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Abstract

Objectives: The aim of the article is to consider the evaluation of public interventions through the prism of evidence-
based policy (EBP) as well as, more specifically, its potential to address the problem of how to produce in the process 
of impact evaluation usable knowledge that can help improve policymaking and policy implementation which can 
be accumulated over time, where evaluations will not be single endeavours and one-off studies, but will contribute to 
the growing body of knowledge.

Research Design & Methods: The article provides a critical overview of the research literature on evaluation approaches 
and methods as tools for gathering and apprising evidence relevant for policymaking and policy implementation.

Findings: Building upon the identified limitations of the traditional input/output approach to impact evaluation of public 
interventions, alternative approaches to evaluation are considered that make use of a theory that properly explicates 
the causal mechanisms linking programme activities with programme outcomes, confronting the mechanisms with 
empirical observations. As a strategy for synthesising the gained knowledge, the realist synthesis is considered as 
being more appropriate for reviewing research on complex social interventions (rather than traditional meta-analysis).

Implications / Recommendations: The article demonstrates how theory-based evaluation with mechanistic explanation 
and realist synthesis can contribute to growing evidence for policy needs, identifying also their limitations and practical 
problems related to their implementation.

Contribution / Value Added: The article contributes to the existing pool of knowledge by providing important insights 
into how to use mechanism-based explanations in impact evaluation to make stronger causal claims and enhance 
policy-learning.
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Introduction

The primary question of impact evaluation 
of public interventions – regardless of whether 
these are projects, programmes or policies – is 
‘what works’. However, finding ‘what works and 
what does not work’ rarely does the trick and is 
not as simple as identifying best practices and 
disseminating them widely. In many instances, 
interventions that turned out to be successful 
in one setting did not bring the expected results 
when implemented elsewhere. The principal 
reason for it is that we live in a complex world 
and the actions taken mean intervening in a system 
which consists of many components that interact 
with each other. Therefore, there is a strong need 
to better recognise the contextual factors that 
influence the intervention’s success or failure. 
Byrne (2013) describes it aptly: “…in complex 
systems the cause will seldom be the intervention – 
something done to the system – taken alone. What 
matters is how the intervention works in relation 
to all existing components of the system and to 
other systems and their sub-systems that intersect 
with the system of interest” (p. 219). This begs 
the fundamental question: how to build the evidence 
base for policymaking in complex environments?

The overarching aim of the article is to consider 
evaluation of public interventions through the prism 
of evidence-based policy (EBP) and, more speci-
fically, its potential to address the problem of how to 
produce in the process of impact evaluation usable 
knowledge that can help improve policymaking 
and policy implementation which can be ac-
cumulated over time, where evaluations will not 
be single endeavours and one-off studies, but will 
contribute to the growing body of knowledge. 
To this end, the following lines of inquiry are 
pursued that are discussed in the subsequent 
parts of the paper. First, in order to take a broader 
perspective, the question is raised why it is so 
hard, in general, to implement evidence-based 
practice in public policy and management, and 
what are the limitations of the traditional input/
output approach to impact evaluation that has little 

to offer to inform policymaking about the likely 
transferability of findings from one evaluation 
research to other settings. Secondly, based on 
a critical overview of the research literature on 
evaluation approaches and methods as tools 
for gathering and apprising evidence relevant 
for policymaking and policy implementation, 
theoretical inquiry is made into the potential 
contribution of the theory-oriented evaluation 
approach that uses mechanistic explanation to 
answer the question why and how the intervention 
worked or failed to work. To this end, various 
definitions of the term ‘mechanism’ are discussed 
in order to clarify the conceptual confusion that 
surrounds the term. As they are grounded in different 
types of causation and analysed using different 
research methods, they provide different answers 
and serve different policy needs. Thirdly, unpacking 
causal mechanisms, exploring what works and what 
does not work in a certain evaluation endeavour 
is one thing. Another one is to add to a growing 
body of knowledge. Therefore, a realist synthesis 
is discussed that is more suitable for reviewing 
research evidence on complex social interventions 
than traditional meta-analysis. Finally, as suggested 
solutions are hardly ever perfect in reality, the 
article ends with indicating the drawbacks and 
practical problems related to the application 
of the mechanism-based approaches and realist 
synthesis that should be accounted for by policy-
makers, as well as promising directions for future 
research are indicated.

