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Abstract

Background: The implementation of complex interventions experiences challenges that affect the extent to which
they become embedded and scaled-up. Implementation at scale in complex environments like community settings
defies universal replication. Planning for implementation in such environments requires knowledge of
organisational capacity and structure. Pre-implementation work is an important element of the early phase of
preparing the setting for the introduction of an intervention, and the factors contributing towards the creation of
an optimal pre-implementation community context are under-acknowledged.

Methods: To explore the factors contributing towards the creation of an optimal pre-implementation context, a
quasi-ethnographic approach was taken. The implementation of a social network intervention designed to tackle
loneliness in a community setting acts as the case in example. Observations (of meetings), interviews (with
community partners) and documentary analysis (national and local policy documents and intervention resources)
were conducted. Layder’s adaptive theory approach was taken to data analysis, with the Consolidated Framework
for Implementation Research (CFIR) and a typology of third-sector organisations used to interpret the findings.

Results: Community settings were found to sit along a continuum with three broad categories defined as Fully
Professionalised Organisations; Aspirational Community, Voluntary and Social Enterprises; and Non-Professionalised
Community-Based Groups. The nature of an optimal pre-implementation context varied across these settings. Using
the CFIR, the results illustrate that some settings were more influenced by political landscape (Fully professional and
Aspirational setting) and others more influenced by their founding values and ethos (Non-Professionalised
Community-Based settings). Readiness was achieved at different speeds across the categories with those settings
with more resource availability more able to achieve readiness (Fully Professional settings), and others requiring
flexibility in the intervention to help overcome limited resource availability (Aspirational and Non-Professionalised
Community-Based settings).
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Conclusions: The CFIR is useful in highlighting the multiple facets at play in creating the optimal pre-
implementation context, and where flex is required to achieve this. The CFIR illuminates the similarities and
differences between and across settings, highlighting the complexity of open system settings and the important
need for pre-implementation work.

Trial registration: ISRCTN19193075

Background
Key challenges are evident in the extent to which the
implementation of complex interventions can become
an embedded part of routine practice and are able to be
scaled-up. There is increasing recognition that imple-
mentation at scale in complex environments is far from
simple and defies a method for universal replication [1].
This is particularly the case for interventions destined
for community settings. Interventions designed specific-
ally to engage hard-to-reach groups are often reliant on
organisations and informal settings which have the least
capacity to deliver. Planning for implementation in
Community, Voluntary and Social Enterprise (CVSE) or-
ganisations requires knowledge of organisational
capacity and structure. These are frequently more
hidden and less formulaic than those of the formal
health care system, and therefore, this necessitates the
need for pre-implementation work. The purpose of pre-
implementation work is to identify the nature of the set-
tings and to understand the fit between the intervention
and the settings’ capacity to deliver in terms of reach,
engagement and other markers of readiness. Readiness is
a concept that refers to the extent to which those

individuals who are likely to be involved in implementa-
tion can individually and collectively be primed and mo-
tivated. It refers to their capacity and capability of
making change in a way which enhances or negates the
implementation process [2–5].
Initial readiness becomes more important the more

open the context. Open systems such as community
settings are more entangled and messier than closed
systems where entities and processes are independent
from one another [6]. Interventions in the ‘real-world’
settings like community settings are characterised by
‘dynamic complexity’ of non-linear relationships be-
tween system elements [7]. This poses challenges for
mapping the landscape and for the pre-
implementation work that is required. In a review of
the evidence-to-practice gap for complex interventions
in primary care, the degree of preparation prior to
implementation was identified as a key element of
successful implementation [8]. Similarly, the early
phase of preparing the ground for the introduction
and testing of public health interventions has been
demonstrated as a key facet of large-scale improve-
ment [9].
There is an increasing focus on examining how inter-

ventions interact with the flux of changing contexts [1,
3, 10]. Pfadenhauer et al. [11] view context as the set of
active unique characteristics and circumstances sur-
rounding implementation that hold the capacity to mod-
ify, facilitate or inhibit the implementation of an
intervention. Complex systems as in the case of open
systems are characteristically unpredictable, unstable
and constantly unfolding [12], and they adapt, interact
and co-evolve with other local systems [1]. Viewing con-
text and implementation in an integrative way coalesces
with the notion that flexibility is required to support im-
plementation and that alignment between context and
intervention is achieved with flexibility within each com-
ponent [13].
Engaging in pre-implementation work offers oppor-

tunities for tracking this evolution, the results of which
can be an aid to encourage successful implementation
and sustainability [13]. Our focus here is on better un-
derstanding the organisational arrangements and work
required prior to the implementation of an intervention.
This is taking place in a landscape that is moving
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towards the CVSE sector playing a greater role in the
health and social care strategy [14], which interface with
yet another layer of complexity, that is, the complexity
arising from the context needs at the intersection with
the resources and networks operating in peoples’ every-
day lives [15].
The specific example we are concerned with here is

the implementation of a social network intervention de-
signed to tackle social isolation and loneliness by con-
necting people to the resources in their community
allowing them to take part in activities or utilise support.
In the UK, 30% of the adult population experience social
isolation or loneliness [16], with studies reporting a
negative impact on physical and mental health outcomes
[17]. Studies have highlighted how connecting to com-
munity resources can help protect against loneliness [18]
and that improving the quality of existing relationships
as well as increasing participation in activities may help
tackle the impact of loneliness and social isolation [19].
Thus, it follows that implementing a social network
intervention in the CVSE sector to connect people who
are at risk of social isolation or loneliness could help ad-
dress this public health concern.
The Project About Loneliness and Social networks

(PALS) is a hybrid designed [20] pragmatic rando-
mised controlled trial (RCT) (the study protocol is
available [21]). The hybrid design simultaneously as-
sesses the effectiveness and cost-effectiveness of a fa-
cilitated social network intervention (Genie
intervention), as well as the implementation of this
in a community setting through an embedded
process evaluation. The intervention has been devel-
oped and tested in the context of managing long-
term health conditions [22–24]. However, the inter-
vention has yet to be tested in relation to addressing
loneliness, and it has yet to be implemented in
CVSE environments. Thus, in order to maximise
successful implementation, and ultimately the sus-
tainability of the intervention in an open system, the
logic and complexity of the CVSE environments
within which the implementation team is working
needs to be understood. Through the above acting
as a case in example, this paper will explore the na-
ture of community settings.

