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Embracing 
Complexity 
1. Intervention complexity 

– Multiple components 

2. Contextual Complexity 
– Dynamic multidimensional environments 

3. Implementation Complexity 
– Multi-component strategies 

4. Pathway complexity 
– Feedback loops, mediators, moderators, etc 

5. Population complexity 
– Focus on multiple pt groups 
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Power of Theory 

• Provides organizing framework for your research 

• Provides harmonized language: common terms & definitions 

• Builds scientific knowledge base 

• Context, mechanisms of action 

• Generalize through theory 

• Syntheses 

• Efficient way to systematically build collective knowledge 

Colquhoun, H., Leeman, J., Michie, S., Lokker, C., Bragge, P., Hempel, S., … Grimshaw, J. (2014). Towards a common terminology: a simplified framework of interventions to promote and integrate 
evidence into health practices, systems, and policies. Implementation Science, 9, 51. 
Foy R, Ovretveit J, Shekelle PG, et al. The role of theory in research to develop and evaluate the implementation of patient safety practices. Quality & safety in health care. Feb 11 2011. 
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Damschroder, L.J., Reardon, C.M., Sperber, N., Robinson, C.H., Fickel, J.J. and Oddone, E.Z., 2017. Implementation evaluation of the telephone lifestyle coaching (TLC) program: organizational factors 
associated with successful implementation. Translational behavioral medicine, 7(2), pp.233-241. 



CFIR 
Consolidated Framework for Implementation Research 
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CFIR 

    

Consolidated Framework for Implementation Research 
Damschroder, L. J., D. C. Aron, R. E. Keith, S. R. Kirsh, J. A. Alexander, and J. C. Lowery. 2009. “Fostering implementation of health services research findings 
into practice: a consolidated framework for advancing implementation science.” Implement Sci 4.. 
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• Correlation: 0.55 (p=0.08) 





Distinguishing Constructs 

High Referral Low Referral 

 

Structural Characteristics 
Preventive services report to 
same boss 

Unfilled positions 
PCMH Changes 

Networks & Communications 
High respect and relationships -
teams 

Weak/no links in primary care 

Compatibility 
Values 
Clinical initiatives 
Existing programs 

Only PCPs refer 
Could not access notes 

Engaging: Implementation Lead(s) 
Enthusiastic, capable leaders Missing leaders 

Engaging: Stakeholders 
Multi-faceted communications Poor communications 

Planning 
“JIT” planning Roll out to smaller rural clinics 

first 
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Implementation 
Mapping

Theory 

Theory 

Theory Theory 

Fernandez ME, Ten Hoor GA, van Lieshout S, 

Rodriguez SA, Beidas RS, Parcel G, Ruiter RA, 

Markham CM, Kok G. Implementation mapping: using 

intervention mapping to develop implementation 
strategies. Frontiers in public health. 2019;7:158. 



 
 
 

Successful Implementation

Using Theory to Open the Black Box 

Tailor strategies to context Implementation Mapping 
https://interventionmapping.com/ 

Assess context 

Black Box Theory 

Choose strategy(s) 

Define objectives/outcomes 

ID mechanisms of change 

Theory 

Successful Implementation 

Operationalize 
• Name It 
• Define It 
• Specify It (actor, target, etc) 

https://interventionmapping.com/


 

Implementation 
Approach 

Implementation 
Outcomes 

Health System & 
Clinical Outcomes 

Process Frameworks 
Guide the process of 

implementation; identify 
mechanisms of change 

Determinant Frameworks 
Name and define conceptual constructs 

that may influence (i.e., moderators) 
implementation outcomes 

Individuals Involved e.g., users of the EBI, Champions 

Inner Setting e.g., Compatibility of EBI, Relative Priority 

Outer Setting e.g., Payment Policy, Market Pressure 

Evidence-based 
Innovation (EBI) 



Embracing 
Complexity 
1. Intervention complexity 

– Multiple components 

2. Contextual Complexity 
– Dynamic multidimensional environments 

3. Implementation Complexity 
– Multi-component strategies 

4. Pathway complexity 
– Feedback loops, mediators, moderators, etc 

5. Population complexity 
– Focus on multiple pt groups 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Butler M, Epstein RA, Totten A, Whitlock EP, Ansari MT, Damschroder LJ, Balk E, Bass EB, 
Berkman ND, Hempel S, Iyer S. AHRQ series on complex intervention systematic reviews— 
paper 3: adapting frameworks to develop protocols. Journal of clinical epidemiology. 2017 Oct 
1;90:19-27. 