Opening the ‘black box’ of public 
interventions

The movement of evidence-based practice, 
i.e. the idea that professional practice should 
be informed by scientific inquiry, has been first 
institutionalised in medicine, and with success 
(Rousseau, 2006). However, its realisation differs 
in areas such as public policy and management, 
for a couple of reasons. First, this is due to the 
+distinctive features of social science that form 
evidence base for policymaking and managerial 
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decisions. Contrary to natural sciences that deal 
with the physical world, social sciences deal 
with interactions and human behaviours, which 
makes it hard to copy ready-to-use solutions. 
In medicine, which is a combination of natural 
science and human science (Dreyfus, 2011), one 
can expect with a reasonable degree of certainty 
that a particular medicine or treatment will work 
against a particular disease no matter where 
the medicine is administered or where treatment 
is given. In the case of public interventions, 
the same programme can produce different results 
when implemented elsewhere. It suffices that 
the programme is presented to the beneficiaries 
in a different way, the cultural context is different, 
the programme is implemented by a less 
experienced administration, etc. (Józefowski, 
2012). Nevertheless, it should be added that also 
in evidence-based medicine, it is acknowledged 
that using scientific evidence while making 
clinical decisions should not be automatic nor 
unreflective. It should be combined with clinical 
experience that doctors had acquired during years 
of clinical practice as well as patient values and 
preferences. Following these indications, Rousseau 
(2006) defines evidence-based management as 
“a paradigm for making decisions that integrate 
the best available evidence with decision makers 
expertise and client/customer preferences to 
guide practice toward more desirable results” 
(p. 258). (With regard to evidence-based policy, one 
could say ‘beneficiaries’ or ‘recipients’ of public 
policies’ instead of ‘clients’ or ‘customers’, 
although the term ‘recipients’ has been criticised 
for having passive connotations; see European 
Commission, 2017).

Another point to note about why it is harder to 
make evidence-based practice a reality in the public 
policy and management is the way in which 
decisions are made. In medicine, this is principally 
a doctor that individually makes decisions and 
prescribes the treatment to a particular patient. 
In turn, political decision-making and managerial 
decision-making in the public sector as well 
as in the private sector can be characterised 

by bargaining, entrenched commitments, and 
the interplay of diverse stakeholder values and 
interests (Head, 2010).

All of those factors that influence policymaking 
should be taken into account in the realisation 
of the evidence-based policy postulates. However, 
the main problem around which this article is 
structured is of methodological nature, namely – 
how to produce in the process of impact evalu-
ation usable knowledge that can help improve 
policymaking and policy implementation which 
can be accumulated over time?