Aim
This study examines the factors contributing towards
the creation of the optimal pre-implementation con-
text. The study also examines the extent to which
CVSE environments and people within it need to
adapt to allow space for introducing the intervention
(elasticity), and the extent to which the intervention
elements be moulded to accommodate the context
(pliability).

Design
A quasi-ethnographic approach was used because it af-
fords opportunities for different and hidden aspects of
the settings to be revealed [25]. Data collection occurred
from May 2018 and continues throughout the duration
of PALS (end March 2021). Ethical approval was granted
by the South Central Berkshire Health Research Author-
ity and the University of Southampton Research and
Governance Ethics Committee prior to data collection.

Study setting
PALS is being delivered in collaboration with commu-
nity partners in Southampton and Liverpool, UK. Part-
nerships were sought with any organisation or group
who works in the community with the potential to iden-
tify or access individuals at risk of social isolation or
loneliness [21]. Potential partners were either purpos-
ively contacted by the implementation team or referred
in by a process of snowballing. A total of 22 partners
were recruited (Table 2). The partners fall on a con-
tinuum from statutory service providers (services re-
quired by law, i.e. police, fire brigade, ambulance) to
places of religious worship, health centres, branches of
national charities, local social enterprise start-ups and
community associations that fall in between.
Each partner represents an implementation site, a

study setting. The implementation team and the part-
ners worked to deliver the RCT, and the division of
labour is illustrated in Fig. 1.
The partners were responsible for the identification of

intervention facilitators to receive training in delivering
Genie, the identification and recruitment of participants,
the delivery of Genie (to the intervention group, within
2 weeks following consent; to the control group, follow-
ing a 6-month questionnaire) and a follow-up 3-month
social network mapping exercise (intervention group
only). The ‘work done’ by the implementation team in-
cluded facilitator training, taking participant consent,
baseline data collection and 3- and 6-month follow-up
data collection.

Methods
The quasi-ethnographic approach allowed for immersion
and for an iterative approach to data collection. Firstly,
documents were gathered from the outset of the study.
This included the study protocol and training material
to better understand the implementation team’s desires.
To help understand the broad political landscape, local
authority health and wellbeing reports and strategies
were collected. These were publicly available from the
local authorities’ websites, as well as leaflets and mate-
rials produced by partners to help understand their
context.
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Secondly, occurring continually throughout and con-
tributing towards the bulk of the data, observations were
made by JE. Assuming the dual position of a team mem-
ber and a researcher, JE was able to observe the imple-
mentation team in a way not afforded to an outsider.
Observations were made on the implementation team’s
internal meetings and email communication to under-
stand the team’s position and reaction to the implemen-
tation endeavours. To understand partners’ contexts and
the potential impact of the study on the contexts, the
meetings between the implementation team and part-
ners were observed. All notes were made in situ on mat-
ters around organisational features, readiness and
intervention fit, as well as the pliability of the
intervention.
Thirdly, occurring simultaneously, interviews were car-

ried out with representatives from the partners and were
between 30 and 60 min in length. All organisations were
approached and invited to interview via email/call, and
in total, 14 interviews were conducted across 11 partners
and included managers and employees (potential Genie
facilitators). An interview guide was developed in con-
junction with the framework (described below) and dis-
cussions with the implementation team (additional
material). In keeping with the ethnographic approach,
this was used flexibly, and topics varied as points of
interest arose. Interviews were carried out in person or
by phone by JE, KK or TCB and were audio-recorded
and transcribed verbatim. Reflective notes were made
after each interview to capture non-verbal elements.

Data analysis
Data analysis was informed by Ladyer’s [26] adaptive
theory; this allowed for an iterative approach to data
analysis. The process of familiarisation, coding (induct-
ively and deductively) and interpretation continued

throughout to help ground onward data collection. JE
performed these tasks, reporting back to the team regu-
larly to sense check, before working collaboratively with
AR to interpret the findings. Coding deductively drew
upon the Consolidated Framework for Implementation
Research (CFIR) [3] and through a process of inductive
coding, Buckingham’s typology of third-sector organisa-
tions was used to interpret the findings.
The CFIR outlines five key domains that interact to in-

fluence implementation. The five domains have 37 sub-
domains combined and are listed in Table 1. The CFIR
was a suitable framework as it was useful in helping to
understand the factors important to pre-implementation
work.
Buckingham’s [27] typology of third-sector organisations

was used to inform the interpretive section and to guide
understanding of the nature of the partner’s settings. The
four typologies included the following: comfortable con-
tractors who operate at the national and regional scales
are involved in government contracts and have no volun-
teers or voluntary income; compliant contractors are
regional-level providers who are heavily dependent on
government contracts and have little volunteer involve-
ment and income, and they are described as charities that
have become professionalised; cautious contractors have
some involvement in government contracts but for whom
the voluntary income is significant and have a workforce
of paid staff and volunteers; and community-based non-
contractors are not involved in government contracts and
are dependent on voluntary income, are embedded in the
local community and reliant on volunteers.

