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Vignettes to Support Theory Refinement:
Methodological Insights From a Realist
Evaluation

Kinan Aldamman' ®, Dr. Frédérique Vallieres' ©, and Brynne Gilmore?

Abstract

Realist evaluation methodology aims to understand social programmes by revealing what works, for whom, in what cir-
cumstances, and how and why. Realist evaluation starts with generating initial programme theories (IPTs), which are sub-
sequently tested and refined systematically using a multi-methods approach. This article describes a case study of the utilisation
of vignettes, or short hypothetical stories, as part of the teacher-learner cycles recommended within realist evaluation. First, we
explore the methodological alignment between vignettes and realist evaluation. We then present a specific case example of the
application of vignettes as a data collection tool and discuss the potential advantages and the challenges of using vignettes within
realist evaluation. Finally, we offer recommendations for researchers who wish to employ vignettes as a powerful instrument
that can be used to better explain IPTs to participants and, in turn, enrich their participation in theory refinement within the

realist evaluation framework.
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Introduction

Realist Evaluation — What is it and Why is it
Important?

Developed by Pawson and Tilley (1997), realist evaluation is a
theory-driven evaluation methodology used to understand
social programmes and produce policy-relevant recommen-
dations. Whereas traditional experimental questions ask, ‘does
it work?‘, realist evaluation is an applied research method-
ology which aims to answer the question ‘what works, for
whom, in what circumstances, and how and why?’ across
various contexts. In this way, realist evaluation offers an
explanatory focus for academics and programme stakeholders
(Emmel et al., 2018; Pawson, 2013; Pawson & Tilley, 1997,
Wong et al., 2017).

Realist evaluation attributes the changes associated with
social interventions to ‘generative causation’, described as the
triggering of underlying mechanisms within certain contexts,
and what outcomes this interaction of mechanisms and con-
texts generates (Pawson, 2013). Generative causation is

summarised by Pawson and Tilly using the representative
heuristic: ~ Context-Mechanism-Outcome  configurations
(CMOCs). Context, the pre-existing conditions within which
the intervention is implemented (Jagosh, 2019), can be defined
as the social rules, values and sets of relationships that either
support or constrain the activation of programme mechanisms
(Pawson & Tilley, 1997). Mechanisms describe people’s re-
actions and reasoning, including beliefs, values, desires and
cognitive processes, towards what the social programme of-
fers (Jagosh et al., 2015). In the realist explanation, a

'Trinity Centre for Global Health, School of Psychology, Trinity College
Dublin, Ireland

2UCD Centre for Interdisciplinary Research, Education and Innovation in
Health Systems (UCD IRIS), School of Nursing, Midwifery & Health System,
University College Dublin, Ireland

Corresponding Author:

Brynne Gilmore, University College Dublin, School of Nursing Midwifery and
Health Systems, Health Sciences Centre, 4 Stillorgan Rd, Dublin 4, Ireland.
Email: brynne.gilmore@ucd.ie

@ @ Creative Commons Non Commercial CC BY-NC: This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons
Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 License (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/) which permits non-commercial use,

reproduction and distribution of the work without further permission provided the original work is attributed as specified on the SAGE
and Open Access pages (https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/nam/open-access-at-sage).


https://doi.org/10.1177/16094069231216607
https://journals.sagepub.com/home/ijq
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1805-1936
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6315-3029
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4496-9254
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/nam/open-access-at-sage
mailto:brynne.gilmore@ucd.ie
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F16094069231216607&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2024-01-11

International Journal of Qualitative Methods

mechanism is sometimes described as a ‘weaving process’
between the resources offered to the programme’s stake-
holders and their reasoning for those resources (Pawson &
Tilley, 1997). Mechanisms are often hidden, operate on a
different level of the system, and are sensitive to variations in
contexts (Astbury & Leeuw, 2010). Outcomes can be intended
orunintended, apparent or obscure, and they are the generative
products of the context-triggered mechanisms. Realist eval-
uation looks at this pattern from a theoretical perspective,
whereby the analysis brings about the real causes of outcomes
(Jagosh et al., 2015; Pawson & Tilley, 1997).

To answer ‘what works, for whom under what circum-
stances’, the realist evaluator starts with one or more initial
theory (ies) on how the programme is expected to work. These
initial programme theories are subsequently refined
throughout the evaluation process by uncovering generative
causation present within case studies of programmes. Data
collection methods and tools are thus purposefully designed to
test and refine the preceding theories using ‘retroductive
reasoning’ to identify generative causation.