Looking at the issue of the transferability 
of findings from one evaluation study to other 
settings, it can be argued that the main problem lies 
in the fact that public interventions are primarily 
viewed in terms of their effects, with not enough 
attention paid to how those effects are brought 
about. The traditional approach to impact evaluation 
is focused on the input and output side of an 
intervention, i.e. how much was invested in a given 
programme and how much was achieved owing 
to its implementation. It entails a comparison 
of the situation before and after the intervention, 
and calculating its average effect. Certainly, making 
such cause-and-effect connections is at the heart 
of impact evaluation, as well as evidence-based 
practice. Nevertheless, causation is not the same 
as explanation, and such an approach has little 
to offer to inform policymaking about whether 
the programme can be successfully scaled up, 
implemented elsewhere or towards other entities, 
or what should be done when a programme does 
not yield expected effects. Frequently, diverse 
and contradictory findings regarding the impact 
of public interventions (in particular in reference to 
the effectiveness of international aid programmes) 
were not taking account of diversity of social and 
institutional contexts, and failed to distinguish 
between aid channels, instruments and modalities, 
as well as neglected the technological aspect and 
capacity-building benefits of aid (Picciotto, 2012). 
For that reason, randomised control trials (RCTs) – 
which are so successfully applied in medicine and 
once labelled as a golden standard also in relation 
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to social policy programmes1 for eliminating 
selection bias2 and addressing the attribution 
question in scientific and rigours fashion – had 
to give finally its way to the mixed methods 
doctrine and methodological triangulation that 
put quantitative and qualitative approaches on 
the same footing (Picciotto, 2012; Saunders, 2011). 
Ultimately, producing scientific knowledge does 
not entail merely the verification of whether one 
event follows another, but, rather, the explanation 
of the relationship between events by use of a theory 
(Chaney, 2016). Hence, the same expectation is 
placed on evaluation as a device to build evidence 
base for policymaking.

The limitations of the traditional approach to 
impact evaluation can be illustrated on the example 
of aid for research, development, and innovation 
(RDI). The input/output approach rests on three 
assumptions that do not necessarily hold true for 

 1 Esther Dufo, a co-founder of the MIT Poverty 
Action Lab and the 2019 recipient of the Nobel Prize 
in Economics, is known for saying during the World Bank 
Conference held in 2003: “Just as randomized evaluations 
revolutionized medicine in the 20th century, they have 
the potential to revolutionize social policy during the 21st 
century” (Picciotto, 2012, p. 214).
 2 Selection bias arises when participants of a specific 
programme (intervention) are systematically different 
than non-participants even before they receive public 
support. There are two main types of selection bias: self-
selection and committee-selection (agency selection). 
The former one occurs when companies voluntarily 
decide whether to apply for aid or not. In the case of aid 
schemes for innovative projects, companies that are more 
growth-oriented are more likely to become beneficiaries 
of such programmes and, owing to their motivation and 
dynamism, they are also more likely to perform better 
even without public assistance compared to those who 
lack ambition and creativity. The committee selection, 
in turn, occurs in the case of aid schemes where only 
a fraction of potential beneficiaries are awarded public 
support. It is argued that public authorities may follow 
a ‘picking the winner’ strategy – for instance, companies 
which are more engaged in RDI activity in the first place 
are also more likely to receive more aid for RDI. In short, 
firm-specific characteristics can influence in a systematic 
way the probability of receiving public support and 
heterogeneity in the treatment effect.

innovation (Bach & Matt, 2005). The first one 
concerns a linear model of innovation, i.e. that there 
is a clear link between input and output of innovation 
activities. It views innovation as an orderly and 
one-way process, starting with the discovery of new 
knowledge, moving through various development 
stages, and emerging in a final viable form. In turn, 
the innovation process tends to involve continuous 
feedback loops between the different stages, 
the interplay between supply sources of science, 
and the demand forces of the market. The systemic 
approach to innovation implies that, to understand 
the specific challenges and opportunities with 
respect to innovation, it is critical to examine 
the way in which the various actors, institutions, 
and structures interact and, thereby, influence 
driving forces and capabilities for innovation 
(Andersson et al., 2004). Secondly, that returns to 
the scale of the innovation activities are constant 
and divisible; one can frequently reap benefits 
from investments in innovation only after reaching 
a certain threshold. Partial knowledge or a part 
of a new technology is useless. Thirdly, there is 
no difference in the nature of the output generated 
by public and private funding. In turn, the role 
of the public sector in enhancing innovative activity 
is not about encouraging innovation as much as 
about directing the efforts to diverse and important 
social challenges and sustainable solutions. Thus, to 
arrive to a more meaningful conclusions concerning 
the effectiveness of public interventions and its 
applicability to other settings, there is a strong need 
to understand how and why public intervention 
unfolds the way it does, how inputs are transformed 
to outputs, how undertaken activities and involved 
resources lead to the observed effects. In other 
words, one needs to open the ‘black box’ of public 
interventions, regardless of whether one will fully 
inspect the contents of the box or just peek inside 
the box, depending on the adopted definition 
of a mechanism (mechanisms as systems versus 
the minimalist understanding of mechanisms 
discussed later in the article).
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Linking programme activities with 
the programme outcomes through causal 
mechanisms in the programme theory