Results
The nature of the community partner’s context was
found to influence the pre-implementation work re-
quired. Buckingham’s [27] typology was a useful starting

Fig. 1 Workflow
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point for better understanding the range of contexts of
operation. The partners were categorised from the infor-
mation they had provided in the interviews and from
documents gathered. What was found is that the com-
munity partners did not fall discreetly into a typology.
Rather, what was found to exist was a continuum of
contexts blending more smoothly from being more com-
fortable into more compliant, into more cautious con-
tractors and into more community-based non-
contractors. Few partners fell wholly into a typology, and
where this did occur, it was often at the extreme ends:
comfortable contractors (i.e. statutory service providers)
and community-based non-contractors (i.e. places of
worship). Many partner contexts displayed elements of
two typologies, and so to reflect this continuum, three
categories have been defined to reflect the clusters of
partners falling on the continuum of typologies, as well
as being useful to account for the complexities in set-
tings. Table 2 describes the partners, places them on the
continuum and illustrates where the three new categor-
ies overlap with Buckingham’s typology.

To unpick what contributes towards the optimal pre-
implementation context, and the nature of pre-
implementation work, the findings take the newly
formed categories as the basis of structuring the discus-
sion: Fully Professionalised Organisations, Aspirational
CVSEs and Non-Professionalised Community-Based
Groups. The letters I, O and D are used to label the data
excerpts from interviews, observations and documents,
respectively, and the partner (P) numbered in corres-
pondence to Table 2.

Fully Professionalised Organisations
Fully Professionalised Organisations (FPOs) are very
business-minded; these highly professionalised settings
often deliver services over a large geographical area and
may even operate nationally with localised hubs. Import-
antly, in FPOs, there is a formal hierarchical structure
and bureaucracy. Characteristically, they have secure
contracts with local authorities and are competitive and
entrepreneurial in nature.
These partners were heavily influenced by the polit-

ical landscape because they were entangled with, em-
bedded within and reliant upon government
contracts. They themselves acknowledge they are ‘very
politically swayed’ in the design of their ‘corporate
strategy’ (IP8). As such, where there was close align-
ment between the intervention and the political
agenda, captured by the CFIR sub-concept ‘external
policies’, this was influential in securing buy-in from
the leadership of these partners. In this example,
loneliness had recently been declared a public health
risk [28]; nationally, the NHS Long-Term Plan [14]
outlined the importance of social prescribing and
community assets in delivering universal personal
care. Thus, for managers of FPOs, the political cli-
mate was heavily influential in securing buy-in, and
therefore, the sub-concept ‘external policies’ becomes
important in creating the optimal pre-implementation
context. This was seen in the example of an early en-
gagement meeting with representatives from several
GP practices.

We were introduced to the room with some level of
enthusiasm saying we were there to talk about
linked to the new commissioning brief and the push
for increased social prescribing that the navigators
were to do (OP3)

In instances where the policy context and intervention
aligned, managers saw the ‘relative advantage’ of the op-
portunity to trial the intervention that could help fulfil a
strategic objective. The sub-concept ‘leadership engage-
ment’ was also relevant in this context across all partner
contexts. By securing ‘leadership engagement’ and with

Table 1 CFIR

CFIR domain Sub-concept

Intervention characteristics Intervention source
Evidence strength and quality
Relative advantage
Adaptability
Trialability
Complexity
Design quality and packaging
Cost

Outer setting Patient needs and resources
Cosmopolitanism
Peer pressure
External policies and incentives

Inner setting Structural characteristics
Networks and communications
Culture
Implementation climate (relative
priority, organisational incentives
and rewards, goals and feedback,
learning climate)
Readiness for implementation
(leadership engagement, available
resources, accessible information
and knowledge)

Individual characteristics Knowledge and beliefs about the
intervention
Self-efficacy
Individual stage of change
Individual identification with
organisation
Other personal attributes

Process of implementation Planning
Engaging (opinion leaders, formally
appointed internal implementation
leaders, champions, external change
agents)
Executing
Reflecting and evaluating
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the intervention offering ‘relative advantage’ (i.e. fulfilling
a strategic objective), these partners were more willing
and able to allocate resources to aid implementation.
This was particularly so in terms of human resources; in
instances, this was clear ‘PALS was written into our job
specifications, it is an objective for us’ (IP8), and in other
instances, there was a clear commitment ‘we’ll find ways
for this to work because it does overlap with what we do
normally’ (IP3). This commitment helped to create a cli-
mate encouraging of implementation and one with sus-
tainability potential due to the ‘resources available’. The
ability to replace intervention facilitators easily to ensure
implementation continued is an example.

[Female] going on MAT [maternity] leave in June,
but as we were leaving the office we were intro-
duced to [Male] who will replace [Female] as the fa-
cilitator. PALS had already been written into his
objectives for the next quarter. (OP8)

With the potential to create a climate encouraging of
implementation, the pre-implementation context was
also contingent on factors beyond ‘political landscape’
and ‘leadership engagement’.
One factor relates to the sub-concept ‘patient needs’.

