
Introducing Critical Realism Workshops
Welcome to today’s webinar – we will be starting soon

During the webinar you can use the Q&A tool
• to ask questions for the presenter to answer
• to ‘upvote’ questions using the thumbs up button
• to comment on questions

• please keep questions and comments short and direct
• we may offer you the chance to ask your question over audio

Use the Chat tool if you have technical questions or feedback

Twitter hashtag: #CRworkshop
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Introduction

About me

Lecturer, Loughborough University (UK)

Sport, exercise and health

Sociology / social determinants

Organ transplant recipients  / medical sociology

5/18 publications are about Critical Realism

About you

Your geographical location 

Your career stage

Your methodological background



Introduction

Brief recap

Ontology

Epistemology

Methodological choices

What do we mean by analysis?

As a stage in the research process



Decide on broad aims

Review literature

Decide on specific research questions

Collect data

Analyse data

Write the paper

Paper gets rejected, feel stupid, start again
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Introduction

Brief recap

Ontology

Epistemology

Methodological choices

What do we mean by analysis?

As a stage in the research process

‘Making sense’ of data

‘Map making’

“Interview transcripts were analysed using 
interpretive phenomenological analysis”

“Analyses included Bayesian multilevel 
modeling”



Primer

What is a good explanation? Key points

Relevance: What are you looking for when 
we analyse data?

Beyond description (qual or quant)

Towards causal explanations

Beyond ‘if X, then Y’

Towards causal powers, potentials, 
dispositions and mechanisms
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Key ideas from 
the literature
Analysis ought to…
• involve listening out for ‘demi-regularities’

• involve thinking qualitatively and 
quantitatively

• be more interpretive than is the norm in 
empiricism

• involve looking out for causal processes

• be more empirical, rational and pragmatic 
than is the norm in interpretivism



Key ideas from 
the literature

Listening for patterns

But checking that these are not just the 
patterns that you want to hear

See patterns as tendencies, not laws

• Listening out for ‘demi-regularities’

• Thinking qualitatively and quantitatively

• Being more interpretive than is the norm in 
empiricism

• Looking out for causal processes

• Being more empirical, rational and pragmatic 
than is the norm in interpretivism



Key ideas from 
the literature

“prominent recurrent patterns of contexts and 
outcomes” Wong et al. (2011)

“‘extensive’ study typically identifies regularities, 
or demi-regularities (Lawson 1994, 1997) and has 
limited explanatory power (i.e. of how and why)” 
Eastwood et al. (2014)

“Discovering those demi-regularities is extremely 
important because they can act as pointers to the 
further investigation of possible causal generative 
mechanisms at work.” Iosofides (2017)

• Listening out for ‘demi-regularities’

• Thinking qualitatively and quantitatively

• Being more interpretive than is the norm in 
empiricism

• Looking out for causal processes

• Being more empirical, rational and pragmatic 
than is the norm in interpretivism



Key ideas from 
the literature

The most dominant codes were used as a starting 
point to identify demi-regularities. One important 
demi-regularity was found in the way farm women 
described their roles. With just a few exceptions, 
the majority of farm women repeatedly described 
their male partners as the ‘main’ or ‘central’ farmer 
on the operation. Despite the fact that 14 of 30 
claimed ‘farmer’ as at least one of their job titles, 
the majority still described their actual activities 
as that of ‘employee,’ ‘go-for,’ or ‘helper.’ The tasks 
most commonly done by women were: accounting, 
administration and farm business management, 
hauling, and driving (particularly to move farm 
machinery or workers). Women were less likely to 
be directly involved in fieldwork or livestock 
handling than men, although they still performed 
these tasks. This finding on the marginalization 
of women’s farm roles as ‘helping’ was an 
important demi-regularity.

