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VERSION 1 - REVIEW 

REVIEWER Geoff Wong 
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GENERAL COMMENTS Thank you for asking me to review this manuscript.  
 
It is on an important topic and uses an appropriate evidence 
synthesis approach to address the research question.  
I felt the manuscript well written and contained findings that could 
potentially be of great use to those wanting to develop or implement 
training packages for carers.  
 
I did however feel that a number of issues needed to be addressed 
prior to acceptance. I have detailed these below:  
 
 
ABSTRACT  
Page 3 line 19:  
Odd to use the terms theoretical framework and initial programme 
theory.  
What is / are the differences between these?  
 
 
Page 6 line 28:  
The term "explanatory framework" is used here.  
How does this term relate to programme theory (defined on page 6 
line 52)?  
 
 
Page 6 line 50:  
May be more consistent with current practice to use the term:  
Context-Mechanism-Outcome Configurations.  
You have used this term in your results section - page 9 lines 50 to 
52.  
 
 
Page 6 lines 54 to 55:  
There are two elements to a programme theory:  
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a) the programme theory consists of CMO configurations that 
explains the outcomes that result from the intervention strategies 
used within a programme.  
b) may or may not also include an explanation of the relationships 
between the CMO configurations - i.e. how the intervention strategies 
need to be implemented to get the final desired outcomes.  
 
So in light of the above, my feeling is that this sentence needs to be 
reworded.  
 
 
Page 6 lines 56 to 57:  
I am not at all convinced that this is the most useful or accurate 
description of a mechanism. May I suggest instead any of the 
following sources provide a definition and conceptualisations that are 
much more accurate and helpful:  
 
Dalkin et al:  
http://implementationscience.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s13
012-015-0237-x  
 
Astbury and Leeuw  
http://implementationscience.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s13
012-015-0237-x  
 
Realist Synthesis: RAMESES Training materialsSection 2  
http://ramesesproject.org/media/Realist_reviews_training_materials.p
df  
 
 
Page 7 lines 15 to 16:  
Publication standards are as described, to guide publication.  
In this sentence are you claiming that the publication was guided by 
the RAMESES publication standards or are you also making a claim 
that quality was guided by the RAMESES publication standards?  
For the latter - quality guidance, you should be using the following:  
http://ramesesproject.org/media/RS_qual_standards_researchers.pdf  
 
Also if you are going to be reporting your realist review using the 
RAMESES publication standards, please check you have reported all 
the required items.  
It does not matter if you did not undertake one of the processes you 
are meant to report on, the publication standards, in these instances, 
merely requests that you explain why.  
 
 
Page 7 lines 42 to 47:  
In Additional file 1, there seems to be a mix of issues, hypotheses 
and also questions.  
Some readers wishing to undertake a realist review may be 
interested in how you arrived at these three types of data.  
Who did what, when and how?  
For example, were the questions the ones that the stakeholders were 
interested in? Or did the review team come up with these after 
listening to and interpreting what the stakeholders said?  
Who came up with the hypotheses about when intervention 
strategies might or might not work better? The stakeholders or the 
review team or both in discussion?  
 
So, more detail please (this may be provided within the Additional file 
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itself or in the main manuscript).  
 
 
Pages 7 to 9 - Phase 2:  
Please would you provide more details on the personnel who 
undertook searching and selection.  
 
So who did the searching? Who screened the hits? Were there any 
quality control processes?  
 
Who did the article selection? Were there any quality control 
processes?  
 
For both processes, what did you do if there was any doubt, 
uncertainty or disagreements (if relevant)?  
 
 
Page 8 line 57 and page 9 lines3 to 5 and Additional file 3:  
It may be me, but I am confused about all the terms you have used 
and also the match between the terms used in the sentences on 
pages 8 and 9 and those in Additional file 3.  
 
I can understand that when you have screened a hit it might look like 
it has potentially relevant data.  
It is a matter of preference, but I am not sure the term "fidelity" 
captures this.  
Once you have read the full text of a document, I presume by then 
you would have would have worked out if it has data that may be 
used to support, refute or refine aspects of your programme theory.  
So to me a document then either has or has not got relevant data? 
Hence I can't see what the difference is between "nuggets" and 
"relevance" in Additional File 3.  
 
Please would you clarify.  
 
 
Phase 3 Methods section - page 9 lines 8 to 26.  
I found it quote hard to understand what you actually did and in what 
sequence.  
I presume you found a 'pile' of documents that contained potentially 
relevant data.  
You read these and from reading them what did you do next.  
If you built plausible hypotheses from the data within these 
documents, then these hypotheses would have been built using 
inductive reasoning?  
If you already had some plausible hypotheses (which it seems to me 
you might from Additional file 1), then some of your existing 
hypothesis need to be 'tested' against the data found within included 
documents.  
I might be wrong but my understanding was that abductive reasoning 
is used as a means of adjudicating between theories.  
(Realist Inquiry in Social Science. Haig B and Evers C. 2016, Sage, 
London)  
 
I can't quite understand how it can be used to build plausible 
hypotheses.  
To help readers to understand what you did, a short worked example 
illustrating your analytic and synthesis processes as an additional file 
or as a box in the main manuscript might help.  
Such an illustration would be helpful if it included where each type of 
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reasoning was used.  
 
As for retroduction, this is thought by some to be the underlying 
reasoning process in realist research - as it rests on the assumption 
that there are underlying causal processes that need to be 
uncovered (i.e. we need to understand what is in the realm of the 
real that is causing an outcome).  
 
