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Background: What is the realist review?
• Form of secondary 

analysis that synthesises 
evidence, focused on 
explaining generative 
causation - or why/how 
an intervention works (or 
doesn’t), rather than if it 
works. 

• Similarly to traditional 
reviews, evidence is 
screened and appraised - 
this is the step we are 
focusing on today



Background: What is evidence appraisal?
• Realist reviews differ from a traditional review by: 

• Encouraging use of data from a wide variety of sources

• Inclusion based on ability to contribute to theory building or testing 

• Iterative process of screening and appraising

• In realist reviews, we often read about data sources being screened or appraised 
by relevance, richness and rigour



Rigour

Defined by RAMESES as “whether the method used to generate that particular piece of data is credible and 
‘trustworthy.’”
• Multiple terms used within prominent guidelines: credible, plausible, believable, trustworthy, coherent 
• Since range of sources encouraged, potential difficulty navigating across paradigms + non-academic sources
• General debate and lack of consensus on how to assess for rigour 

Relevance

Defined by RAMESES as “whether [the data] can 
contribute to theory building and/or testing”
• Constantly negotiated in realist reviews, as 

theory develops and changes
• Recommended that reviewers retain searches 

and results to revisit
• Can result in large amounts of ‘relevant’ sources, 

but their depth and contributions might vary

Booth et al. suggested evidence be appraised for 
‘Richness’ to assess whether sources can 
meaningfully contribute to theory - 
• Conceptual richness: degree of theoretical & 

conceptual development that explains how an 
intervention is expected to work

• Contextual thickness: sufficient detail that enables 
reader to i) establish what is occurring in the 
intervention and wider context & ii) infer whether 
findings can be transferred to other people, places, 
situations or environments

Richness



While there are publication standards and 
guidelines for the conduct of realist reviews, 
published reviews often provide minimal 
detail regarding how they have selected and 
appraised included evidence. Our goal was to 
discuss some of the challenges faced in this 
process and to provide pragmatic suggestions 
for the realist reviewer.



Approach: What we did and why
• Problem: Lack of clarity around evidence appraisals, especially for rigour, in realist 

research

• Goal: To provide a snapshot of current practice to understand how appraisals are 
being done, and use this to provide examples and guidance for future reviews

• Approach: Conducted a basic search on PubMed for ‘realist reviews/syntheses’ 
AND ‘health systems’ published in 2021 

• All realist reviews/syntheses included

• Reviewed and extracted information relating to how authors reported relevance, richness 
and rigour



Findings

• 73 published reviews identified 

• 67 (91%) explicitly stated relevance 
criteria 

• 57 (78%) acknowledged conducting 
some rigour assessment
•  28 (38%) of all papers described 

this process

• Richness was the least described: 33 
papers (45%) acknowledged doing 
some form of richness assessment
• but only 13 papers (18%) 

provided an explanation of how 



Relevance
Findings
• Mirrors inclusion/exclusion criteria 

approach used in traditional systematic 
reviews; typically provided in the main 
text or supplementary file

• Applied in two ways:
• 1) Relevant to topic area/content of 

interest

• 2) Evidence for theory development, 
refinement or testing

Significance 

• The large majority of reviews report 
relevance considerations and provide 
details

• Limited contention or confusion 
within assessing for relevance and 
clarity in reporting



Relevance
examples from published reviews

1. Epstein et al. 2021: 
“Studies were expected to have adequate relevance to 
build the program theory . . . . Any paper that was not 
directly assessing a tabletop game intervention or not 
measuring a behavior change outcome was excluded 
at this point.”

2. Grünwald et al. 2021: 

https://games.jmir.org/2021/1/e23302/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8340528/


Richness
Findings
• Description of how richness was 

applied was often interwoven with 
relevance (‘how relevant’)

• When reported, different 
approaches: 
• Examples: 'thick/thin’ continuum, 

categories of high versus low relevance, 
‘traffic light’ system, 5 point scale or 
ranking systems

Significance 
• Many reviews apply some richness 

considerations, even if they aren’t 
explicitly calling it this

• When it is explicitly applied, there is 
limited reporting and transparency of 
how this is done/how judgements 
are determined 



Richness
examples from published reviews

1. Calderon-Larrañaga et al. 2021: 
“Conceptually rich: studies with well-grounded and 

clearly described theories and concepts. 

Conceptually thick: studies  with  a  rich description of 

a programme was provided, but without explicit 

reference to the theory underpinning it. 