Retroduction is a mode of interference that allows theo-
rising and testing for hidden causal mechanisms responsible
for manifesting the observed pattern (Jagosh, 2020). Within
realist evaluation, retroduction is the process of developing
theories about conditions through observing a phenomenon of
interest. In this process, the researcher traces the fundamental
conditions of phenomena backwards from the empirical (i.e.,
what is observed) to the actual (i.e., the events/actions) to the
real (e.g., the mechanisms) (Mukumbang, 2021) by using
personal hunches and experiences, alongside inductive, de-
ductive, and abductive thinking to reproductively theorise
(Greenhalgh et al., 2017a, Greenhalgh et al., 2017c; Pawson &
Tilley, 1997). Ultimately, the refined theories lay at the level of
Middle-Range (MRT) (Merton, 1968). As MRTs represent a
higher level of abstraction, they allow for the transferability of
realist evaluation results across different programmes (Pawson
& Tilley, 1997, p. 123).

Data Collection and Interviewing in Realist Evaluation

Realist evaluations lend themselves to multi-method ap-
proaches: quantitative data are helpful in observing outcomes
patterns and qualitative data are considered useful for dis-
covering the underlying mechanisms and comparisons that
explain context variations (Pawson, 2013). While not all re-
alist evaluations use a mixed methods approach, most realist
evaluations, if not all, include some qualitative research
components, with interviews being the most widely used data
collection tools (Manzano, 2016).

Pawson and Tilley have recommended a process of
‘teacher-learner cycle’ for theory-driven interviewing with a
realist evaluation. To accomplish this, the researcher and the
interviewee engage in cycles of exchanges using a teacher-
learner approach. This approach introduces theories and
theoretical thinking to the research participants. This is

followed by a conceptual refinement function, through which
interviewees give feedback on their thoughts and refine the
researcher’s hypothesis (Pawson & Tilley, 1997). Here, the
roles of the teacher and learner are not constant but alternate
during the thinking process to help understand the com-
plexities of the programme: Evaluators are expected to ‘teach’
interviewees about their theories and then be ‘taught’ back by
the interviewee’s own theories. Therefore, the conceptual
refinement process happens in between (Manzano, 2016).

Recent reflections have noted several challenges inherent
to interviewing within realist evaluation. Challenges include a
lack of guidance and few available methodological supports
(Bronnimann, 2022) and the applicability of traditional di-
dactic theory-driven interviewing styles that can be chal-
lenging across some participant groups (Gilmore, 2019).
Moreover, the literature on interviewing within realist eval-
uation is often limited to one-to-one approaches (Manzano,
2016), with fewer examples of realist interviewing that use
group (i.e., focus group) interviews, despite their common use
within qualitative research (Manzano, 2022). In addition to
specific interview challenges, difficulties within realist eval-
uation can also influence the interview process. Notably, re-
searchers have noted difficulties distinguishing between
Mechanisms and Contexts Fields (Pedersen, et al., 2012) and
uncovering either throughout data collection (Marchal et al.,
2012). This challenge is compounded by the inconsistent
conceptualisation and operationalisation of these key realist
evaluation concepts within the literature (Greenhalgh &
Manzano, 2021).

Alternative methods, such as photovoice (Mukumbang &
van Wyk, 2020), Wordclouds and artifacts (Teeling et al.,
2022), and vignettes (Cooper et al., 2020), typically used
within wider social and/or participatory research fields, may
offer solutions to address the aforementioned methodological
challenges with theory-driven interviewing. Specifically, and
while not originally designed to conduct realist interviews,
applying these methods within realist evaluations could
promote the engagement of participants, either one-on-one or
as a group, such that programme theories can be presented and
subsequently refined.

Methodological Insights/Contribution

Calls for more guidance on conducting realist interviewing,
particularly with participant groups that might require dif-
ferent approaches to properly elicit and refine theories
(Gilmore, 2019), are prevalent throughout the literature (Wong
et al., 2017). This paper uses a detailed case example to
present guidance and recommendations on using vignettes to
support realist data collection within focus group discussions.
The utility of vignettes to support realist interviews and theory
refinement is demonstrated, firstly, (i) by describing what
vignettes are and how they align with realist methodology;
secondly, (ii) by using a case study to describe how to develop
and present vignettes for theory refinement; and finally, (iii) by
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reflecting on the use of vignettes within realist evaluations and
providing recommendations for when and for whom the use of
vignettes may best support theory refinement realist evalua-
tion research.