The paper is based on the premise that me -
chanism-based explanation can play an instru-
mental role in enhancing evidence-based policy 
for its capacity to answer questions as to why 
and how programmes worked or failed to work. 
A widely held but unsubstantiated belief is that 
causal inferences are made on the basis of, and 
protected by, sound research technique, and that 
the good design and analysis are the foundation 
stones of the ability to make causal statements 
(Pawson, 2008). Yet, there is a difference between 
establishing whether or not two variables or 
events are causally related to one another, and 
developing good explanations. Establishing causal 
relationships is necessary, but rarely sufficient for 
giving an acceptable explanation (Hedström & 
Wennberg, 2017).

To fill the above-mentioned deficit, theory-
oriented evaluation approaches have emerged3. 
What they have in common is the idea that public 
intervention is a particular kind of a theory of 
change. However, it is far more than a simple 
logic model or a result chain that is so prevalent 
in evaluation practice, as it identifies causal 
assumptions as to why and under what conditions 
each of the link in the impact pathway is expected 
to work (Mayne, 2015)4. Thus, a robust theory 
of change describes not only a sequence of steps 
in getting from activities to impact (how does it 
happen), but also the contextual factors (internal 
and external) that should be taken into account 
to make change work. For example, the reason 

 3 Three main theory-oriented approaches can be 
distinguished: theory-driven evaluation by Chen and Rossi 
(1989), theory-based evaluation by Weiss (1997), and 
realistic (realist) evaluation by Pawson and Tilley (1997). 
For a more detailed comparison, see: Stame, 2004.
 4 Similar distinction between logic models and 
theories of change can be found in Patton (2008), who 
argues: “Specifying the causal mechanisms transforms 
a logic model into a theory of change” (p. 336).

why many publicly-funded venture capital pro-
g ram mes in the UK underperformed against 
initial expectations was not addressing properly 
the aversion of SMEs to equity finance as a form 
of investment (BIS, 2011). Collaboration between 
companies and universities will not boost innovation 
if absorption capacity – i.e. an organisation’s ability 
to identify, assimilate, transform, and use external 
knowledge – is not high enough (Biedenbach et 
al., 2018).

(Causal) mechanism is an important but in-
sufficiently recognised component of the theory 
of change. The term ‘mechanism’ denotes a set 
of parts that work together to perform a particular 
function. These can be various cogs and wheels 
which are organised in such a way as to transfer 
motion from one part to another. Important is not 
only the structure but also the dynamics – how 
the movement is transferred from one part to 
another. In a similar vein, behavioural mechanisms 
explain how programme activities and spent 
resources (“appropriate ideas and opportunities”) 
affect participants’ responses – their attitude, 
knowledge, and behaviour in a particular context. 
They are situated in the interaction between 
programme’s activities and the programme’s 
participants. Therefore, mechanisms are usually 
non-observable and are highly context-specific 
(Lemire et al., 2020). They should be distinguished 
from programme’s activities, as they are cognitive, 
affective, social responses to an intervention, 
leading to desired outcomes (Weiss, 1997). They 
explain behaviour of specific actors (thinking, 
decision-making, action) in a given context with 
specific resources, opportunities, and constraints. 
Providing a training course is not a mechanism; 
it is, for example, how the training spark an 
‘eye-opener’ for some participants, as they re-
cognise the relevance and value of the contents 
of the training to their day-to-day work (Punton et 
al., 2016). Intervention works when the involved 
resources and undertaken activities ‘strike a chord’ 
with programme’s participants, and public policy-
makers should acknowledge that the provided 
resources and activities resonate much more for 
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certain people in certain contexts than others 
(Pawson, 2003). These regularities can provide 
useful insights while developing new policy 
instruments in relevant settings.

