained realist analysis therefore explicates the 
fundamental role of beliefs and values—institutional logics—upon the propensity to 
act, to reveal the contested nature of institutional change, health care practice 
evolution, and thus social elaboration or, indeed, reproduction. 

Outcome: Structural and cultural elaboration or reproduction 
In our realist analysis framework, outcome is not perceived as a simple, single, aspect 
of change such as a defined health outcome. Instead, it is recognised that the 
multifaceted nature of an intervention, particularly when implemented within different 
organisations, each shaped by their own contextual constraints and enablements, 
fosters the enactment of embedded agency that gives rise to discordant mechanisms 
which trigger patterns of social transformation. Moreover, as change manifests 
through all of the tiny process and positioning issues that occur on the way to the 
goal, such outcome patterns are contingent (Pawson & Tilley, 1997).  

Our framework is therefore concerned primarily with third-order emergents 
impacting within the contextual arena. These arise from the relative synchrony, 
congruity or incongruity, between structural and cultural emergent properties (Archer, 
1995). This therefore captures structural and ideational differentiation, together with 
the re-grouping inherent to the power play of a diverse array of agents. Hence, as 
structural relations are transformed, so is agency in an act of double morphogenesis. 
Furthermore, triple morphogenesis takes place in the emergence of social actors, who 
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are forged from agential collectivities in relation to the array of organisational roles 
which are available in society at that specific point in time. Therefore, as an 
established methodological complement to critical realism—and as an innovative lens 
for realist inquiry—an Archerian approach provides both an explanatory framework 
for examining the interplay between structure (context) and agency (mechanism), and 
a viable means for developing and refining emergent I-CMO configurations. 
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