 
  

  
 

Chinman M, Ebener P, Malone PS, Cannon J, D'Amico EJ, Acosta J. Testing 
implementation support for evidence-based programs in community settings: a 
replication cluster-randomized trial of Getting To Outcomes®. Implement Sci. 
2018 Oct 22;13(1):131. doi: 10.1186/s13012-018-0825-7. PMID: 30348227; 
PMCID: PMC6196461. 



  Findings suggest that systematic implementation support 
provided by GTO can help community 
organizations achieve better fidelity. Findings replicate 
the implementation results from a previous GTO study 
using the same design, but with a different evidence-
based program and different fidelity measures 
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Outcomes 

Proctor, E., H. Silmere, R. Raghavan, P. Hovmand, G. Aarons, A. Bunger, R. Griffey, and M. Hensley, 
Outcomes for implementation research: conceptual distinctions, measurement challenges, and research 
agenda. Administration and Policy in Mental Health, 2011. 38(2): p. 65-76. 20 



Penetration: Referral rates 
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RE-AIM.org 

https://RE-AIM.org


Multiple Frameworks: CFIR + RE-AIM 



 

 

  

 
 

 

  

 

 
  

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
  

CFIR + RE-AIM 

Adoption Implementation Maintenance 

Effectiveness Reach 

DPP Characteristics 
• Evidence Strength & Quality 
• Relative Advantage 

Inner Setting 
• Leadership Engagement 
• Structural Characteristics Inner Setting 

• Design Quality & Packaging 

• Structural Characteristics 
• Access to Knowledge & 

Information 
• Compatibility 
• Available Resources 
• Leadership Engagement 

Process 
• Engaging: DPP Team 
• Reflecting & Evaluating 

DPP Characteristics 
• Evidence Strength & Quality 
• Relative Advantage 

Outer Setting 
• Patient Needs & Resources 

Inner Setting 
• Compatibility 
• Relative Priority 

Process 
• Engaging: Patients 

Identify Barriers & 
Facilitators 

… 
Unique to each 

Outcome Domain 

DPP Characteristics 
Outer Setting Inner Setting 

• Evidence Strength & Quality 
• External Policies & Incentives • Available Resources 

• Relative Advantage 



 
 

Multiple Frameworks: CFIR + GTO 

Identify Barriers & 
Facilitators 

… 
Using Getting-to-

Outcomes Framework 
versus NO GTO 

These findings highlight that implementation 
support such as GTO is likely to help lower-
resourced community-based organizations 
improve fidelity through a focus on planning 
and evaluation processes. 
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Levels of 
Theory 





Quality 
Improvement 



Use of Theories Across the Spectrum 



 Function of Conceptual Frameworks 

1. To build a foundation 

2. To conceptualize the study 

3. To develop and assess research design and instrumentation 

4. To provide a reference point for interpretation of findings 

5. To demonstrate how a study advances knowledge 

Rocco TS, Plakhotnik MS. Literature reviews, conceptual frameworks, and theoretical frameworks: Terms, functions, and distinctions. Human Resource 
Development Review. 2009 Mar;8(1):120-30. 



    
    

  

      

  

 

 

Online Theory Comparison and 

Selection Tool (T-CaST): 

https://impsci.tracs.unc.edu/tcast/ 

• Birken SA, Powell BJ, Shea CM, Haines ER, Kirk MA, Leeman J, Rohweder C, 
Damschroder L, Presseau J. Criteria for selecting implementation science theories and 
frameworks: results from an international survey. Implementation Science. 2017 Dec 
1;12(1):124. 

• Birken SA, Rohweder CL, Powell BJ, Shea CM, Scott J, Leeman J, Grewe ME, Kirk MA, 
Damschroder L, Aldridge WA, Haines ER. T-CaST: an implementation theory 
comparison and selection tool. Implementation Science. 2018 Dec 1;13(1):143. 

Choosing a Framework 

https://impsci.tracs.unc.edu/tcast/
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What does a framework clarify? 

• Your research questions 

• Terms & definitions for key constructs 

• Assumptions about relationships between constructs to be tested 
– Logical (what defines a relationship) 

– Temporal (chronological) 

• Defines the breadth and scope of your study 
– E.g., intermediate vs long-term outcomes 

• Identifies your measures 
– What can and can’t be measured 





 

 

 
 

 

  

 

 

 

  

Theory because… 

• The adage that “all models are • My take, based on Lewin: 
wrong” is not the end of the • “…there is nothing so practical as 
story, a good theory because good 

• …Box goes on to acknowledge theory is what enables 
that knowledge to emerge out of 

seeming chaos and to be “…some are useful; the practical 
translated into effective use for question is how wrong do they 

the benefit of humankind.” have to be to not be useful?” 
Damschroder LJ. Clarity out of chaos: use of theory in implementation research. Psychiatry 
research. 2020 Jan 1;283. 
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