In many instances, FPOs deliver services to individuals
who are ‘in crisis’ (OP3) and who are ‘dealing with the
immediate’ and often very complex issues (OP8). Where
individuals are dealing with profound problems, partners
also reported the individual can become ‘easily over-
whelmed’ (IP4). This speaks to the suitability and timing
of the intervention being implemented. In this example,

some of the ‘patient needs’ were perceived to be too se-
vere and complex, which led some partners to view
Genie as being unsuitable for participants.
Although ‘leadership engagement’ was influential in

the creation of the optimal pre-implementation climate
and also ‘implementation readiness’, those responsible
for delivering the intervention were in the beginning
often excluded from engagement conversations, and yet
were integral to implementation. In instances where
there was ‘leadership engagement’, the pre-
implementation context was still negatively affected
where buy-in failed to be secured at all levels. As illus-
trated in this example, buy-in had been secured at the
senior management level, but middle management and
those identified as potential facilitators had not been
consulted about the partnership.

This is benefiting the service, but they [the potential
facilitators] see people with real difficult psychological
problems who are in immediate threat, there’s safe-
guarding and real difficult stuff. Loneliness is import-
ant, and I’m not saying it isn’t, but is it of the same
standard. Can I justify their time? (OP4)

Relating to the sub-concept ‘knowledge and belief
about intervention’, failure to acquire the insights across
the workforce hierarchy led to the need to troubleshoot
further down the line, which also illustrates the need for
pliability (as the intervention team worked flexibly
within the protocol to tailor the division of labour to
each partner). Through a process of monitoring and re-
flection, the need to secure multi-level buy-in (rather

Table 2 Community partner continuum

Typology Number Community partner description Category

Comfortable contractors 1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8

Statutory service provider
Statutory service provider
Collection of GP practices
Statutory service provider
Health centre
Community interest company
Research centre
Housing association

Fully Professionalised Organisations

Compliant contractors 9
10
11
12
13
14
15

International charity—local branch
Group of charitable social enterprises
Group of charitable projects
Charity—city-based
National charity—local branch
National charity—local branch
Charity—city-based

Aspirational Community, Voluntary
Social Enterprise

Cautious contractors 16
17
18
19
20

Charity—city-based
Charity (formed from merger)
Charity (formally faith-based organisation)
Community association
Community centre

Community-based non-contractors 21
22

Place of worship—church
Place of worship—mosque

Non-professionalised Community-Based
Groups
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than assume organisations would internally secure this)
became a priority and was solved by the introduction of
two meetings. One meeting took place ahead of facilita-
tor training, and one that took place after the facilitators
had been trained. These meetings took place with every-
one directly involved in the implementation process and
often included a member of leadership, middle manage-
ment (who tended to have direct oversight of the pro-
ject) and individuals becoming intervention facilitators.
These meetings were important for all contexts but es-
pecially so for the FPOs where the workforce tended to
be larger, and there was more risk of a disconnect be-
tween top-level managers and those responsible for de-
livery. These meetings enabled troubleshooting to take
place earlier and ensure that buy-in was secured from all
involved. The meetings were a real contributor to the
creation of coherence [29] and thus the optimal pre-
implementation context.
Where the necessary elements were in place to create

the optimal pre-implementation climate, readiness for im-
plementation was time-sensitive. Being business-like in
operation, where there are objectives to deliver on within
a time frame, often meant the organisations’ pace of work
was the fastest of all categories. Thus, these partners re-
ported that in their context, ‘it is a changing picture, when
we say go you go or you’ve missed it’ (IP8), and any delay
from the implementation team may mean the window of
readiness closes. Whilst the experience here was that the
window was never closed completely, some delays on the
implementation team due to the research side of the pro-
ject regarding ethical administration (vs intervention
readiness) did mean moments of readiness for some part-
ners were missed. As in the example where changes to the
ethical approval process stalled implementation, and
where facilitators had been trained, the delay meant that
the facilitators required refresher training.

To be honest things are really busy leading up to
Christmas so a refresher training for the team
would have to happen in the new year (OP9)

This illuminates the different challenges posed by the
intervention and by the research trial; in this example
case, it was often the latter posing the challenges. How-
ever, it serves as a caution to readers that when working
in open systems, but especially in FPOs, readiness is para-
mount on both the intervention and the research side.
The optimal pre-implementation context has several con-
tributing factors, and the window of implementation
readiness may be fleeting.

Aspirational CVSE
Aspirational CVSEs are an amalgamation of the compli-
ant and cautious contractors [27]. It refers to those

CVSEs who mainly operate at a regional to a local level
and for whom voluntary income and volunteer involve-
ment are important contributors. Aspirational CVSEs
tend to try to stay as close to their values and ethos and
have a small structured workforce.
Of all partners, these partners balance being influ-

enced by ‘external policies’, particularly the local political
agenda, and being authentic to the values on which they
were founded. Aspirational CVSEs further along the pro-
fessionalisation journey were more influenced by ‘exter-
nal policies’, as ‘the local policy arena dictates some
procedures, but it is not the only driver’ (IP10). Whilst
for the less professionalised partners, staying close to
founding values and ethos was more important.

There are some reservations I have about whether it
[Genie]…we don’t want to become a clipboard or-
ganisation (IP18)

For Aspirational CVSEs, if the intervention aligned
with their main influence, either ‘external policies’ or
founding values, or the tension between the two had
been reconciled, ‘leadership engagement’ was secured.
Like FPOs, this was an important contributor towards
creating the optimal pre-implementation context. Fur-
thermore, ‘leadership engagement’ was also influenced
by the ‘relative advantage’ of the intervention and the
benefit to be gained. Here, it was the potential of receiv-
ing an evaluation of their services, especially so where
alignment exists, and the intervention was considered to
be ‘a formalised version of what we do with people who
use our service’ (OP16).