Conceptually thin: studies with weak programme 

descriptions where discerning theory would have 

been problematic.”

https://bjgpopen.org/content/5/3/BJGPO.2021.0017.abstract


Richness
examples from published reviews

2. Waldron et al. 2021: 
“We assessed it by scoring the articles in relation to 

the richness relative to the research questions. To 

score highly an article should provide sufficient details 

in relation to how the approach used was expected to 

work; documenting  the  process  and  explaining 

contextual factors that influenced implementation 

and/or outcomes. We rated the richness as follows: 

0=nothing of interest, not focused on design, 

implementation or use; 1=limited data of interest, 

likely to appear in other articles; 2=limited data of 

interest, but quick to extract it and could add weight 

to findings; 3=some good quality data; 4=much 

valuable data. The richness assessment at full text 

reading allowed us to identify the articles with the 

most potential for providing rich data”

https://bmcmedinformdecismak.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12911-021-01659-8


Rigour
Findings

• Reviewers often used scales created 
by own research team (n=10) OR 
existing validated quality assessment 
tools such as MMAT (n=9), CASP 
(n=7), Cochrane (n=4), or others (n=6)

• All tools reported except for one 
(AACODS) are applied exclusively to 
peer-reviewed literature

• Rigour interpreted in two ways:
1. Methodological conduct/quality of the 

included source → data/evidence 
level

2. Strength of evidence (e.g. CMOCs) 
included in the review → theory level

Significance

• Overall, rigour not applied consistently

• Limited reporting of how judgements 
determined 

• Limited reporting on influence of rigour 
assessment on next steps of review or 
implications for data/findings

• RAMESES and others caution on the use 
of formal checklists, but even the 
guidelines use multiple 
descriptions/approaches to rigour 
(credible, plausible, believable, 
trustworthy and coherent)



Rigour
examples from published reviews

1. Multiple examples of using formalised 
checklists

2. Grünwald et al. 2021 used checklists to assess 
the included document AND appraised individual 
CMOCs by “assessing the set of documents that 
contributed data to each CMOC in relation 
to....the quality of their contribution to the CMOC 
(as each included document may have contributed 
a different type of data).”

3. Morton et al. 2021: 
“This is an assessment of the likely validity and 
reliability only of the relevant data contained in an 
article, not an assessment of the rigour of a study 
or intervention programme as a whole. Useful 
questions might include: Is this data likely to be 
biased? Is it dealt with critically? Is it from a 
real-world example or theoretical speculation? 
Was the data gathered in some depth over time or 
in a quick“snapshot”? Is it safe to generalise from 
this data?”

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8340528/
https://bmjopen.bmj.com/content/11/7/e047789.abstract


Ongoing Discussions & Debate around Rigour



Summary

Figure 2 from Dada et al. (2023) Applying and reporting relevance, richness and rigour in realist evidence appraisals: Advancing key concepts in 
realist reviews

https://doi.org/10.1002/jrsm.1630%20open_in_new
https://doi.org/10.1002/jrsm.1630%20open_in_new


Recommendations: Tips & Tricks
Assessing Relevance: 

• Follow process similar to traditional review’s inclusion/exclusion criteria, considering 
relevance to topic, theory or both

• Criteria may change throughout review, retain records for iterative searching & 
appraising

Assessing Richness:

• Can occur in parallel or after relevance; likely more subjective but aims at ensuring 
documents provide significant level of depth to contribute to theory development

• Caution on applying ‘positivist’ rating systems, though may be helpful in making sense 
of large number of sources



Assessing Rigour:
• No evidence hierarchies applied in realist reviews → Caution on excluding sources based 

on existing critical appraisal tools or evidence hierarchies 

• More transparent assessments should be provided in write-up of findings, including how 
rigour impacts the review and theories

• Assessments should consider evidence/data source level and theory level

• At data source level: consider the trustworthiness and credibility of source (Wong 2018), 
draw on own judgements, bespoke tool, or get support from existing tool (with caution) 

• At theory level: consider explanatory coherence (consilient, simple, analogous to 
substantive theory) of the theory and transparently report which theories are more or less 
supported

Recommendations: Tips & Tricks

https://methods.sagepub.com/book/doing-realist-research/i484.xml


Experiences & 
reflections 
from applying 
these insights 
to a realist 
review: Dada 
et al. 2023

Recommendations: Bringing it all together

https://academic.oup.com/heapol/article/38/9/1079/7257047
https://academic.oup.com/heapol/article/38/9/1079/7257047


• Likely no ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach
○ Evidence selection & appraisal 

should make sense and be 
appropriate for the review

• More transparency in reporting how 
evidence appraisals were done, and 
what (if any) influence they had on 
the review, findings and implications

• Continued debate and discussion 
around the best approaches for 
evidence appraisals, especially in 
relation to rigour - to tool or not to 
tool?

Reflections & Future 
Directions



Questions

1. Can the RRR method be used to triage papers 
for screening not just for assessing evidence?
a. Adapt screening and appraisal process based on what’s 

appropriate/feasible for the review

2. What composition of a review team is 
recommended for a realist review and what 
training is available?
a. Vary in composition and size - some include 

stakeholders or PPI representatives as authors; what’s 
most appropriate depends on purpose/scope of review 
(and feasibility/resources)

b. RAMESES for standards/guidelines
c. Number of different paid modules/trainings (Oxford, 

Charles Darwin University, CARES) available 

3. Are quality appraisals mandatory for realist 
reviews? i.e use of quality appraisal tools
a. “An appraisal of the contribution of any section of data 

(within a document) should be made on two criteria: 
Relevance and Rigor” (Wong et al. 2013)

i. We suggest this can be done by drawing on own 
judgements, using bespoke tools, or getting 
support from existing tools (with caution)

https://www.ramesesproject.org/
https://bmcmedicine.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/1741-7015-11-21
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