 
Phase 4 page 9 lines 28 to 42.  
This is an interesting methodological approach.  
Please would you provide more information on who did the 
interviews, what did they ask and how long the interviews went on 
for.  
What did you then do with these data?  
How did you analyse them?  
 
This may be provided in an additional file.  
 
 
Page 9 line 50:  
I noticed that earlier on in Additional file 2 that you had undertaken 
searches in education and police.  
I can guess what the rationale might be for this (that you believe the 
same mechanisms might be in operation)?  
But for the benefit of readers can you please explain somewhere in 
your manuscript why you searched in these contexts.  
 
 
Page 10 lines 27 and 31:  
I know this is a verbatim quote, but the acronym CNA is not defined.  
 
 
Page 11 lines 20 to 29:  
For CMO configuration 2, I wonder if a bit more disaggregation is 
needed?  
It seemed to me that "... better engagement..." might be an outcome.  
The question then becomes why (what is the mechanism) that is 
triggered by the contexts of personal starting points and expectations 
that leads to them better engaging?  
There may be an overlap here with the mechanism in CMO 
configuration 3 - recognition of their pre-existing skills or valuing 
them as people who have something to bring to the table?  
 
I would agree that positive cognitive and instrumental impacts might 
be outcomes, but I am not sure they are caused by the M mentioned 
in this section of text.  
 
The illustrative text you provide for this section does hint at why 
these latter out outcomes might occur, but don't illustrate why better 
engagement as an outcome occurs.  
 
 
Page 13 lines 40 to 49: CMO configuration 4.  
This is a very interesting CMO configuration.  
From the way you have worded it, I was not sure who (if it even is 
anyone) the "... prompts alignment between ... mutually reinforce 
each other (Mechanism)..." refers to.  
From the narrative you provided for this CMO configuration, the 
impression I got was that those who were the recipients of the 

 on M
ay 16, 2023 by guest. P

rotected by copyright.
http://bm

jopen.bm
j.com

/
B

M
J O

pen: first published as 10.1136/bm
jopen-2016-011964 on 26 A

ugust 2016. D
ow

nloaded from
 

http://bmjopen.bmj.com/


workforce development interventions were the ones who could see 
that there was logic in the way their bosses organised the training 
they were provided with. So (and I am guessing here) joined up 
training (C) made sense to the staff (M) and so they were prepared 
to take part (O) or maybe carry in taking part (O)????  
You know your data better than I do, but I did feel this CMO 
configuration needed a bit more thought.  
 
 
Page 14 lines 44 to 53 - CMO configuration 5.  
I would fully agree that the outcome of interest here is to end up 
designing a 'good' a 'good' work force development training package.  
 
However I can't see that just having people work together is enough 
(co-design) is enough as a context.  
What mechanism(s) does it trigger?  
 
I wonder if there are more steps here that need to be unpacked to 
make sense of the intervention strategy of using co-design.  
 
Might it be that the steps are:  
- have a multidisciplinary group (C)  
- make them all feel that their inputs are valued (M)  
- they will be willing to work together (O)  
 
--> them being willing to work together becomes the context (C) for  
- willingness to learn from each other (M)  
- (eventually) come up with something that is 'good'  
[there may be a few loops through this last CMO configuration before 
you get to a good workforce development package].  
This last CMO configuration is very much like the one CMO 6 below - 
journeying together.  
 
 
Page 16 lines 36 to 41: CMO 7:  
I was a little unclear as to whether the mechanism described here 
was a mechanism or an outcome.  
Also there seems to be a considerable overlap between this CMO 7 
and CMO 4.  
I wonder if a well theorised / sensible workforce development 
package is just one of the contexts that is relevant to CMO 4?  
 
The outcome you have provided here needs unpacking.  
If theory is used to develop a workforce intervention, all you have is a 
well theorised intervention.  
Staff may or may not necessarily engage with it for a host of reasons 
(some of which you have clearly explained in other CMO 
configurations).  
 
What this indicates to me that there is some sequencing in the 
relationships between the CMO configurations.  
 
First it seems to me that you need to have a training intervention to 
provide for the workforce.  
Even before this some people might get their workforce to help them 
develop the training intervention (i.e. use the co-design CMO 5 
above).  
Once you have a training intervention then you need to get the staff 
to want to use it.  
Once you have got them to start using it, you then need them to 
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continue using it.  
The $64,000 dollar issue if of course the only outcome out of usage 
is likely to be has used it and learnt something. Sadly, there is 
probably still quite a long implementation chain between learning 
skills/knowlegde/attitudes to actual change in practice and then 
ultimately change in outcomes for the person(s) cared for.  
 
 
Page 17 lines 26 to 33 - CMO 8.  
For this CMO 8, I do wonder if "comprehensiveness" and "multi-
layered" are contexts for either CMO 4 and/or 7.  
 
As mentioned in my comments on CMO7 - the contents of CMO 8 
may be related to getting staff to use and continue to use the 
workforce intervention?  
 
So it may not be a separate CMO configuration?  
 
Also I am not sure I am convinced by the inferences you have made 
from the illustrative text you have provided that the mechanism in 
operation here is as described.  
 
 
Page 18 line 27:  
A programme theory is more than just a (i.e. singular) contingent 
explanation.  
 
I would suggest removing "contingent explanation".  
 
 
Page 18 line 32:  
It would be worth being consistent and throughout the manuscript 
sticking to programme theory as opposed to using both the terms 
programme theory and explanatory framework.  
 
 
Page 18 lines 34 to 36 - Discussion section.  
 