I want to be able to measure the impact of the
work, the service, I want evidence about what we
do. (OP16)

The second ‘relative advantage’ was the potential par-
ticipation had in ‘upskilling the team’ (IP10). This was of
particular interest to the more professionalised partners,
whereas the potential to offer evidence was more of
interest to the less professionalised Aspirational CVSE
partners. These ‘relative advantages’ were significant
pulls because of the precarious tenure of partners. Thus,
‘leadership engagement’ was influenced by the potential
evidence the research component could provide, enab-
ling Aspirational CVSE partners to utilise this to support
future funding applications.
The more precarious a partner’s tenure, the more this

influenced ‘leadership engagement’. This was because
leaders considered the scarcity of ‘resource availability’.
Perceived ‘resource availability’ was in some ways the
most significant contributor of the pre-implementation
context. Part of the pre-implementation work when
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seeking to implement an intervention in Aspirational
CVSEs concerned troubleshooting human, financial and
physical resource availability, especially for the least pro-
fessionalised partners, as in the example of partner 18
who outlined ‘at the moment we’re very short-staffed, I
don’t think we have the capacity in our paid staff to do
it [Genie] through them’ (IP18). This limited human re-
source availability meant there was less flexibility, specif-
ically because the same workforce was required to do
several jobs. This posed challenges for the research
element of the partnership and required pliability. In re-
sponse, the implementation team worked flexibly within
the stated protocol to maintain methodological rigour
but also accommodate the human resource limitation.
This pliability was required in order to accommodate
the context and promote alignment but ensure meth-
odological rigour.
Aspirational CVSEs were more insecure than the

FPOs. These partners also experienced high demand for
their services with shrinking budgets; thus, capacity was
stretched and the flexibility within these settings was
limited compared to the FPOs settings. Take for ex-
ample the pivotal role of volunteers. Where the interven-
tion is an additional task for a setting already at capacity,
the role of volunteers may be essential to the implemen-
tation, as in the case of partners 14 and 18. The add-
itional difficulty of implementing an intervention that
requires the use of technology placed further strain on
resources and on budgets where there was no flexibility
to accommodate this. Pliability was required to support
the maximising of available resources, for example, find-
ing volunteers as in the case of partner 18 or supplying
physical resources to support intervention (i.e. laptops).
Where the necessary resources can be mobilised, this
makes for an encouraging pre-implementation context.
Overcoming the challenge of capacity that troubles

many Aspirational CVSEs is important for implementa-
tion. It is also important for similar public health inter-
ventions that require self-directed change especially
because there appeared to be close alignment between
the ‘patient needs’ and the intervention.

We’ll use the information and support group, be-
cause the clients would be more able to go to the
group (OP14)

Where FPOs provided support to people referred into
the service due to being in crisis, Aspirational CVSE
partners served a wider breadth of people often ‘picking
up the people who fall through the gaps’ (IP18). These
settings provide needed support to people in the com-
munity, and often, the people accessing the services were
perceived as being suitable for the intervention. Individ-
uals were not necessarily in crisis, and their needs

tended to be less complex and multifaceted than those
individuals accessing FPOs. This contributed towards an
optimal pre-implementation context for there was a po-
tential pool of participants for the research trial, but im-
portantly, the Aspirational CVSE partners had access to
people who were perceived to have potential to benefit
from the intervention.
With the ability to access people with optimal needs

(to the intervention), with ‘leadership engagement’ and
with the challenge of ‘resource availability’ overcome,
implementation readiness was achieved. For Aspirational
CVSEs, the pace of achieving this readiness was slower
than that of the FPOs; however, the potential for readi-
ness stayed open for longer.

Non-Professionalised Community-Based Groups
There were two Non-Professionalised Community-Based
(NPCB) groups, which are those Buckingham [27] de-
scribes as community-based non-contractors, usually
faith-based groups as these case studies are. These infor-
mal groups are embedded within the local community in
which they are based. They offer activities which are not
eligible for funding and rely heavily on voluntary dona-
tions and volunteers. These groups emphasise accept-
ance, promote community cohesion and are a site of
sociability and often solidarity [27].
In both cases, the engagement with the project and

the pre-implementation work was more relational than
any of the other partners. In the first instance, access to
the groups was negotiated by a network referral. Where
in the more structured setting of Fully Professionalised
and Aspirational partners initial contact was made with
the managerial team, NPCB groups operate more infor-
mally and do not have such a formalised structure. Thus,
the ‘way in’ to these settings may appear a little trickier,
or even fortuitous, but it arose with a significant effort
in relational work. That is, in-roads were made indirectly
through a process of engagement with members of
structured organisations such as local authorities, county
councils and to a degree also with FPOs who often also
have a high degree of cosmopolitanism. Through en-
gaging with these highly networked members, access to
NPCB groups was obtained via referral.

Hi [Name], I would like to introduce you to Becky
who is leading on the PALS study. I will leave Becky
to link with you to look at the opportunities…
(OP21)

In these case studies of NPCB groups, this personal re-
ferral was to an individual who themselves were highly
networked and embedded within the community. The
role and importance of this individual in the pre-
implementation work in championing the partnership
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were more integral than in any other setting. The cham-
pion negotiated between the implementation team and
the group to achieve ‘leadership engagement’ (i.e. senior
religious leaders).

