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Background

• This study is one of many in the Research in 
Public Health Systems and Services Initiative 
(REPHSS) formerly CPHFRI.

• Over 40 partners, five universities, national 
and provincial level (BC, ON) knowledge users

• 13 studies funded by CIHR and MSFHR
• Based on a collaboratively developed PHSSR 

agenda, guided by a framework integrating 
concepts of complexity



The Public Health Issue

• Implementation is the 
Achilles Heel of innovation

• Successful implementation 
of interventions is fraught 
with challenges

• Without adequate 
implementation, PH 
interventions will not work

• Cost to system high in a 
time of scarce resources

Evidence to Practice Gap



Lack of Synthesized 
Evidence

• While there have been many systematic 
reviews conducted on implementation of 
health care interventions, almost none on the 
implementation of public health interventions

• Important differences between public health 
and health care interventions, thus a synthesis 
of the PH literature was warranted



Three Problems

Breadth of PH Evidence is vast

Explanations of PH Effects is Multi-level 

Causal Chain is long, complex, and not linear



The Promise of Realist
Synthesis

• Realist synthesis: 
review and synthesis of 
evidence that focuses 
on understanding the 
mechanisms by which 
an intervention works 
(or not)

• What works for who 
and in what context? 

• How are the observed 
outcomes achieved?



• What mechanisms are 
inherent in successful 
implementation strategies for 
PH interventions?

• What are the contexts within 
which different mechanisms 
produce different levels of 
success in implementation? 

• What are the circumstances 
or conditions in which 
successful implementation of 
public health interventions 
are most likely to occur? 

• Why are some 
public health 
interventions 
successfully 
implemented and 
others not? 

Purpose of Overall Study



Objective

• To develop an initial program theory to guide 
a realist synthesis of the literature on the 
successful implementation of public health 
interventions



Methods

• Ten candidate theories/frameworks identified
• Only one somewhat relevant to public health
• Consolidated Framework for Implementation 

Research selected (CFIR) – comprehensive with 
constructs from 19 other frameworks

• Empirical articles on implementation of system-
wide PH interventions tested with CFIR

• Many gaps identified, framework revised, tested, 
revised again





Potential Utility

Prospectively
• Can be used by 

practitioners and policy 
makers to guide successful 
implementation

Retrospectively
• Can be used retrospectively 

by researchers/evaluators 
to study the 
implementation process

We need more of both
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