Vignettes

Vignettes are short stories or situations about hypothetical
events in specified circumstances (Gourlay et al., 2014). They
are often presented in written format but can also be presented
as pictures or videos. First used to evaluate the normative
responses of people in survey research, especially concerning
sensitive situations (Finch, 1987), vignettes can help to
contextualise abstract thoughts. The development of vignettes
has since led to their broader use in both quantitative (i.c.,
survey tools with fixed answers) and qualitative (i.e., framing
out topics for more accessibility) research (Kandemir & Budd,
2018, March). Vignettes can also be used to interpret actions in
specific situations, clarify judgements on complicated topics,
such as moral dilemmas, discuss sensitive experiences, or can
serve as introductory ice-breakers or wind down an interview
session (Barter & Renold, 1999) and are often used to explore
more sensitive topics (Gourlay et al., 2014) and for research
with children and youth (Teachman, 2018). Vignettes have
been successfully utilised across different cultures, with
documented advantages in facilitating understanding and
transformation of concepts (Crafter et al., 2015; Soydan &
Stal, 1994; Torres, 2009), and for the sake of evaluating the
comprehension within humanitarian global settings (Jordans
et al., 2012). Their flexible nature (Schoenberg & Ravdal,
2000) thus allows one to use vignettes as a data collection tool
and adapt their use depending on the iterative refinement
process.

Vignettes within Realist Evaluation and the
Redlist Interview

The approach and purpose of vignettes are well aligned with
key realist evaluation tenets, and their use offers a promising
approach to address the aforementioned challenges within
realist research. Firstly, and as vignettes are commonly used to
elicit and understand participants’ responses to specific situ-
ations and contexts (Wilks, 2004), vignettes could assist with
the uncovering of generative causation within realist evalu-
ation. Specifically, the simplistic representation of situations
within vignettes can help to understand real-world com-
plexities and processes, providing important insights into an
individual’s social world, including their values and beliefs.
Moreover, as vignettes facilitate respondents to explore and
discuss social phenomena ‘in their own terms’ (Gourlay et al.,
2014), vignettes can help understand the empirical, actual, and
real layers within retroductive thinking, especially as a way to
ask about situations that we cannot directly observe. As they
work to translate an experience, reasoning, or thought into a

‘real’ world example, vignettes have the potential to support
the elucidation of generative causation of a particular
phenomenon.

Second, vignettes have the potential to facilitate the “I’ll
show-you-my-theory-if-you’ll-show-me-yours” (Pawson,
1996, p. 307) approach, as a core concept of the teacher-
learner cycle, whereby an organised narrative of an as-
sumption (e.g., an IPT) can be presented in such a way that
allows the respondent(s) to reflect on and clarify that as-
sumption (i.e., refining) (Pawson, 1996). Third, vignettes may
enhance participation and increase accessibility and under-
standing of the research topic and questions. Fourth, vignettes
may be particularly important for cross-cultural interviewing,
where insights into the context or responses may be chal-
lenging to uncover. Finally, as vignettes are typically hypo-
thetical, vignettes presented within a focus group could lend
themselves to debate while limiting the risk of judgement,
thereby facilitating openness. In the same vein, vignettes can
be helpful to overcome the threats of superficially agreeing
with the researcher’s hypotheses, as a noted risk of using the
teacher-learners approach (Greenhalgh et al., 2017b), given
their neutral distance from both researcher and the participant.
This can trigger deeper levels of discussion and higher en-
gagement of participants. Taken together, the use of vignettes
has the potential to contribute significantly to the theory re-
finement processes within realist evaluation.

The use of vignettes within a realist evaluation may also
present challenges. For instance, ensuring vignettes represent
the participants and are properly understood is essential and
may require additional time and resources compared to other
techniques. Additionally, given their in-depth nature, the
number of vignettes used within an interview may need to be
limited to ensure sufficient time for discourse. As such, re-
searchers may need to either limit the theories or generative
causation that are presented or present theories at a higher
level of abstraction, such that vignettes do not present too
many ideas but still give sufficient attention to individual
elements. While this may not allow for the collection of
detailed information on all aspects of generative causation for
theory refinement, participants will likely focus on what is
more relevant and important.