I’ve now had the chance to talk with my colleagues
at the church and they’re all very interested (OP21)

Unlike the other partners, the ‘outer setting’ of the
CFIR was of less influence in securing buy-in. Of
most importance was the sub-concept ‘culture’ of the
‘inner setting’, specifically of most influence was the
values of the groups, that is, the values of promoting
community cohesion and being a place of inclusion
for all, including the congregation and members of
the geographical community. Where the intervention
was perceived to align with these values, i.e. was
deemed to be beneficial to the community, this led to
a commitment from the leadership and strengthened
the champion’s resolve to implement Genie, as in
partner 22 who considered PALS ‘an excellent project
[that] could be very beneficial to our community
therefore they were ‘at your disposal’ (IP22). The inte-
gral role of the champion in these settings cannot be
overstated. However, the reliance on one individual,
as in both cases here, due to limited ‘resources avail-
ability’ did contribute towards achieving readiness ex-
tremely slowly. Despite low resource availability and
thus low absorptive capacity within groups, the com-
mitment to support the community was the primary
motivator, and even though the readiness for imple-
mentation was slower to achieve, the motivation
remained, with the metaphor ‘I am like a tortoise…
but hopefully we’ll get there in the end’ (IP21) being
a fine example. NPCB groups were influenced and
negatively impacted by limited resources. They were
most influenced by the commitment to serve and
support their local community, both the immediate
congregation and the geographical community. With-
out such devotion of a champion, however, it is rea-
sonable to question whether readiness for
implementation would have ever be achieved.

Discussion
The need to understand how public health interventions,
(such as Genie), can successfully be implemented, em-
bedded and sustained in community settings is relevant
to executing contemporary health and social care initia-
tives (e.g. social prescribing in the UK) where these set-
tings are looked at to provide psychosocial support to
people. This paper has examined the nature of the opti-
mal pre-implementation context and the arrangements
that contribute towards this (Table 3 provides a sum-
mary), and in doing so illustrates how the complex and
differing settings found in open systems demand differ-
ent levels of pliability of the intervention.
We found that that the CFIR is a useful framework

for understanding the work required to achieve the
optimal pre-implementation climate in open system
settings. The CFIR illuminates the multiple facets at
play and where flexibility is required and can be
achieved in the most structured of organisations to
the most informally constituted groups, in terms of
influencing readiness for implementation and can be
used to ascertain estimates regarding which setting
has the maximum chances of successful implementa-
tion. Of relevance for the more formally structured
organisations were the sub-concepts ‘leadership en-
gagement’, ‘resource availability’ and ‘patient needs’.
Across all setting types, leadership engagement was
integral to being able to begin the pre-
implementation work. This finding is consistent with
others [30, 31] and adds to the literature by demon-
strating the importance of leadership engagement for
successful implementation across the different settings
found in open systems, with leadership engagement
flexibility within settings was more easily found. This
is important as lack of elasticity and available re-
sources in a setting can impact negatively on imple-
mentation and ultimately sustainability [13].
The CFIR was useful at illuminating the similarities

and differences between and across settings, and in
doing so, highlighting the complexity of open system
settings. Specifically, although presented as three cat-
egories, settings actually fall along a continuum and have

Table 3 Key factors affecting the optimal pre-implementation context

CFIR concept FPO ACVSE NPCB

Relative advantage + +

Patient needs and resources − +/− +

External policies and incentives + +/−

Readiness for implementation (leadership engagement) + + +

Readiness for implementation (available resources) + − −

Knowledge and beliefs about the intervention −

Culture +/− +

Plus sign (+), positive impact/minus sign (−), negative impact
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‘more or less’ elements of the three presented categories.
Settings displaying more Fully Professionalised Organi-
sations and Aspirational elements were the most affected
by the political landscape, which would impact upon re-
source availability and leadership engagement. Yet, the
political landscape impacted upon all settings found
within the open system in one way, as the impact of the
UK’s austerity agenda of the last 10 years was seen to
affect capacity. The more Fully Professionalised leaning
settings appeared most resilient to the impact of auster-
ity (although they were not immune), whilst NPCB lean-
ing settings appeared most resolute to achieving
implementation to combat the effects of austerity and
‘make a difference’. Yet, it was the impact on the cap-
acity of more Fully Professionalised and Aspirational
CVSE settings that demanded pliability (seen in the need
for the intervention team to work flexibly within the
stated protocol and assist in the recruitment of volun-
teers). MacMilan and Ellis-Pain’s [32] observed that
budgetary constraining on front line work of community
organisations is highly pressurised, positing questions re-
garding future implementation and sustainability. Within
this political landscape, all settings are having to be
more creative and pioneering [27] in order to be more
competitive to ensure their own survival [32], which per-
haps contributed towards the fuzzy boundaries between
settings, as settings try to adapt to survive.
The findings illustrate the contextual demands when

implementing in open systems, highlighting the elasticity
achievable in each context and the pliability required of
the intervention. Furthermore, they support the literature
regarding how failure to engage with complexity can lead
to non-adaptation or abandonment [33], as well as illus-
trating further support for the need to see an intervention
as a negotiated entity that requires ongoing work to fit the
context to help implementation and sustainability [13].

Implications and study limitations
The implications drawn from this study relate to Green-
halgh et al.’s [34] call for studies to be more locally situated.
Specifically, here, through the use of the CFIR, the need to
be contextually sensitive and locally situated in setting up
an RCT in the community can be seen and better under-
stood. Implications also extend to highlight the importance
of time and relational work in implementation. That is,
when implementing in Fully Professionalised Organisations,
the relationship is more transactional, and when readiness
is achieved, it may be fleeting. Thus, the implementation
team should have all aspects ready to move on demand.
For settings displaying more Aspirational and NPCB ele-
ments, more time is required to build relationships and
determine elasticity and pliability. Thus, the pre-
implementation arrangements take longer to organise, and
this process should start sooner and not necessarily wait for

the implementation team to be ‘ready’. We acknowledge
that the current findings are limited to the implementation
of a public health intervention within a UK community
context and therefore should be interpreted accordingly.