Behavioural mechanisms in the meaning 
des cribed above are typically analysed in case-
based research and are grounded in the generative 
type of causation. Generative causation 
differs significantly from other approaches to 
causation. Firstly, it does not rely merely on 
associations between one single cause and effect 
to explain the observed effects of a programme, 
as is the case with regularity and counterfactual 
approach, and takes account for interaction 
of causes. Social phenomena, though, are usually 
the effect of the combination of factors that 
jointly produce a change. This is something 
different than a claim that the effect results from 
many (independent) variables. Secondly, it is not 
limited to identifying a ‘package of causes’, as 
is the case with configurational approach, but, 
instead, describes the whole causal process taking 
place between cause and effect. Using an analogy 
to a recipe – generative causation offers not only 
a list of ingredients that are needed to make 
a certain meal (what combination of conditions 
produce the desired effect), but also the instructions 
on what to do with them, i.e. how to dose them, 
in what order, etc. (Befani, 2012).

However, with the increased interest in causal 
mechanisms, the way they are defined and analysed 
in evaluation literature and practice has become 
more diverse. Most of the scholars follow the above-
mentioned realist accounts of causation in their 
conceptualisation of mechanisms (Astbury & 
Leeuw, 2010). Still, some take the minimalist 
view of a mechanism. From the minimalist per-
spective, mechanisms are often described as 
a form of intervening factors between a cause and 
its outcome. Such a minimalist conceptualisation 
of mechanisms can be present in variance-based 
research, where mechanisms are defined as mediator 
variables which are positioned on the path between 
an intervention and the outcomes (mediation 
analysis – see, e.g., Bruder et al., 2020), but also 

in case-based research (congruence method – 
see, e.g., Beach & Pedersen, 2019). In this light, 
Beach and Pedersen (2016) divide mechanisms 
into two groups: mechanisms as systems and 
the minimalist understanding of mechanisms. The 
former one enables the full inspection of the content 
of the ‘black box’ of a public intervention, while 
the latter one merely peeks inside, as the causal 
process between cause and outcome is not unpacked 
in detail.5

Realist synthesis – a way of accumulating 
knowledge on public interventions

Gaining insights into underlying causal me -
chanisms, exploring what works and what does 
not in a certain evaluation endeavour is one thing. 
Another one is to avoid the perpetual, regressive 
habit of ‘starting from scratch’, as each evaluation 
should respond to and develop from what is 
already known (Pawson, 2013). It needs to add 
to a growing body of knowledge. In other words, 
there is a need for some kind of synthesis. Evidence 
reviews are an important element of evidence-
based policy, i.e. building on evidence which 
already exists. This, however, is a daunting task 
given the specificity of public interventions and 
the complexity of social problems they are aimed 
to deal with. One of the viable approaches is realist 
synthesis (also known as a realist review), which 
has been developed in an attempt to overcome some 
of the limitations of the traditional meta-analysis.