A Case Study of Vignettes in Practice

Background: Purpose and Objectives of the
Original Study

While humanitarian workers and volunteers are highly sus-
ceptible to adverse mental health outcomes, including burn-
out, post-traumatic stress disorder, depression and anxiety
(Cardozo et al., 2005, 2012; Connorton et al., 2012; Corey
et al., 2021; Thormar et al., 2010), there is growing evidence
suggesting that organisational and managerial factors within
humanitarian organisations can mitigate those adverse out-
comes (Ager et al., 2012; Aldamman et al., 2019; Cardozo
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et al., 2013; Thormar et al., 2013). In light of this, a realist
evaluation was conducted in 2018 aiming to develop an MRT
for ‘how, why, and for whom organisational factors impact the
well-being of humanitarian workers’ (Aldamman, 2020) using
a case study of humanitarian volunteers located in the White
Nile Branch of the Sudanese Red Crescent Society (SRCS).
These volunteers regularly respond to seasonal floods, on-
going political instability, and a high influx of forcibly dis-
placed persons from neighbouring countries.' The overall
study design was a mixed-methods realist evaluation with four
phases (see Figure 1).

In Phase 1, a desk review of SRCS volunteering docu-
ments, a field visit, informal observations and meetings, and
current evidence and theories on volunteer mental health were
all utilised to formulate rough theories. Phase 2 included the
development of initial programme theories (i.e., IPTs),
whereby, and in line with mixed method approaches, the rough
theories generated in Phase 1 benefited from the findings of a
quantitative study of N =409 SRCS volunteers (Aldamman
etal., 2019), as well as five formal interviews with experts in
volunteering within the context of the SRCS. The resulting
IPTs were tested and systematically refined in Phase 3,
which involved a field case study of the SRCS White Nile
branch, including eight interviews with SRCS volunteer
leaders and six Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) with
volunteers. In total, 51 individuals participated in these
interviews and FGDs. During this third phase of the

research, vignettes were brought in to support participatory
theory refinement during the FGDs. Lastly, Phase 4 of the
research included synthesising the results of Phase 3 into a
middle-range theory for how, why, for whom, and in which
contexts volunteer management practices impact volunteer
mental health.

The Use of Vignettes during Focus Group Discussions —
A Case Study Example

Departing from the one-to-one interviews, FGDs help capture
the agreements and disagreements between participants, al-
lowing for context variations and offering a more realistic
account of how people think and experience a phenomenon.
FGDs also help build a collective sense-making among par-
ticipants (Bryman, 2012), which is particularly vital for theory
refinement. FGDs are a commonly used method in RE as they
arguably offer the group reasoning on how a given programme
works (Manzano, 2022). FGDs were also a familiar tool for
SRCS volunteers, where they are commonly used for need
assessments and training. Hence, they facilitated conducting
RE in a non-Western context and helped overcome any un-
intended power imbalances between the researcher and
participants.

Aligned with Lune and Berg’s (2017) recommendations for
FGDs, efforts were also implemented to ensure all partici-
pants’ confidentiality, safety, respect and engagement. To

Literature Review

Phase 1: Explore Theories

Candidate Thearies are identified
and taken to Phase 2

Phase 3: Refine Theories

IPTs refined through Case Study.
Vignettes support data collection.

Phase 2: Identify Theories

Initial Programme Theories are
elicited and used to inform Phase 3

Programme Theory

Phase 4: Synthesise Theories

Middle Range Theory is developed

*KlIs = Key Informant Interviews; SSIs= Semi-structured Interviews; FGDs = Focus Group Discussion; IPTs = Initial

Figure |. Overall realist study design. The orange box denotes where Vignettes were used.
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encourage participant engagement in the discussions, the FGD
was preceded by the setting of mutually agreed upon co-
created ground rules. These rules included building on each
other’s contributions, refraining from interrupting or speaking
over others to ensure smooth voice recording, embracing
diverse opinions even if they differ from our own, maintaining
the confidentiality of the discussions, seeking clarification
through questions when something is unclear, and respecting
the designated time for the FGD and breaks. Initially, the first
set of questions was related to stressors volunteers face in their
work and life to better understand their experiences and to be
able to refer to these stressors when testing the IPTs using the
vignettes.