I am not convinced by how useful Figure 1 is.  
I looked at it before I read the results section of your manuscript and 
it made no sense to me.  
Once I had read the results section, I still could not see how it would 
help me work out what to do if I wanted to develop a workforce 
intervention.  
 
I wonder if you need a figure at all.  
If you did want to provide one, it might be one that focusses on 
diagrammatically portraying the sketch of the implementation chain I 
provided in my comments about CMO 7.  
 
If not an alternative might be to provide a series of statements aimed 
at providing decision support for those who face the challenge of 
having to design and implement workforce training packages.  
 
For example - CMO 5 is about co-design and speaks to the issue of 
how you go about designing a 'good' workforce training package.  
So you might have a statement that says something like:  
When the challenge is about how to design a workforce training 
package that staff will engage with, then consider using a co-design 
approach. [You might provide more details about when co-design 
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might work - i.e. the contexts and even why - all depending on how 
detailed you want the statement to be].  
 
Other statements that seem to jump out to me from your findings are:  
When the challenge is about getting staff to use a workforce training 
package ...  
When the challenge is about getting staff to continue using a 
workforce training package ...  
 
As you know your data better than I do, you probably have others 
you can think of.  
 
 
Page 20 - Strengths and limitations section  
For a strength, you may wish to mention that you did also look in 
related fields where you thought the same mechanisms might be in 
operation - i.e. education and police  
 
 
Page 20 line 47 - typo - "Our" nor "Out"  
 
 
Page 20 lines 47 to 54 - limitations.  
 
The limitations you mention here are common across many realist 
reviews.  
From a methodological point of view, please would you explain in 
more detail what effect these limitations had on the inferences you 
were able to make regarding the CMO configurations and 
programme theory you ended up with.  
 
 
Page 21 lines 8 and 12 - typology.  
 
I was not aware that you had provided a typology.  
This is mentioned for the first time in this section.  
 
When you refer to a typology, do you mean the CMO configurations 
or what is found within Figure 1 or something else?  
 
Please clarify.  
 
 
Page 21 Conclusion section.  
The term framework is used repeatedly within this section and there 
is no mention of the programme theory.  
For sake of consistency programme theory should be used.  
 
I would also be careful about the strength of the wording used.  
If outcomes are contingent on context, then "should" is rather too 
strong a word to use?  
 
 
I hope you find my comments helpful and I wish you luck in revision 
of your manuscript.  
 
 
 
-----------------------------------  
Note to the Editor:  
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PUBLICATION STANDARDS FOR REALIST REVIEWS  
For realist reviews (or syntheses - the terms are synonymous) it does 
not make sense to ask authors to submit a PRISMA checklist as 
specific publication standards exist for realist reviews - please see:  
RAMESES publication standards: realist syntheses  
http://bmcmedicine.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/1741-7015-
11-21  
 
QUALITY STANDARDS FOR REALIST REVIEWS  
In addition, there are also published quality criteria for realist reviews, 
which may be found here:  
http://www.ramesesproject.org/media/RS_qual_standards_researche
rs.pdf  

 

REVIEWER Mark Pearson 
NIHR CLAHRC South West Peninsula (PenCLAHRC)  
University of Exeter Medical School  
UK 

REVIEW RETURNED 15-Apr-2016 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS Please note that I also reviewed this realist synthesis in its report 
form as submitted to NIHR HSDR (Project ref 12/129/32).  
 
The presentation of the review has suffered in the course of its 
passage from extensive report to journal paper. In my review of the 
HSDR report I noted that “This is clearly a carefully conducted piece 
of work that has grappled with the application of an emerging review 
approach in a complex area”, but much of this has unfortunately 
become lost in the paper submitted here. A revised version of this 
paper, in particular the presentation of the findings, would really 
benefit from a close reading by a colleague external to the project so 
that feedback could be gained on presentation from somebody who 
is not familiar with either the review method or topic.  
 
MAJOR POINTS  
p7, line 15-17 – ‘RAMESES reporting standards were used to guide 
this work’ – just the stakeholder engagement? Surely the whole 
review should be REPORTED consistently with the RAMESES 
reporting standards.  
 
P7, Phase 1 searches lines 26-47 – The description of, and 
importance of, the ‘preliminary searches’ is lost in this rather bland, 
generic description. In contrast, the original report for HSDR 
provided a real sense of the contribution of these sources. Can a 
better balance between the reporting in the HSDR report and this 
paper be struck?  
 
P8 Pahse 2 search strategy, lines 3-29  
Most of this text is more clearly summairsed in the study flow chart 
(additional file 2). Surely the flow chart is important enough to 
include as a figure in the paper itself?  
Also, the ‘widening out’ of the search to other fields (teaching, 
policing) isn’t described in the text, nor is the rationale for doing 
these searches. Surely this is important to include?  
 
P9, line 17-26 – an additional file showing these data tables, or at 
least an example or two in the text, would be very helpful here.  
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P9 Phase 4, lines 31-42 – It’s unclear exactly how the interviews 
were used to ‘enhance trustworthiness and relevance of the 
findings’. It’s also unclear here whether support workers were 
themselves part of this sample or whether it was ‘only’ managers 
and directors of support workers.  
 
P9 line 46-54 Results – An introduction to how the CMO 
configurations are categorised/themed/presented would help the 
reader a lot here  
 
P10-18 Presentation of findings  
Rather confusingly, these start with a synthesised ‘if-then’ statement 
and then ‘work backwards’ to individual examples. Moreover, these 
are presented sequentially in a way that often doesn’t build a 
convincing (synthesised) argument about the CMO configuration. I 
also often found myself searching the text (without success) for 
references back to the supporting evidence.  
 