Conclusions
The concluding thoughts turn to issues of sustainability.
Where Fully Professionalised Organisations are more se-
cure in tenure and have resources, they are heavily reliant
upon the political landscape staying aligned to that of the
intervention focus. This raises questions around the sus-
tainability potential of an intervention that is not in polit-
ical favour. The more Aspirational CVSEs place greater
emphasis on remaining true to their values rather than
political landscape, but have less resource capacity, which
poses the question, Are they more likely to continue with
an intervention if its focus is less of a political ‘hot topic’,
and importantly, do they have the capacity to? Future
studies will go on to explore how sustainability is affected
when greater understanding of how settings affect pre-
implementation arrangements is achieved.

Abbreviations
CVSE: Community, Voluntary and Social Enterprise; PALS: Project About
Loneliness and Social networks; RCT: Randomised controlled trial;
Genie: Generating Engagement in Network Involvement; CFIR: Consolidated
Framework for Implementation Research; FPO: Fully Professionalised
Organisations; NHS: National Health Service

Acknowledgements
Our thanks first go to the NIHR for the funding to carry out this research. We
would like to extend a sincere thank you to all PALS community partners
who are assisting in the delivery of Genie. An additional thank you to the
individuals who gave their time to be interviewed for this research. We
would also like to thank the reviewers of this article for their helpful
comments.

Authors’ contributions
JE has led the process evaluation on which this paper is based. RB
developed the initial idea for the PALS study and obtained funding in
collaboration with AR. JE collected the process evaluation data with support
from KK, TCB and EJ. JE led the data analysis with support and guidance
from AR. JE produced the initial paper draft, with all authors contributing
towards subsequent drafts. All authors have approved the final version.

Funding
This paper summarises independent research funded by the National
Institute for Health Research (NIHR) under its Public Health Research
Programme (Grant Reference Number 16/08/41). The views expressed are
those of the authors and not necessarily those of the NHS, the NIHR or the
Department of Health and Care.

Availability of data and materials
The datasets during and/or analysed during the current study are available
from the corresponding author on reasonable request.

Ethics approval and consent to participate
Ethical approval for the PALS study has been obtained from the South
Central—Berkshire ethics committee (reference: 15/SC/0245). All substantial
amendments must be approved by the university ethics committee and
NHS ethics committee responsible for the trial, in addition to the approval
by HRA. Investigators are kept up to date with relevant changes via regular
management group meetings. Written consent was gained from participants
prior to data collection.

Ellis et al. Implementation Science           (2020) 15:35 Page 10 of 11



Consent for publication
Written consent was given by participants for data to be used in
publications arising from this study.

Competing interests
The authors declare they have no competing interests to declare.

Author details
1School of Health Sciences, Faculty of Environmental and Life Sciences,
University of Southampton, Building 67, University Road, Southampton SO17
1BJ, UK. 2Public Health Institute, Liverpool John Moores University, 3rd Floor
Exchange Station, Tithebarn Street, Liverpool L2 2QP, UK. 3School of Health
Sciences, University of Southampton, Building 67, University Road,
Southampton SO17 1BJ, UK.

Received: 20 September 2019 Accepted: 3 May 2020

References
1. Greenhalgh T, Papoutsi C. Studying complexity in health services research:

desperately seeking an overdue paradigm shift. BMC Med. 2018;16(1):4–9.
2. Holt DT, Helfrich CD, Hall CG, Weiner BJ. Are you ready? How health

professionals can comprehensively conceptualize readiness for change. J
Gen Intern Med. 2010;25(SUPPL. 1):50–5.

3. Damschroder LJ, Aron DC, Keith RE, Kirsh SR, Alexander JA, Lowery JC.
Fostering implementation of health services research findings into practice:
a consolidated framework for advancing implementation science.
Implement Sci. 2009;4(1):1–15.

4. Greenhalgh T, Robert G, Macfarlane F, Bate P, Kyriakidou O. Diffusion of
innovations in service organizations: systematic review and
recommendations. Milbank Q. 2004;82(4):581–629.

5. Meyers DC, Durlak JA, Wandersman A. The Quality Implementation
Framework: a synthesis of critical steps in the implementation process. Am J
Community Psychol. 2012;50(3–4):462–80.

6. Bhaskar R. A realist theory of science. Leeds: Leeds Books; 1975.
7. Atun RA, Kyratsis I, Jelic G, Rados-Malicbegovic D, Gurol-Urganci I. Diffusion

of complex health innovations - implementation of primary health care
reforms in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Health Policy Plan. 2007;22(1):28–39.

8. Lau EY, Saunders RP, Pate RR. Factors influencing implementation of a
physical activity intervention in residential children’s homes. Prev Sci. 2016;
17(8):1002–11.

9. Barker PM, Reid A, Schall MW. A framework for scaling up health
interventions: lessons from large-scale improvement initiatives in Africa.
Implement Sci 2016;11(1):1–11.

10. Clarke DJ, Godfrey M, Hawkins R, Sadler E, Harding G, Forster A, et al.
Implementing a training intervention to support caregivers after stroke: a
process evaluation examining the initiation and embedding of programme
change. Implement Sci. 2013;8(1):1–15.

11. Pfadenhauer LM, Gerhardus A, Mozygemba K, Lysdahl KB, Booth A,
Hofmann B, et al. Making sense of complexity in context and
implementation: the Context and Implementation of Complex Interventions
(CICI) framework. Implement Sci. 2017;12(1):1–17.

12. Cohn S, Clinch M, Bunn C, Stronge P. Entangled complexity: why complex
interventions are just not complicated enough. J Heal Serv Res Policy. 2013;
18(1):40–3.

13. Chambers DA, Glasgow RE, Stange KC. The dynamic sustainability
framework: addressing the paradox of sustainment amid ongoing change.
Implement Sci. 2013;8(1):1–11.