Departing from the traditional FGDs setting and in adherence
with realist evaluation interviewing processes, FGDs were de-
signed and utilised in a theory-driven way. In this way, the
questions asked and methods used to moderate the FGD reflected
the ‘teacher-learner’ or “I'll show-you-my-theory-if-you ll-show-
me-yours” (Pawson, 1996, p. 307) approach to theory refine-
ment. Specifically, to accommodate the challenge of introducing
IPTs to the volunteers in an engaging and accessible way, vi-
gnettes were designed and used as a simplified method of
‘teaching’ FGD participants about the IPTs. Aligned to the
‘teacher’ component of the realist interview, clearly putting
forward stories (which represented programme theories) was
thought to provide participants with a digestible and contextually
informed situation representing the theory to be explored. Doing
so was thus intended to address two specific challenges: (i) the
difficulty in getting participants to openly and actively discuss the
IPTs and (ii) the difficulty in getting participants to understand the
process of refining the IPTs. Before proceeding with vignettes,
support was also received from an online realist community of
practice (RAMESES), who further cautioned about the impor-
tance of volunteers discussing their real-life situations rather than
focusing on fictitious ones.

Vignettes were also designed as one vignette per IPT. Each
vignette thus reflected a story about a volunteer. Stories were
simple and contained the IPT, with core words, such as those
referring to a potential Context, Mechanism, or Outcome,
emphasised by writing them in a different colour. The names
and context in vignettes were also adapted for Sudanese
culture. For example, the vignette presented in Figure 2 uses
traditional Sudanese names, and the incident (i.e. a road traffic
accident) is one of the most prevalent risks in Sudan. The
situations discussed were aimed at the level of middle-range.
The stories were specific enough for the case study partici-
pants but could be extrapolated to other humanitarian vol-
unteer contexts.

The same vignettes were used across all FGDs. In total, 6
FGDs occurred, with 43 participants. Several steps were taken
to utilise the vignette for the realist interview thoroughly:

First, before presenting the vignettes in a FGD, a de-
scription of vignettes was presented to the participants. It was
explained that vignettes are stories used to help focus on a
topic and that these did not reflect a story about an individ-
ual(s) in the group. A discussion on etiquette within the FGD
was held, where participants proposed appropriate ground
rules for the discussion. Next, vignettes were presented on a
flipchart and read aloud to participants. After the vignette was
read and participants were given considerable time to reflect
on and digest the scenario, participants were presented with
two general questions designed to elicit personal opinions
about the story. These general questions were broad and used
to encourage the thinking process among volunteers (e.g.,
How can leaders help volunteers facing adversity?).

Next, group discussions and reflections occurred. This
often led to participants discussing their own situations. As the
emphasis was placed on ensuring that the discussions focused
on real, lived experiences rather than fictitious accounts,
participants’ own experiences were further explored. The

Fatima, a Red Crescent volunteer, faced a
critical situation while working. She was
providing first aid to a 10-years old boy after
an accident when he passed away. Fatima felt {i

very emotional after this crisis. She went )

T -....i:,.’! -t

0 7 e e\

IPT

directly to her team leader, Zainab, whec
started to talk to her and actively listening to
what she faced. Zainab was very helpful and
provided some information to Fatima about
her feelings. Fatima felt very safe afterwards,
especially when Zainab phoned her in the
following days. After that, Fatima was able to
deal with the situation. In addition, she felt
very proud of being part of Zainab's Red
Crescent team. The result was positive when
finally Fatima successfully coped with what
she had experienced.

0 How can leaders help volunteers facing
adversities?

0 How volunteers feel after receiving such
help?
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When delivering humanitarian aid in emergencies, training volunteer
managers in Psychological First Aid for volunteers will contribute to
their volunteers' wellbeing. Managers will feel more confident in
handling critical situations that their volunteers may face and
managers will be skilled in providing emotional support to
volunteers. Managers will be able to react empathetically,
understandingly and helpfully. Moreover, they will be able to detect
stress reactions among their volunteers, and refer them when
needed. Volunteers will perceive such emotional support positively
and will feel safe in the workplace, more connected with their
organisation and team, which, in turn will reduce their stress and
improve their coping process.