The text presenting the findings also reads as too condensed, 
making it hard for the reader to understand, e.g. “making learning 
more real… by paying more attention to older people, for example 
by using visual depictions of the reality of older persons’ services 
and experiences to make the interventions more engaging” (??)  
 
P19/20 (or thereabouts) – An ‘Implications for policy and practoce’ 
summary box would be very helpful.  
 
P20 Discussion/strengths and limitations – there is a missed 
opportunity here to not only acknowledge some of the difficulties of 
conducting a realist synthesis in a complex area, but to contribute to 
methodological critique and development, e.g. were ‘ripple effects’ 
(Jagosh et al. 2015) evident here?; is it ‘good enough’ for all of the 
included evidence nuggets to be appraised as ‘good enough’ (is 
there no useful finer distinction in appraisal that can be made?)? ; 
critical reflection on the process of stakeholder involvement (was 
soft systems methodology useful?) and how they contributed to 
programme theory refienemnet? How workable was the synthesis 
process using retroduction, abduction (how can this be represented 
transparently? Is it different to Pawson’s proposed synthesis process 
of consolidation, adjudication, etc)? And that’s probably a short list of 
methodological issues!  
 
 
MINOR POINTS  
It is sometimes unclear whether study participants’ interview quotes 
are being used or whether tracts of text from included studies are 
being presented.  
 
Quotations from studies are not always referenced.  
 
The CMO sub-headings are rather vaguely worded, e.g ‘.. coming 
from’, ‘making it real…’, ‘joining things up…’ 
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VERSION 1 – AUTHOR RESPONSE 

Reviewer’s feedback 
 

Authors’ response 

1. ABSTRACT 
Page 3 line 19: 
Odd to use the terms theoretical framework and 
initial programme theory. 
What is / are the differences between these? 

 
 

We have clarified the terms and used 
programme theory for consistency throughout 
the manuscript –see pages 3&18 

2. Page 6 line 28: 
The term "explanatory framework" is used here. 
How does this term relate to programme theory 
(defined on page 6 line 52)? 

We have clarified as the summary of findings 
from the evidence to provide practical guidance 
for managers, and programme theory as 
reflected in realist terms on p6. 

3. Page 6 line 50: 
May be more consistent with current practice to use 
the term: 
Context-Mechanism-Outcome Configurations. 
You have used this term in your results section - 
page 9 lines 50 to 52. 

We have clarified for consistency p6. 

4. Page 6 lines 54 to 55: 
There are two elements to a programme theory: 
a) the programme theory consists of CMO 
configurations that explains the outcomes that 
result from the intervention strategies used within a 
programme. 
b) may or may not also include an explanation of 
the relationships between the CMO configurations - 
i.e. how the intervention strategies need to be 
implemented to get the final desired outcomes. 
 
So in light of the above, my feeling is that this 
sentence needs to be reworded. 

We have reworded the text on p 6&7 to reflect 
the relationship between the CMOs. 

5. Page 6 lines 56 to 57: 
I am not at all convinced that this is the most useful 
or accurate description of a mechanism. May I 
suggest instead any of the following sources 
provide a definition and conceptualisations that are 
much more accurate and helpful: 
 
Dalkin et al: 
http://implementationscience.biomedcentral.com/art
icles/10.1186/s13012-015-0237-x 
 
Astbury and Leeuw 
http://implementationscience.biomedcentral.com/art
icles/10.1186/s13012-015-0237-x 
 
Realist Synthesis: RAMESES Training materials 
Section 2 
http://ramesesproject.org/media/Realist_reviews_tr
aining_materials.pdf 

We have replaced the definition with one 
suggested (p6/7). 

6. Page 7 lines 15 to 16: 
Publication standards are as described, to guide 
publication. 
In this sentence are you claiming that the 
publication was guided by the RAMESES 
publication standards or are you also making a 
claim that quality was guided by the RAMESES 

Thank you –that the publication was guided by 
the standards. 
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publication standards? 
For the latter - quality guidance, you should be 
using the following: 
http://ramesesproject.org/media/RS_qual_standard
s_researchers.pdf 

7. Also if you are going to be reporting your 
realist review using the RAMESES 
publication standards, please check you 
have reported all the required items. 

It does not matter if you did not undertake one of 
the processes you are meant to report on, the 
publication standards, in these instances, merely 
requests that you explain why. 

We have reported the required items according 
to the standards. We have added a “changes to 
the review process” section on p7. 

8. Page 7 lines 42 to 47: 
In Additional file 1, there seems to be a mix of 
issues, hypotheses and also questions. 
Some readers wishing to undertake a realist review 
may be interested in how you arrived at these three 
types of data. 
Who did what, when and how? 
For example, were the questions the ones that the 
stakeholders were interested in? Or did the review 
team come up with these after listening to and 
interpreting what the stakeholders said? 
Who came up with the hypotheses about when 
intervention strategies might or might not work 
better? The stakeholders or the review team or 
both in discussion? So, more detail please (this 
may be provided within the Additional file itself or in 
the main manuscript). 

We have clarified the sources of Additional file 1 
in the main manuscript (p7). 

9. Pages 7 to 9 - Phase 2: 
Please would you provide more details on the 
personnel who undertook searching and selection. 
 
So who did the searching? Who screened the hits? 
Were there any quality control processes? 
 
Who did the article selection? Were there any 
quality control processes? 
 
