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Implementation

“In public service, implementation refers to the process of putting a service, 

a policy, or a set of practices into application so that it achieves its intended 

outcomes to provide socially significant benefits to individuals and society. 

Even the best-designed services and programmes will fail if they are 

implemented poorly. Across the world, scientists, policy makers, funders and 

practitioners recognise that there is an implementation gap between what is 

known about effective services and how they are delivered in practice.” 

The UK Implementation Society www.ukimplementation.org.uk

The implementation task is usually to wriggle, fit, squeeze or impose your innovation 
into the current bandwidth of services in your chosen setting  

http://www.ukimplementation.org.uk/
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Line your Local Authority/Commissioner/Investor/intermediary ducks up
Prepare to float your innovation on the lake 

Who is trusted in the system? Clue – not you sunshine
(Rogers Diffusion of innovations theory 1962) 
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Prepare for the unexpected/resistance/rejection at individual, team and system level

Everyone has a plan until they get 
punched in the mouth  - Mike Tyson

The difficulty lies not so much in 
developing new ideas as in escaping 
from old ones – John Maynard Keynes

Doctoral Research (applied example) 

• In 2008 10 MST teams were established in a new three year funding round in England 

• Three services were followed up 7 years later for doctoral qualitative research. 

• One service closed at 2 years 

• One service closed at 5 years 

• One service was sustained and considerably expanded 

• Research questions 

• Why were the outcomes so different when the initial set up was similar? 

• What happened? 

• What can be learned about the implementation and sustainment of evidence based practice? 

• What are the organisational features and contexts which lead to success or failure? 
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Methods 

• Professional Doctorate practice-theory-practice

• A grounded theory methodological approach (Charmaz, 2006, 2014) was taken to analyse twelve 
participant interviews across the three Authorities, including one with the national programme 
lead for MST

• Interviews were coded (Nvivo) and synthesised to produce new theoretical concepts 

• An opportunity to learn from success and from failure

• Focus on initial implementation and later relevance to sustainability 

• Damschroder et al Consolidated Framework for Implementation Research 
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CFIR domains and constructs 

Multi Systemic Therapy 

• Ten new sites funded by Dept of Health 

• MST is a well known intervention for young people at risk of care and custody 

• Clear implementation ‘Goals and Guidelines’ 

• National Adviser, MST Consultants, continuous oversight and participation in implementation 

• Sector Advisers to assist as necessary 

• Local Authority sign up via competitive process 

• Three year tapered funding 

• Participation in START trial RCT (randomisation after initial year) 
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Isolated coastal 

• Provider was a voluntary sector organisation (youth advocacy and mental health) 

• Acknowledged as a weaker application 

• Geographically remote and distant from other sites 

• Equivocal sign up by Local Authority but supported by Regional Government Office 

• Referral pipeline difficult 

• Provider striving to succeed but LA lukewarm 

• Steering group non-collaborative 

• Round peg in a square hole 

• Supervisor left, precipitating crisis and temporary arrangements 

• Closed before grant end 

Expanded City  

• Strong and thoughtful application 

• Implementation driven by personal involvement of CEX 

• Initially lauded by system and leadership as an agent of change 

• Strong and well performing team with able supervisor 

• Period of high performance

• Successive change of leadership in Children’s social care 

• Denuded steering group 

• Pipeline of referrals became challenging 

• System challenges, financial, cultural, research, 

• Hostile environment overcame the service at five year point 
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Metro City 

• Strong bid from a mature partnership with clear leadership 

• System was ready for the challenges 

• New DCS as an agent of positive change 

• Steering group a place of support and explicit problem solving 

• Stability of initial leadership (with some internal promotion) 

• Relatively quick expansion of the initial team 

• MST became adopted by the local systems 

• Some fragilities but long term funding, political and strategic support was in place 

• Connection to stated corporate values and a drive towards an evidence informed workforce

Findings 

The High Collaborative Environment 

An actively managed and facilitated context in which the strategic and operational space for the 
intervention to successfully embed and sustain itself is purposefully created, as evidenced in the 
setting which continued to provide MST. A values based approach connected operational practice to  
desired strategic outcomes. This significantly assisted the implementation which then laid a 
foundation for long term sustainment. 

The Hostile Environment

Conceptualised as a context of continuous threat, strategic change and uncertainty where the 
intervention is poorly placed. In the first setting this led to early closure as the service could not find 
a fit within the setting. In the second setting, a successful mobilisation followed by a period of 
positive performance, could not sustain MST in the long term as the strategic and operational 
context changed negatively and strategic support ebbed away.  



11/07/2022

9

Findings 2 

Leadership for Implementation 

The findings support and contribute to the understanding of the category of Leadership for 
implementation (Aarons 2016).

Leadership which is attentive, relational, collaborative and perseverant appears most conducive to 
the successful implementation outcomes. Consistent leadership at the MST steering group is 
identified as vital as it is in this forum where the high collaborative environment and leadership for 
implementation were most evident. 

Reflections 

• Churn, change and threat were constant motifs in all settings. 

• Strategic uncertainty and a propensity to move on or default to status quo

• Limited knowledge of research methods by social care 

• Poor understanding of what an evidence based model might be nor the logic model 

• Funding and the evaluation of Local Authority’s own costs became confused

• Projects feel like projects with a sense of otherness for a long time (Normalisation Process 
Theory) 
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Lessons for practice 

• Maintain and refresh leadership at the steering group 

• Beware the ‘Toxic trio’ – Change of leadership, change of supervisor, funding challenges 

• Return evidence of effectiveness to the system in a format they could be easily understood 

• Build alliances and trails of support to be called upon when you need them 

• Take responsibility for informing strategic leadership of your value and outcomes 

• Be attentive to referral pipeline 

• Plan for the predictable crisis and turnover of key staff 

Questions 
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Further links 
https://implementationscience.biomedcentral.com

https://implementationsciencecomms.biomedcentral.com

https://www.kcl.ac.uk/research/cis

https://www.thisinstitute.cam.ac.uk

https://nirn.fpg.unc.edu/national-implementation-research-network

https://www.effectiveservices.org/work/implementation-network-and-
initiative

https://www.ceiglobal.org

https://globalimplementation.org

https://implementationscience.biomedcentral.com/
https://implementationsciencecomms.biomedcentral.com/
https://www.kcl.ac.uk/research/cis
https://www.thisinstitute.cam.ac.uk/
https://nirn.fpg.unc.edu/national-implementation-research-network
https://www.effectiveservices.org/work/implementation-network-and-initiative
https://www.ceiglobal.org/
https://globalimplementation.org/