Figure 2. Example of a Vignette used as part of the FGD with White Nile branch SRCS volunteers.
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Consent:
* Recapping the terms of
participation and signing
the consent form
* Co-creating ground rules
(what would you think
will help us keep this
atmosphere safe,
inclusive, and engaging?) Explaining the vignettes

Introduction and
icebreaking

Explaining the research
aims and methods

First set of questions
about stressors and
contexts: (e.g., How do
you see your work as a
volunteer, what are the
stressors that you face and
might affect your mental
health and wellbeing?)

aloud

Presenting the first
vignette and reading it

Exploring context: When
does that happen..? Does
it happen to everyone?
What when linking with
the stress factors in D;
Retroductive questions:
Why does it matter.., why
this happens..

Learner mode:

(now may you give some
examples of that; Tell me
then how did that happen
from your personal
experience)

2 minutes of time for
reflection, allowing
digestion

Final remarks before
proceeding to the
next vignette.

Bringing the perspectives
from other FGDs: (Other
volunteers have said...,
what do you think?)

Starting the discussion:
(e.g., who would like to
start giving their opinion
about that story, from
your lived experience not
from the experience of the
characters)

Figure 3. The steps followed in the FGDs while presenting vignettes.

researcher allowed the discussion among the participants but
asked questions to clarify or dive deeper into topics. At this
time, the researcher took detailed notes and began the process
of CMOc elicitation.

The researcher then asked questions related to the topic. These
questioning methods were applied to create a deeper level of
discussion, which helped the participants refine their thoughts
and identify generative causation. These included questions such
as: “why does this matter...? “does that happen differently
for...” or “why do you think ... occurs™? Responses differing
across volunteers were also highlighted, asking them to identify
or hypothesise as to “why this difference responses might hap-
pen?“, employing the Retroductive theorising. Questions were
specifically asked for both clarifying purposes and to draw
participants’ attention to components of the IPT that had received
less attention during the discussion and were not yet clear or
addressed. In addition, key points from previous FGDs were
presented to participants for feedback in the form of “other
volunteers have said that... what do you think?*. Lastly, par-
ticipants were asked to list examples and experiences after
agreeing on refining or supporting an IPT. This worked to
provide a level of plausibility to the refined theories.

Refinement of the IPTs was not iterative across the FGDs, as
each FGD presented the original vignettes. As such, at the end of
each FGD, there were FGD-specific potential refinements. After
completing all FGDs, a systematic analysis of the FGD re-
cordings led to refined theories. These were then synthesised to
present an overarching middle-range theory. Throughout the
FGDs, the researcher was focused on being attentive and al-
lowing for individuals’ opinions and experiences to emerge,
reminding the group to respect these differences, where appli-
cable. In the current example, the vignettes were utilised solely
during the FGDs and to explain the IPTs. Figure 3 presents an

overall schematic of the steps used during
Discussions when presenting the vignettes.

the Focus Group

Discussion and Reflection

Vignettes in this study were used as a data collection tool to help
introduce participants to the theory to be refined and to help
facilitate the theory-driven interview. The vignettes were suc-
cessful in helping volunteers be more engaged in the study,
encouraging them to participate and, more importantly, to un-
derstand the programme theories such that they could reflect on
them in light of their experiences within the SRCS. This ap-
proach is particularly important given the recognised challenges
realist researchers face when explaining realist methodology
principles, including the need to ensure theories are not overly
complex and easily understandable (Gilmore, 2019).

While this may not have been the first attempt to use vi-
gnettes under the realist evaluation framework, to our
knowledge, this paper is the first to explain the methods used
in detail. Since then, we have noted a few other examples of
using vignettes within the realist evaluation framework. Kohli
et al. (2021) used vignettes within a realist evaluation to
examine the shifts in social norms and behaviours to improve
the health and well-being of adolescent girls in Senegal. In
contrast, however, they used the vignettes to quantitatively
measure changes in social norms among programme partic-
ipants, not using a theory-driven approach. Sriranjan et al.
(2020) used them as part of exploring the GPs’ perspectives on
diagnosing postnatal depression in their patients. While those
vignettes were built based on an implicit theoretical frame-
work, they were not explicitly incorporated into teacher-
learner cycles. Belrhiti et al. (2020) used vignettes to guide
and trigger discussions around the role of leadership in the
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motivation of health workers in public hospitals. As a sort of
theory-implicit-situations, they used short texts to exemplify
drivers of performance and retention among participants.
Galazka et al. (2021) used vignettes to present their refined
theories on social outcomes of community care interventions
for persons with lower limb wounds, but with fewer details on
how they utilised those tools. Cooper et al. (2020) used vi-
gnettes as part of a realist evaluation of risky behaviours
among adolescents to ensure neutral and balanced feedback on
the programme theories. Similar to our approach, they used
hypothetical situations to encourage participants to reflect on
their experiences. They found that using vignettes for theory
teaching was helpful, particularly in its visual form (Cooper,
2018).