For both processes, what did you do if there was 
any doubt, uncertainty or disagreements (if 
relevant)? 

We have added more text in the main 
manuscript to clarify the points. We have added 
more detail to the process of selection and 
appraisal to show the role of team members and 
quality control processes for screening and 
selection (p 8 -9). 

10. Page 8 line 57 and page 9 lines3 to 5 and 
Additional file 3: 

It may be me, but I am confused about all the terms 
you have used and also the match between the 
terms used in the sentences on pages 8 and 9 and 
those in Additional file 3. 

We have checked and amended for consistency 
(p9). 

11. I can understand that when you have 
screened a hit it might look like it has 
potentially relevant data. 

It is a matter of preference, but I am not sure the 
term "fidelity" captures this. 
Once you have read the full text of a document, I 
presume by then you would have would have 
worked out if it has data that may be used to 
support, refute or refine aspects of your programme 
theory. 
So to me a document then either has or has not got 

We have clarified our interpretation of “fidelity” 
as the faithfulness or exactness in relation to the 
initial programme theories p9. We interpreted 
relevance as: does the evidence make a 
relevant contribution to the findings, so adds 
another layer to ensuring that valuable data 
(“nuggets”) is also on track (re the study’s aims 
and objectives). We have clarified this in the 
main manuscript p9. 
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relevant data? Hence I can't see what the 
difference is between "nuggets" and "relevance" in 
Additional File 3. 
 
Please would you clarify. 
 
 
 

12. Phase 3 Methods section - page 9 lines 8 
to 26. 

I found it quote hard to understand what you 
actually did and in what sequence. 
I presume you found a 'pile' of documents that 
contained potentially relevant data. 
You read these and from reading them what did 
you do next. 
If you built plausible hypotheses from the data 
within these documents, then these hypotheses 
would have been built using inductive reasoning? 
If you already had some plausible hypotheses 
(which it seems to me you might from Additional file 
1), then some of your existing hypothesis need to 
be 'tested' against the data found within included 
documents. 
I might be wrong but my understanding was that 
abductive reasoning is used as a means of 
adjudicating between theories. 
(Realist Inquiry in Social Science. Haig B and 
Evers C. 2016, Sage, London) 

We have clarified the process in the main 
manuscript. We have provided an example of 
the evidence table (additional file 4) to show the 
process of testing the initial theory areas against 
the data found (see also additional file 5). We 
have also clarified our interpretation of 
abductive reasoning for this study.P9-10. 

13. I can't quite understand how it can be used 
to build plausible hypotheses. 

To help readers to understand what you did, a 
short worked example illustrating your analytic and 
synthesis processes as an additional file or as a 
box in the main manuscript might help. 
Such an illustration would be helpful if it included 
where each type of reasoning was used. 
 

We have added a worked example in an 
Additional file to illustrate what is meant 
(Additional file 5). 

14. As for retroduction, this is thought by some 
to be the underlying reasoning process in 
realist research - as it rests on the 
assumption that there are underlying 
causal processes that need to be 
uncovered (i.e. we need to understand 
what is in the realm of the real that is 
causing an outcome). 

We have clarified our interpretation on p9. 

15. Phase 4 page 9 lines 28 to 42. 
This is an interesting methodological approach. 
Please would you provide more information on who 
did the interviews, what did they ask and how long 
the interviews went on for. 
What did you then do with these data? 
How did you analyse them? 
 
This may be provided in an additional file. 

We have added more detail in the main 
manuscript about the nature of the interviews 
and added the interview schedule as an 
additional file 7. P10. 

16. Page 9 line 50: 
I noticed that earlier on in Additional file 2 that you 
had undertaken searches in education and police. 
I can guess what the rationale might be for this 
(that you believe the same mechanisms might be in 

We have clarified this on p9. 
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operation)? 
But for the benefit of readers can you please 
explain somewhere in your manuscript why you 
searched in these contexts. 
 
 

17. Page 10 lines 27 and 31: 
I know this is a verbatim quote, but the acronym 
CNA is not defined. 
 

Thank you –this is clarified on p11. 

18. Page 11 lines 20 to 29: 
For CMO configuration 2, I wonder if a bit more 
disaggregation is needed? 
It seemed to me that "... better engagement..." 
might be an outcome. 
The question then becomes why (what is the 
mechanism) that is triggered by the contexts of 
personal starting points and expectations that leads 
to them better engaging? 
There may be an overlap here with the mechanism 
in CMO configuration 3 - recognition of their pre-
existing skills or valuing them as people who have 
something to bring to the table? 
 
I would agree that positive cognitive and 
instrumental impacts might be outcomes, but I am 
not sure they are caused by the M mentioned in 
this section of text. 
 
The illustrative text you provide for this section 
does hint at why these latter out outcomes might 
occur, but don't illustrate why better engagement 
as an outcome occurs. 

CMO 2 relates more to the individual in the 
context of their work. We found that if situating 
and shaping workforce development occurs in 
the context of the person then this was more 
likely to prompt their commitment, leading to 
increased levels of engagement with the 
intervention and potentially with the service. We 
have added an explanation of this on p14. 

19. Page 13 lines 40 to 49: CMO configuration 
4. 

This is a very interesting CMO configuration. 
From the way you have worded it, I was not sure 
who (if it even is anyone) the "... prompts alignment 
between ... mutually reinforce each other 
(Mechanism)..." refers to. 
From the narrative you provided for this CMO 
configuration, the impression I got was that those 
who were the recipients of the workforce 
development interventions were the ones who 
could see that there was logic in the way their 
bosses organised the training they were provided 
with. So (and I am guessing here) joined up training 
(C) made sense to the staff (M) and so they were 
prepared to take part (O) or maybe carry in taking 
part (O)???? 
You know your data better than I do, but I did feel 
this CMO configuration needed a bit more thought. 