Fletcher (2017)

• Listening out for ‘demi-regularities’

• Thinking qualitatively and quantitatively

• Being more interpretive than is the norm in 
empiricism

• Looking out for causal processes

• Being more empirical, rational and pragmatic 
than is the norm in interpretivism
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Key ideas from 
the literature

• Listening out for ‘demi-regularities’

• Thinking qualitatively and quantitatively

• Being more interpretive than is the norm in 
empiricism

• Looking out for causal processes

• Being more empirical, rational and pragmatic 
than is the norm in interpretivism

While quantitative methods with 
large sample sizes are excellent at 
drawing attention to regularities 
giving insight into objects of inquiry, 
Sayer (1984, 114) argues that 
‘qualitative information is needed 
on the nature of the objects 
involved and not merely more 
quantitative data on empirical 
associations’ (Sayer 1984, 114)



Key ideas from 
the literature

• Listening out for ‘demi-regularities’

• Thinking qualitatively and quantitatively

• Being more interpretive than is the norm in 
empiricism

• Looking out for causal processes

• Being more empirical, rational and pragmatic 
than is the norm in interpretivism

“The trained ethnographic eye (an 
instrument) is able to bring to light certain 
relations, patterns, habits, and 
dispositions which would otherwise go 
unnoticed. The interviewer is able to 
disclose what takes place in someone’s 
head through free or guided discussion 
and is able to get at the reasons, thoughts 
and feelings of an agent or actor which 
would otherwise remain hidden. A 
regression analysis is able to highlight 
certain trends and, while not providing 
law-like regularities, may support and even 
start to quantify and lend credence to 
other theories, which might otherwise be 
lacking in evidence.” (Ruzou, 2016, p. 6)



Describe what is happening in the scene



Describe what the meme represents









Describe (count) how frequently the 
distracted boyfriend meme and the 

distracted girlfriend meme are used?





Key ideas from 
the literature

Moving beyond the observed facts 

• Listening out for ‘demi-regularities’

• Thinking qualitatively and quantitatively

• Being more interpretive than is the norm in 
empiricism

• Looking out for causal processes

• Being more empirical, rational and pragmatic 
than is the norm in interpretivism



Key ideas from 
the literature

Abduction

a conceptual ‘redescription’ (Fletcher 2017; 
Hoddy 2019)or ‘recontextualisation’ 
(Danermark et al. 2002) of empirical data 
that gives a more abstract and general form 
to the phenomenon in a way which 
acknowledges the early presence of 
conceptual framings while also allowing 
empirical data to inform such conceptual 
framings (Lusted 2018).

• Listening out for ‘demi-regularities’

• Thinking qualitatively and quantitatively

• Being more interpretive than is the norm in 
empiricism

• Looking out for causal processes

• Being more empirical, rational and pragmatic 
than is the norm in interpretivism



Key ideas from 
the literature

Abduction

As Danermark et al. (2002,91) explained,

The revolution of recontextualizations is that
they give a new meaning to already known
phenomena. Social science discoveries are
to a large extent associated with
recontextualization. Social scientists do not
discover new events that nobody knew
about before. What is discovered is
connections and relations, not directly
observable, by which we can understand
and explain already known occurrences in a
novel way.

• Listening out for ‘demi-regularities’

• Thinking qualitatively and quantitatively

• Being more interpretive than is the norm in 
empiricism

• Looking out for causal processes

• Being more empirical, rational and pragmatic 
than is the norm in interpretivism



What abstract concepts might help us re-describe 
what is happening in these scenes?





Key ideas from 
the literature

Hunting for causes? 

Uncovering?

Speculating? 

Theorising?

• Listening out for ‘demi-regularities’

• Thinking qualitatively and quantitatively

• Being more interpretive than is the norm in 
empiricism

• Looking out for causal processes

• Being more empirical, rational and pragmatic 
than is the norm in interpretivism



Key ideas from 
the literature

Importantly, Critical Realism disagrees with the Humean
‘regularity’ model of causation (i.e., simply one event after 
another… and inferring causation based on regular 
observations of these events). 