Taken together, vignettes offer a participatory, innovative
approach that can potentially address some documented
challenges within the realist literature. What is lacking is more
guidance, and examples on utilising vignettes in realist in-
terviewing, whereby accumulating evidence may further
improve their usage and applicability to realist evaluation. We
contribute to this process by offering several recommenda-
tions based on our experience to help researchers develop and
use the vignettes.

Recommendations

Reflecting on our experience using vignettes within a realist
evaluation, we put forward the following recommendations.

First, researchers need to understand as much as possible
about the population and the context before developing the
vignettes. Being able to speak the same language, having
organisational and volunteering experience, and having prior
experience in training and facilitating focus groups were in-
strumental in drafting the core ideas of each vignette but still
insufficient to ensure their compatibility with the participant’s
lived experiences. Familiarising oneself with culturally rele-
vant names and understanding the volunteers’ living condi-
tions and day-to-day practices in the current case study was
crucial to vignette development.

Specific recommendations aligned to different vignette
development and use are presented in Table 1. Overall, IPTs
should be developed into short, straightforward stories. This
means it may be impossible to include a complete CMO
should the vignette become too long. Before presenting vi-
gnettes to participants, which we recommend being read
aloud, one should explain the purpose of the vignettes and
how they will be used in the session. The questions posed after
each vignette should be written as open-endedly as possible.
The discussion should also be based on the participant’s
experiences, not those of the people in the vignette. Different
versions of the stories should also be developed if participants
do not understand. Notably, vignettes are only one tool and
should be considered an introductory tool for teaching-
learning. In this way, vignettes should not be used as a
stand-alone data collection method. Instead, vignettes should
be followed by realist interviewing questions. In sum, using

Table I. Key Considerations for the Use of Vignettes in Realist Evaluations.

Steps

Questions/Considerations

Exploring the use of vignettes .

Is my participant group one that will benefit from a tool to support theory refinement?

* What | am expecting from using vignettes? And for what reason(s) should they be included in my

methods?

* What types of methods/tools are acceptable and aligned to local traditions?
* Do I have the skill-set, or can | develop the skill-set, to use vignettes?

Understanding participants and
contexts

Do | need to use the vignettes in a group or an individual setting?
Are there specific language, literacy and resource considerations?
What are culturally relevant stories, including names and examples?
Are there any traditional ways stories are presented and shared?

* Who are my cultural references to check whether the scenarios are understood and culturally sensitive?

Developing the vignettes .

Level of abstraction should allow participants to situate their own experience(s) within the examples

* Open-ended questions should trigger discussions and help in the sense-making process
* Not too long, but length to discuss needs to be considered

Distinguishing key CMO components

* More than one vignette for each IPT could be considered

Presenting the vignette

characters
* Read aloud

Explain the purpose of the vignette exercise beforehand
Emphasise that the discussions should be grounded in the group’s experiences, not the scenario’s

* Allow time for participants to consider/reflect on the vignette before discussing

Discussion .
* Participant example led

Discuss alongside theory-driven questions

* Record the refinement suggestions within an interview setting and consider how are you going to bring

those to the upcoming settings
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vignettes can be useful to overcome several recognised
challenges within realist approaches by supporting realist
interviewing. Future realist evaluations might therefore benefit
from adopting this method.

Conclusion

Interviewing within realist evaluation requires the researcher and
participant to engage in theory refinement through a theory-
driven interview. In addition to little guidance on conducting a
‘realist interview’, challenges with the realist theory-driven in-
terview have been noted, leaving many facing obstacles when
collecting qualitative data or using techniques that may not al-
ways provide the best opportunity for identifying generative
causation. The use of vignettes to support the realist interview is
aligned with realist epistemology and methodology. Its appli-
cation can support a more accessible and in-depth exploration of
presented programme theories within certain population groups.
Considerations when proposing, developing and utilising vi-
gnettes are put forward to ensure vignettes are relevant to the
population, context, and theories to be refined and appropriately
used to best support theory-driven interviewing.
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