We have changed the wording in this section 
and added additional explanatory text to reflect 
the mutual reinforcement contingency of the 
CMO on p16. 

20. Page 14 lines 44 to 53 - CMO configuration 
5. 

I would fully agree that the outcome of interest here 
is to end up designing a 'good' a 'good' work force 
development training package. 
 
However I can't see that just having people work 
together is enough (co-design) is enough as a 

We believe the context here reflects the benefits 
of taking a holistic (whole is greater than the 
sum of the parts) line so that shared headspace 
encourages co-design and collective approach 
to workforce development. We have added 
some text on p17 to expand.  
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context. 
What mechanism(s) does it trigger? 
 
I wonder if there are more steps here that need to 
be unpacked to make sense of the intervention 
strategy of using co-design. 
 
Might it be that the steps are: 
- have a multidisciplinary group (C) 
- make them all feel that their inputs are valued (M) 
- they will be willing to work together (O) 
 
--> them being willing to work together becomes 
the context (C) for 
- willingness to learn from each other (M) 
- (eventually) come up with something that is 'good' 
[there may be a few loops through this last CMO 
configuration before you get to a good workforce 
development package]. 
This last CMO configuration is very much like the 
one CMO 6 below - journeying together. 
 

21. Page 16 lines 36 to 41: CMO 7: 
I was a little unclear as to whether the mechanism 
described here was a mechanism or an outcome. 
Also there seems to be a considerable overlap 
between this CMO 7 and CMO 4. 
I wonder if a well theorised / sensible workforce 
development package is just one of the contexts 
that is relevant to CMO 4? 
The outcome you have provided here needs 
unpacking. 
If theory is used to develop a workforce 
intervention, all you have is a well theorised 
intervention. 
Staff may or may not necessarily engage with it for 
a host of reasons (some of which you have clearly 
explained in other CMO configurations). 

We have provided more text on p19 to elaborate 
the point that a more systematic approach links 
with programme effectiveness. 

22. What this indicates to me that there is 
some sequencing in the relationships 
between the CMO configurations. 

 
First it seems to me that you need to have a 
training intervention to provide for the workforce. 
Even before this some people might get their 
workforce to help them develop the training 
intervention (i.e. use the co-design CMO 5 above). 
Once you have a training intervention then you 
need to get the staff to want to use it. 
Once you have got them to start using it, you then 
need them to continue using it. 
The $64,000 dollar issue if of course the only 
outcome out of usage is likely to be has used it and 
learnt something. Sadly, there is probably still quite 
a long implementation chain between learning 
skills/knowledge/attitudes to actual change in 
practice and then ultimately change in outcomes for 
the person(s) cared for. 

We would agree with the point –we have tried to 
move away from a linear approach to reporting 
the CMOs to show how changes in thinking and 
changes to practice needs to pay attention to 
the whole (which is greater than the sum of its 
parts in terms of developing successful 
workforce development programmes). 

23. Page 17 lines 26 to 33 - CMO 8. 
For this CMO 8, I do wonder if 

We have added more text to emphasise the 
significance of the inter-relationship between 
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"comprehensiveness" and "multi-layered" are 
contexts for either CMO 4 and/or 7. 
 
As mentioned in my comments on CMO7 - the 
contents of CMO 8 may be related to getting staff 
to use and continue to use the workforce 
intervention? 
 
So it may not be a separate CMO configuration? 
 
Also I am not sure I am convinced by the 
inferences you have made from the illustrative text 
you have provided that the mechanism in operation 
here is as described. 
 

individual, team and organisational functions 
p20. 

24. Page 18 line 27: 
A programme theory is more than just a (i.e. 
singular) contingent explanation. 
 
I would suggest removing "contingent explanation". 

We agree and have removed. 

25. Page 18 line 32: 
It would be worth being consistent and throughout 
the manuscript sticking to programme theory as 
opposed to using both the terms programme theory 
and explanatory framework. 
 

We agree and refer to programme theory 
throughout. 

26. Page 18 lines 34 to 36 - Discussion 
section. 

 
I am not convinced by how useful Figure 1 is. 
I looked at it before I read the results section of 
your manuscript and it made no sense to me. 
Once I had read the results section, I still could not 
see how it would help me work out what to do if I 
wanted to develop a workforce intervention. 
 
I wonder if you need a figure at all. 
If you did want to provide one, it might be one that 
focusses on diagrammatically portraying the sketch 
of the implementation chain I provided in my 
comments about CMO 7. 
 
If not an alternative might be to provide a series of 
statements aimed at providing decision support for 
those who face the challenge of having to design 
and implement workforce training packages. 
 
For example - CMO 5 is about co-design and 
speaks to the issue of how you go about designing 
a 'good' workforce training package. 
So you might have a statement that says 
something like: 
When the challenge is about how to design a 
workforce training package that staff will engage 
with, then consider using a co-design approach. 
[You might provide more details about when co-
design might work - i.e. the contexts and even why 
- all depending on how detailed you want the 
statement to be]. 
 

We have removed the figure and provided a 
series of statements of implications for practice 
aimed at providing pointers for those designing 
and implementing workforce development p22-
23. 
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27. Other statements that seem to jump out to 
me from your findings are: 

When the challenge is about getting staff to use a 
workforce training package ... 
When the challenge is about getting staff to 
continue using a workforce training package ... 
 