“Realism replaces the regularity model with one in which 
objects and social relations have causal powers which may or 
may not produce regularities” (Sayer, 1992, p. 2)

“It relies fundamentally on an understanding of the processes 
by which an event or situation occurs, rather than simply a 
comparison of situations involving the presence and absence 
of the presumed cause.” (Maxwell, 2004, p. 9)

Similar to causal dispositionalism (Anjum and Mumford, 
2018)

Causation can be observed in single cases and “legitimates a 
concern with understanding particular situations and 
events, rather than addressing only general patterns.” (Mawell, 
2004)

When dealing with people, meaning, beliefs, values and 
intentions should be seen as as causal (Maxwell, 2004)

• Listening out for ‘demi-regularities’

• Thinking qualitatively and quantitatively

• Being more interpretive than is the norm in 
empiricism

• Looking out for causal processes

• Being more empirical, rational and pragmatic 
than is the norm in interpretivism



Key ideas from 
the literature

Retroduction

The thought process of retroduction entails thinking about the 
mechanisms – that may be ‘latent’ or ‘dormant’ – that have 
real causal influence on the world because of their intrinsic 
properties (Jagosh 2020). 

Causes are ‘dispositional’ in this sense precisely because they 
do not always produce actual events in the real-world as their 
causal power is dependent on the context in which they reside 
(Hoddy 2019; Decoteau 2017). 

According to Danermark, Ekström, and Karlsson (2019, 118), 
retroductive thinking can be guided by asking questions like 
‘what properties must exist for X to exist and to be what X is?’ 
and ‘how is X possible?’ 

Indeed, as a reasoning process that moves from concrete to 
abstract and back again, retroduction is the ‘central mode of 
inference’ in critical realism (Lawson 1998, 156, cited in 
Fletcher 2017) and is also widely used in social sciences more 
broadly even though it is not always made explicit (Danermark
et al. 2002). 

In order to achieve its aims, retroduction draws on grand 
theoretical narratives about why the world is as it is, as well as 
so-called middle range theories (Astbury 2018) that are 
deliberately more local and limited in scope.

• Listening out for ‘demi-regularities’

• Thinking qualitatively and quantitatively

• Being more interpretive than is the norm in 
empiricism

• Looking out for causal processes

• Being more empirical, rational and pragmatic 
than is the norm in interpretivism



What must exist for these memes to be possible? Why 
is it the case that the distracted boyfriend meme is 

used more often?





Key ideas from 
the literature

Some interpretations are better than others

Validity is a concern

Indicators of validity can come from 
empiricism, rationalism and pragmatism

• Listening out for ‘demi-regularities’

• Thinking qualitatively and quantitatively

• Being more interpretive than is the norm in 
empiricism

• Looking out for causal processes

• Being more empirical, rational and 
pragmatic than is the norm in 
interpretivism
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An attempt to operationalize these ideas



Fletcher, A. J. (2017). Applying critical realism in qualitative research: methodology meets method. International Journal 
of Social Research Methodology, 20(2), 181-194.

Experiential themes
intentions, hopes, concerns, 

beliefs, and feelings captured 
in the data; 

Inferential themes
inferences and conceptual 
redescriptions using more 

abstract language;

Dispositional themes
theories about the properties 

that must exist in order to 
produce the phenomena being 

studied. 







Experiential Themes
“intentions, hopes, concerns, beliefs, and feelings captured in the data”



Inferential Themes
“inferences and conceptual redescriptions using more abstract language”



Dispositional Themes
”theories about the properties that must exist in order to produce the phenomena being studied”



Turning themes into explanations… 

Partially because of the existence of ‘E’ There may be a tendency that ‘I’ This manifested in our data which 
showed that ‘D’



Because of the existence of…
the existentialist notion of the human disposition to make lives 

meaningful through serious commitments and concernful
involvement…

there may be a tendency that…
sports coaches believe that commitment is important to coaching 

and that this forms part of it being considered 'serious leisure'. 

This manifested in our data which showed that…
most participants in this study strongly believe that coaching should 

be a long-term, serious commitment.



Summary and 
conclusions

Analysis is a (non-discrete) stage of the 
research process which is about making 
sense of data 

Critical Realism can guide data analysis, 
encouraging us to:

Look for patterns, look for causes, think 
with qual and quant, think abductively and 
retroductively, be interpretive, empirical, 
rational, pragmatic

Using three types of ‘themes’ and being 
aware of validity indicators is one way of 
operationalizing CR principles

In general, CR analysis may be 
underdeveloped 



Thanks for 
attending!

Dr Gareth Wiltshire       Loughborough University, UK      g.wiltshire@lboro.ac.uk       @gareth_wilts

30 mins for 
questions and 
discussion


