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Introduction 

• Methodological reflections  

• Evaluation and impact within current social policy 

• Realist framework to integrate mixed methods 

• Co-production of research 

• Mixed methods 
• Action research 

• Qualitative, ethnographic approach 

• Combined with quantitative outcome measurements 

 

 



Exploration of the processes and outcomes of co-
design and co-production projects in public services 

1. Systematic review of co-production and co-design 
projects using a realist synthesis (Pawson, 2006) 

2. Expert interviews with co-ordinators involved in 
several different projects 

3. Realist evaluation of two cases using co-design & 
co-production principles (acute health and local 
government) 

Participation and power within collaborative processes 

(Farr 2012) 



Realist evaluation (Pawson & Tilley, 1997) 

• Situated within an evidence-based framework 

• ‘what works for whom, in what circumstances, in what 
respects and how?’ (Pawson et al., 2005, p.21) 

• Theoretical foundations (critical realism) can incorporate 
non-linear, complex open systems. 

• What are the mechanisms for change triggered by an 
intervention and how do they counteract existing social 
processes? 

• What are the social and cultural conditions necessary for 
these change mechanisms to operate? 

• How are they distributed within and between program 
contexts (Pawson and Tilley, 1997: 75-77)? 

 



Issues with implementing realist 

evaluation 
• Problems encountered: 

• How to incorporate participatory action research 

• Differentiating between contexts and mechanisms (Byng 
et al, 2005) 

• Mechanisms may occur at different levels (cultural, 
psychological, biological) 

• Need an analytic framework to understand how 
mechanisms may combine  

• Does not incorporate an analysis of discourse and power 
relations. Who defines what works?  

• Wider political and ideological issues within participation 

 



Data analysis of co-design health project 

• Interdisciplinary analytic framework (laminated system – 
Bhaskar and Danermark, 2006) 

• Retroduction of mechanisms at multiple levels 
• Biological level – ability to get involved, medical conditions  

• Psychological level – values, ethics, passions 

• Psycho-social level – intersubjectivity, reflexivity 

• Micro-small group analysis – facilitation, equalising of power 
relationships within discussion 

• Socio-cultural interaction – cultural space, valuing this way of working, 
challenging existing working practices 

• Socio-economic level – resources, funding 

• Cultural (including discourse) – organisational culture, citizen 
involvement. 

• Political (micro and macro) – government policies, public sector 
financing. 

 



Critiques of realist evaluation approach 

• Presented as a technical, evidence based approach BUT 

• What counts as evidence is contentious 

• What counts as outcomes matters 

• The politics of evaluation (Taylor and Balloch 2005) 

• Popper and piecemeal social engineering 

• Focuses on mid range theory at the expense of power 
and politics? 

• Intervention focussed but who is intervening, how and 
why? 

• How can action research be incorporated into this 
framework? 



Using complexity approaches 

• “Causal narratives as foundation for process tracing” 
(Byrne 2013: 217) 

• Systematic case based comparisons 

• Complex contingent causation 

• Going beyond one mechanism to multiple 
mechanisms 

• Highlights the importance of action research and 
how such evaluation methods can incorporate this 

• “Whose side are we on?” (Byrne and Callaghan 2014) 

 
Byrne, D. (2013) ‘Evaluating complex social interventions in a complex world,’ Evaluation, 19 (3) pp.217 –

228. 

Byrne, D. and Callaghan, G. (2014). Complexity Theory and Social Sciences. London: Routledge. 



Transformative realism (Room 2013) 
• Complex multiple interventions 

• ‘Transformative realism’ – ‘evolutionary version of realism’ 

• ‘Interests and power and politics centre stage’ (p.231) 

• Focus on generative mechanisms within multiple 
interventions 

• Where are “transformative synergies … among these 
interventions”? (p.231) 

• Need to account for distribution of power, political economy 
(p.233) 

• Cultural struggles, legitimating symbols and hegemony (Room 
2013: 237) vs language of technical measurement 

Room, G. (2013) ‘Evidence for agile policy makers:  the contribution of transformative 
realism’ Evidence & Policy, 9 (2) pp.225–44. 



Developing evaluation approaches 
FROM 

• Context and mechanism to outcome (Pawson and 
Tilley 1997) 

TO 

• Complex contexts and multiple mechanisms within 
numerous interventions co-evolving within a unequal 
political context (Room 2013, Byrne 2013) 

• Differing interests, access to resources, role of 
discourse and political trajectories 

 



Social policy context  
• Open Public Services agenda and the Health and 

Social Care Act (2012)  
• new commissioning and procurement practices  

• Public Services (Social Value) Act (2012) 
• directs local authorities to consider how services procured 

improve economic, social and environmental well-being of 
areas  

• Public service organisations need to prove impact 
within competitive public procurement process. 

• Marketisation of public and voluntary sector services 

• Many different evaluation methodologies and impact 
measurement tools 



Social policy impact agenda 
• Impact methods are often based on models that 

assume linear input, process and output pathways 

• RCT and experimental views are dominant 

• Focus on independent interventions and assumption 
that these can be  separated 

• Assumed that disaggregation is both possible and 
desirable 

• Assumed desirability of common outcome 
measurements 

• Who defines what outcomes matter? 

• Constraining civil and voluntary sector spaces to further 
techno-managerial regimes? 



Proving the value of advice services  
• Working with Nick Abercrombie, Peter Cressey, Susan 

Milner and Beth Jaynes 

• Funded by Big Lottery and South West Forum  

• Measuring the social and economic value of social 
purpose organisations 

• Advisors and volunteers as co-researchers 

• 80 qualitative narratives that trace historical process 
and outcomes of advice 

• Narratives draw together both quantitative and 
qualitative data 

• Social return on investment to financialise outcomes 

 



Integrating methods within a realist 

framework 

• Social return on investment (Cabinet Office) assumes 
linear input, process and output pathways  

• Often models from quantitative data 

• BUT can process be developed using Byrne (2013)?  

• Qualitative process tracing within particular contexts 

• Systematic comparison across cases – QCA 

• Patterns that occur across cases  

• Measuring outcomes over time and attributing 
change 

 



Advice 

services now 

facing 55% 

funding cut 

 

Move from 

universal to 

specific 

service for 

vulnerable 

people 



Reflections on co-production and impact 

• Interdisciplinarity and complexity 

• Academia and action 

• Action research 

• Spaces for communication 

• Enablers around common interests and concerns 

• Co-production, perceived lack of independence? 

• Reflecting on how to act within the political context 