14. NHS England. The NHS Long Term Plan – a summary, vol. 2; 2019.
15. Rogers A, Vassilev I, Sanders C, Kirk S, Chew-Graham C, Kennedy A, et al.

Social networks, work and network-based resources for the management of
long-term conditions: a framework and study protocol for developing self-
care support. Implement Sci. 2011;6(1):1–7.

16. Victor CR, Yang K. The prevalence of loneliness among adults: a case study
of the United Kingdom. J Psychol Interdiscip Appl. 2012;146(1–2):85–104.

17. Coyle CE, Dugan E. Social isolation, loneliness and health among older
adults. J Aging Health. 2012;24(8):1346–63 Available from: https://doi.org/10.
1177/0898264312460275.

18. Niedzwiedz CL, Richardson EA, Tunstall H, Shortt NK, Mitchell RJ, Pearce JR.
The relationship between wealth and loneliness among older people across
Europe: is social participation protective? Prev Med (Baltim). 2016;91:24–31.

19. NICE. Mental well-being and independence for older people. Vol. 29:
Department of Health; 2016.

20. Curran G, Bauer M, Mittman B, Payne J, Stetler C. Effectiveness-
implementation hybrid designs: combining elements of clinical
effectiveness and implementation research to enhance public health
impact. Med Care. 2012;50(3):217–26.

21. Band R, Ewings S, Cheetham-Blake T, Ellis J, Breheny K, Vassilev I, et al. Study
protocol for “The Project about Loneliness and Social networks (PALS)”: a
pragmatic, randomised trial comparing a facilitated social network
intervention (Genie) with a wait-list control for lonely and socially isolated
people. BMJ Open. 2019;9:8.

22. Blakeman T, Blickem C, Kennedy A, Reeves D, Bower P, Gaffney H, et al.
Effect of information and telephone-guided access to community support
for people with chronic kidney disease: randomised controlled trial. PLoS
One. 2014;9:10.

23. Reeves D, Blickem C, Vassilev I, Brooks H, Kennedy A, Richardson G, et al.
The contribution of social networks to the health and self-management of
patients with long-term conditions: a longitudinal study. PLoS One. 2014;9:6.

24. Kennedy A, Vassilev I, James E, Rogers A. Implementing a social network
intervention designed to enhance and diversify support for people with
long-term conditions. A qualitative study. Implement Sci. 2016;11(1):1–15.

25. Ackroyd S, Hughes JA. Data collection in context. Aspects of modern
sociology. Social research. 2nd ed. London: Longman; 1992.

26. Layder D. Sociological practice: linking theory and social reserach. London:
SAGE Publications; 1998.

27. Buckingham H. Capturing diversity: a typology of third sector organisations’
responses to contracting based on empirical evidence from homelessness
services. J Soc Policy. 2012;41(3):569–89.

28. Department for Digital Culture Media and Sport. A connected society. A strategy
for tackling loneliness-laying the foundations for change. London; 2018. Available
from: www.gov.uk/government/collections/governments-work-o.

29. May CR, Mair F, Finch T, MacFarlane A, Dowrick C, Treweek S, et al.
Development of a theory of implementation and integration: Normalization
Process Theory. Implement Sci. 2009;4(1):1–9.

30. Liang S, Kegler MC, Cotter M, Phillips E, Beasley D, Hermstad A, et al.
Erratum to: “Integrating evidence-based practices for increasing cancer
screenings in safety net health systems: a multiple case study using the
Consolidated Framework for Implementation Research” [Implement Sci., 11,
(2016) (109)]. Implement Sci. 2016;11(1):1–12 Available from: https://doi.org/
10.1186/s13012-016-0477-4.

31. Damschroder LJ, Lowery JC. Evaluation of a large-scale weight management
program using the consolidated framework for implementation research
(CFIR). Implement Sci. 2013;8(1):1–17.

32. MacMillan R, Ellis-Pain A. Real time change: reflections from qualitative
longitudinal research on voluntary action. McCabe A, editor. Ten years
below the radar: reflections on voluntary and community action 2008-2018;
2018. (TSRC Working Paper). Report No.: 143.

33. Greenhalgh T, Wherton J, Papoutsi C, Lynch J, Hughes G, A’Court C, et al.
Analysing the role of complexity in explaining the fortunes of technology
programmes: empirical application of the NASSS framework. BMC Med.
2018;16(1):1–15.

34. Greenhalgh T, Wherton J, Papoutsi C, Lynch J, Hughes G, A’Court C, et al.
Beyond adoption: a new framework for theorizing and evaluating
nonadoption, abandonment, and challenges to the scale-up, spread, and
sustainability of health and care technologies. J Med Internet Res. 2017;19:11.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affiliations.

Ellis et al. Implementation Science           (2020) 15:35 Page 11 of 11

https://doi.org/10.1177/0898264312460275
https://doi.org/10.1177/0898264312460275
http://www.gov.uk/government/collections/governments-work-o
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13012-016-0477-4
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13012-016-0477-4

	Abstract
	Background
	Methods
	Results
	Conclusions
	Trial registration

	Background
	Aim

	Design
	Study setting
	Methods
	Data analysis

	Results
	Fully Professionalised Organisations
	Aspirational CVSE
	Non-Professionalised Community-Based Groups

	Discussion
	Implications and study limitations

	Conclusions
	Abbreviations
	Acknowledgements
	Authors’ contributions
	Funding
	Availability of data and materials
	Ethics approval and consent to participate
	Consent for publication
	Competing interests
	Author details
	References
	Publisher’s Note