As both of the strategies aim to systematically 
pull together findings of a particular research 
problem, it can be argued that the former one is 
theory-driven, while the latter one is method-driven. 
In meta-analysis, the quality and trustworthiness 
of primary evidence is assessed in terms of 
a methodological hierarchy, in which priority is 

 5 Schmitt (2020) indicates two axes around which causal 
mechanisms can be classified. These are: the level of analysis 
(behavioural mechanisms and process mechanisms that 
describe cause-and-effect relationships across multiple 
steps of the theory of change) and the methodological 
approach (case-based and variance-based).
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given to experimental and quasi-experimental 
designs as the most rigorous and robust research 
method of determining whether a cause-and-effect 
relationship exists between an intervention and 
an outcome. Qualitative and case study designs 
are ranked lower and often only primary research 
results are used in meta-analysis. Moreover, 
an attempt is made to identify research results 
that can be generalised across contexts (Jagosh, 
2019). For example, Storey (2000) introduced 
the ‘Six steps to heaven’ framework, which has 
been incorporated into the OECD Framework 
for the Evaluation of SME and Entrepreneurship 
Policies and Programmes (2008), in order to 
categorise them according to the sophistication 
in the assessment procedure. The assumption 
behind the Storey’s Framework is that the higher 
position a method occupies, the more robust and 
convincing the results are. Realist synthesis, in turn, 
rejects methodological hierarchies and operates on 
the basis of a variety of data sources, including grey 
literature such as action research, administrative 
records, legislative analysis, conceptual critique, 
or personal testimony. This, however, does not 
imply that research quality is irrelevant, but, 
rather, that decisions about quality require complex 
contextualised judgements instead of following 
one pre-established checklist. Moreover, the unit 
of analysis in not a study, but a programme 
theory. Therefore, for example, only one element 
of a primary study can be under investigation by 

a realist reviewer to test a very specific hypothesis 
about the link between a context, a mechanism, and 
an outcome (Pawson et al., 2004), e.g. how to reach 
a target group or what are the trusted sources for 
those to whom an intervention will be addressed. 
Finally, the overarching aim of the realist synthesis 
is not seeking generalisable lessons or universal 
truths, but, rather, to find out under what conditions 
the intervention is more or less likely to work, or, 
to put it differently, what should be considered 
and what can be done to enhance the chances that 
the given intervention will succeed.

It is argued that realist synthesis is more 
explanatory than judgemental in nature as it seeks 
to find out how various combinations of context 
can amplify or mute the fidelity of the programme 
theory. This issue is well-explained by Pawson 
(2006) in his article provocatively entitled “Digging 
for Nuggets: How ‘Bad’ Research Can Yield 
‘Good’ Evidence”:

“…research synthesis follows a disciplined, for-
malized, transparent and highly routinized se-
quence of steps in order that its findings can be 
considered trustworthy – before being launched 
on the policy community. The most characteristic 
aspect of that schedule is the appraise‐then‐
analyse sequence. The research quality of the 
primary studies is checked out and only those 
deemed to be of high standard may enter the 
analysis, the remainder being discarded. This 
paper rejects this logic, arguing that the ‘study’ 
is not the appropriate unit of analysis for quality 

Figure 1. A comparison between realist synthesis and meta-analysis

REALIST SYNTHESIS META-ANALYSIS
focus theory-driven method-driven

unit of analysis a programme theory a single study (research)

data sources various data sources, including grey literature;
sympathetic to the usage of a multi-method, multi-
disciplinary evidence-based designs

results of primary studies
hierarchy of research designs, priority given to 
experimental and quasi-experimental designs

sequence of steps analysis precedes appraisal appraisal precedes analysis

guiding question what works for whom in what circumstances – 
searching for contextual success factors

what works and what does not – searching for 
results that can be generalised across contexts

Source: Own elaboration based on: Pawson et al., 2004; Pawson, 2006; Jagosh, 2019.
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appraisal in research synthesis. There are often 
nuggets of wisdom in methodologically weak 
studies and systematic review disregards them 
at its peril.” (p. 127)

Hence, the key point is that there is much to be 
learned about a given intervention when exploring 
the specifics of each study. While in a traditional 
meta-analysis appraisal goes first and then is 
followed by analysis, in realist synthesis it is other 
way round – analysis precedes appraisal (for an 
example of how a realist synthesis is carried out, 
see: Rycroft-Malone et al., 2012).