As you know your data better than I do, you 
probably have others you can think of. 
 

Thank you –see above point and the additional 
text on pages 22-23. 

28. Page 20 - Strengths and limitations section 
For a strength, you may wish to mention that you 
did also look in related fields where you thought the 
same mechanisms might be in operation - i.e. 
education and police 
 

We have added this point on p23. 

29. Page 20 line 47 - typo - "Our" nor "Out" We have corrected p24.  

30. Page 20 lines 47 to 54 - limitations. 
 
The limitations you mention here are common 
across many realist reviews. 
From a methodological point of view, please would 
you explain in more detail what effect these 
limitations had on the inferences you were able to 
make regarding the CMO configurations and 
programme theory you ended up with. 

We have added text in the main manuscript on 
p24 to reflect this challenge and how we were 
able to use stakeholder engagement and 
interview data to complement and build this 
work. 

31. Page 21 lines 8 and 12 - typology. 
 
I was not aware that you had provided a typology. 
This is mentioned for the first time in this section. 
 
When you refer to a typology, do you mean the 
CMO configurations or what is found within Figure 
1 or something else? 
 
Please clarify. 
 

We have clarified as recommendations for 
future research (see text now on p24). 

32. Page 21 Conclusion section. 
The term framework is used repeatedly within this 
section and there is no mention of the programme 
theory. 
For sake of consistency programme theory should 
be used. 
 

We have checked and used programme theory 
across the manuscript. 

33. I would also be careful about the strength 
of the wording used. 

If outcomes are contingent on context, then 
"should" is rather too strong a word to use? 

We have changed the wording to reflect the 
semi-predictable pattern or pathway (using 
“often can” or “could” throughout). 

34. I hope you find my comments helpful and I 
wish you luck in revision of your 
manuscript. 

 We thank the reviewers for their helpful and 
constructive comments 

35. Please note that I also reviewed this realist 
synthesis in its report form as submitted to 
NIHR HSDR (Project ref 12/129/32). 

 
The presentation of the review has suffered in the 
course of its passage from extensive report to 
journal paper. In my review of the HSDR report I 
noted that “This is clearly a carefully conducted 
piece of work that has grappled with the application 

We hope that our revisions have resulted in a 
better presentation. The revised version of this 
paper has been read by a colleague external to 
the project. 
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of an emerging review approach in a complex 
area”, but much of this has unfortunately become 
lost in the paper submitted here. A revised version 
of this paper, in particular the presentation of the 
findings, would really benefit from a close reading 
by a colleague external to the project so that 
feedback could be gained on presentation from 
somebody who is not familiar with either the review 
method or topic. 

36. MAJOR POINTS 
p7, line 15-17 – ‘RAMESES reporting standards 
were used to guide this work’ – just the stakeholder 
engagement? Surely the whole review should be 
REPORTED consistently with the RAMESES 
reporting standards. 

We have clarified the standards were used for 
the report of the study p7. 

37. P7, Phase 1 searches lines 26-47 – The 
description of, and importance of, the 
‘preliminary searches’ is lost in this rather 
bland, generic description. In contrast, the 
original report for HSDR provided a real 
sense of the contribution of these sources. 
Can a better balance between the reporting 
in the HSDR report and this paper be 
struck? 

We have added more text in the main 
manuscript (on p7) to provide more detail and 
examples of the phase 1 searches. Throughout 
the results section we have tried to provide 
more detail  

38. P8 Phase 2 search strategy, lines 3-29  
Most of this text is more clearly summarised in the 
study flow chart (additional file 2). Surely the flow 
chart is important enough to include as a figure in 
the paper itself? 
Also, the ‘widening out’ of the search to other fields 
(teaching, policing) isn’t described in the text, nor is 
the rationale for doing these searches. Surely this 
is important to include? 

We will take editors’ guidance regarding the 
placement of the flow chart. We have added 
more explanation of the searching in related 
fields, p9. 

39. P9, line 17-26 – an additional file showing 
these data tables, or at least an example or 
two in the text, would be very helpful here. 

We have added an example –Additional file 4. 

40. P9 Phase 4, lines 31-42 – It’s unclear 
exactly how the interviews were used to 
‘enhance trustworthiness and relevance of 
the findings’. It’s also unclear here whether 
support workers were themselves part of 
this sample or whether it was ‘only’ 
managers and directors of support 
workers. 

We have provided more detail in the main text 
p10-11 about the interviews and provided the 
interview schedule –Additional file 7. 

41. P9 line 46-54 Results – An introduction to 
how the CMO configurations are 
categorised/themed/presented would help 
the reader a lot here 

We have added a sentence to clarify p11. 

42. P10-18 Presentation of findings 
Rather confusingly, these start with a synthesised 
‘if-then’ statement and then ‘work backwards’ to 
individual examples. Moreover, these are 
presented sequentially in a way that often doesn’t 
build a convincing (synthesised) argument about 
the CMO configuration. I also often found myself 
searching the text (without success) for references 
back to the supporting evidence. 

We have re-sited the CMO summary as 
suggested (at end of each CMO report). 

43. The text presenting the findings also reads 
as too condensed, making it hard for the 
reader to understand, e.g. “making learning 

We have reworded the text p12. 
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more real… by paying more attention to 
older people, for example by using visual 
depictions of the reality of older persons’ 
services and experiences to make the 
interventions more engaging” (??) 

44. P19/20 (or thereabouts) – An ‘Implications 
for policy and practice’ summary box would 
be very helpful. 

We have provided a section of implications for 
practice on p22. 