Concluding remarks

The paper demonstrates how the feedback from 
evaluation can be used to enhance policymaking 
and policy implementation. Building upon the 
identified limitations of the traditional input/
output approach to the impact evaluation of public 
interventions, theory-oriented evaluations that focus 
on mechanistic evidence coupled with the realist 
synthesis are suggested to support usable knowledge 
creation and its accumulation for public policy 
needs. To this end, the role of theory in evaluation 
is discussed, providing clarification of the term 
‘mechanism’, as different conceptualisations 
of the term can be found in the literature and 
evaluation practice. To complement the posed 
approach – the idea of a realist synthesis for 
reviewing research on complex social interventions 
is presented and contrasted with the traditional 
meta-analysis.

The following practical implications and 
recommendations for practice can be formulated 
to answer the questions about why and how 
programmes worked or failed to work. First, one 
needs an evaluation approach that makes use 
of a theory that properly explicates the causal 
mechanisms linking programme activities with 
programme outcomes, confronting the mechanisms 
with empirical observations. From the point of view 
of evidence-based practice, one needs knowledge 
which not only describes what happened, but which 
also explains the events that took place. This allows 

predictions about the future, thereby making it 
possible to affect the future (i.e. improve future public 
interventions of the same kind or improve the ones 
in operation). Second, as different approaches 
to causation capture different aspects of causal 
relationships, distinctive features of mechanism-
based causation must be recognised against other 
types of causation (regularity, counterfactual, 
configurational). None of them should be considered 
superior, as they answer different questions and serve 
dif ferent policy needs. The strength of mechanisms 
grounded in generative causation lies in capturing 
the complexity of social phenomena. They provide 
a fine-grained description of causal mechanisms at 
work, strengthen our understanding of how and why 
public interventions work, with whom, and under 
what circumstances, thereby allowing the inferences 
about the effectiveness of the intervention in other 
settings (opening the ‘black box’ of public inter-
ventions). However, there is nothing that would 
stop one from combining different approaches and 
methods to identify causal relationships. Quite 
contrary – it is even recommended. Cook (2000), 
for example, writes about “false choice” between 
theory-based evaluation and experimentation. 
Peck (2020) asserts that “operating experimental 
evaluations with a theory-based framework is ideal 
as both kinds of evaluations are made stronger 
by being in partnership” (p. 146). Frequently, 
the counterfactual approach is only the first step 
in the evaluation process, as in the second step, 
in-depth qualitative research is conducted to 
explain the observed relationship and the mechanisms 
that govern it.

Nevertheless, the suggested approaches are not 
free from certain practical problems and limitations. 
Providing mechanism-based explanations is very 
demanding in terms of time and data requirements. 
An in-depth understanding of micro-mechanisms 
at work enables gaining knowledge of more 
general significance, but requires taking into 
account also mechanisms working at the higher 
levels, i.e. meso and macro, emerging from a high 
number of micro-mechanisms being activated 
at the level of agents, which makes the causal 
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inference about public intervention a challenging 
task. Given the fact that the distance between 
the macro level and the micro level might be 
too big to explain certain phenomena properly 
(e.g. individual-level entrepreneurial outcomes 
through the prism of country characteristics and its 
institutional quality; see: Kim et al., 2016), exploring 
meso-level mechanisms is a promising directions 
for future research. As regards realist synthesis, 
it does not follow a standardised procedure, it is 
inherently pluralist and flexible, and, therefore, it 
is not easy to reproduce. Thus, it is not for novices. 
It requires substantial knowledge and expertise 
to identify and apprise the quality of evidence 
appropriately. In order to preserve the accuracy and 
reliability of the made judgements, one needs what 
Pawson (2013) calls “organised scepticism”, which 
means that any scientific claim must be exposed 
to criticism. For that reason, it is imperative that 
any judgmental, discretionary decisions must be 
transparent enough to be openly challenged and 
scrutinised.
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