 
45. P20 Discussion/strengths and limitations – 

there is a missed opportunity here to not 
only acknowledge some of the difficulties of 
conducting a realist synthesis in a complex 
area, but to contribute to methodological 
critique and development, e.g. were ‘ripple 
effects’ (Jagosh et al. 2015) evident here?; 
is it ‘good enough’ for all of the included 
evidence nuggets to be appraised as ‘good 
enough’ (is there no useful finer distinction 
in appraisal that can be made?)? ; Critical 
reflection on the process of stakeholder 
involvement (was soft systems 
methodology useful?) and how they 
contributed to programme theory 
refinement? How workable was the 
synthesis process using retroduction, 
abduction (how can this be represented 
transparently? Is it different to Pawson’s 
proposed synthesis process of 
consolidation, adjudication, etc.)? And 
that’s probably a short list of 
methodological issues! 

 

We have elaborated on the section based on 
both reviewer feedback -see p23-24. 

46. MINOR POINTS 
It is sometimes unclear whether study participants’ 
interview quotes are being used or whether tracts 
of text from included studies are being presented. 
 
Quotations from studies are not always referenced. 
 
The CMO sub-headings are rather vague 

We have checked the manuscript to ensure 
quotations are clearly marked in italics, and 
telephone interview data clearly shown as such. 
We have attempted to keep the sub-headings 
short and snappy for the reader.  

 

VERSION 2 – REVIEW 

REVIEWER Geoff Wong 
University of Oxford, United Kingdom 

REVIEW RETURNED 11-Jun-2016 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS Thank you for taking the time to address my comments.  
My feeling is that there is now a lot more transparency in your review 
processes and presentation of findings.  
 
Please noted that in the attached manuscript, I worked from pages 
66 to 90 of 109 (i.e. the tracked changes section)  
 
I have made some edits in the manuscript to the text.  
I will leave you to decide if these are warranted.  
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I have also made some comments in the manuscript.  
All but one are minor and I will leave you to decide if you wish to 
address them.  
 
My only major comment which I would be most grateful for your 
attention to is on page 75 of 109 (of the attached document). Please 
have a look at the comment on this page and try to provide more 
clarity for the reader. 
 
The reviewer also provided a marked copy with additional 
comments. Please contact the publisher for full details. 

 

REVIEWER Mark Pearson 
University of Exeter Medical School  
England 

REVIEW RETURNED 02-Jul-2016 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS The authors have addressed my review comments.  
I have suggested 'minor revision' to address the following two points, 
but also stress that decision about these should be editorial:  
1. Whilst interview quotes and text from included studies is 
consistently italicised, this isn't explained anywhere in the text. 
There are also inconsistencies in whether or not the italicised text is 
clearly marked as interview quote or 'study text'. (The reader can 
usually work this out, but shouldn't have to, e.g p12 "During the 
introduction...").  
2. Presentationally, the 'Implications for practice' might be clearer in 
a Box rather than in the body of the text.  

 

VERSION 2 – AUTHOR RESPONSE 

Reviewer comment 
 

Response 

Geoff Wong 
Thank you for taking the time to address my 
comments.  
My feeling is that there is now a lot more 
transparency in your review processes and 
presentation of findings. Please noted that in the 
attached manuscript, I worked from pages 66 to 
90 of 109 (i.e. the tracked changes section) I 
have made some edits in the manuscript to the 
text. I will leave you to decide if these are 
warranted. I have also made some comments in 
the manuscript. All but one are minor and I will 
leave you to decide if you wish to address them.  
My only major comment which I would be most 
grateful for your attention to is on page 75 of 109 
(of the attached document). Please have a look 
at the comment on this page and try to provide 
more clarity for the reader. 

Thank you for the feedback. We have paid 
attention to the suggested edits (in red in marked 
copy).  
On page 9, we have re-read the source by 
Pawson and used this to aid our definitions and 
approach regarding data appraisal. We have 
redrafted the section in red more simply to 
correspond exactly with our bespoke data 
extraction form in the report. 
 
On page 10, we have clarified what is meant by 
retroduction and contingencies, and added a 
section to show how data that refuted an 
inference was reported (CMO 1 page 12).  
 
We have elaborated on for whom the CMO is 
operating (CMO 4, 7, 8).  
 
We have worked on the comment on page 23 to 
provide more clarity about the different reasoning 
used in the analysis process. 

Mark Pearson  
The authors have addressed my review 
comments. I have suggested 'minor revision' to 

Thank you for the feedback. 
We have tried to ensure a consistent approach to 
being clear that italicised text is clearly marked as 

 on M
ay 16, 2023 by guest. P

rotected by copyright.
http://bm

jopen.bm
j.com

/
B

M
J O

pen: first published as 10.1136/bm
jopen-2016-011964 on 26 A

ugust 2016. D
ow

nloaded from
 

http://bmjopen.bmj.com/


address the following two points, but also stress 
that decision about these should be editorial: 1. 
Whilst interview quotes and text from included 
studies is consistently italicised, this isn't 
explained anywhere in the text. There are also 
inconsistencies in whether or not the italicised 
text is clearly marked as interview quote or 'study 
text'. (The reader can usually work this out, but 
shouldn't have to, e.g p12 "During the 
introduction...").  
 
2. Presentationally, the 'Implications for practice' 
might be clearer in a Box rather than in the body 
of the text. 
 
   
 

interview quote. 
 
We have left the “Implications for practice” section 
unchanged until we are guided otherwise by the 
editorial team. 
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