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ASSESSING PROGRAM & POLICY IMPLEMENTATION RESEARCH 

INTRODUCTION
Within public affairs, the topic of policy implementation has a complex and controversial intellectual history (DeLeon & DeLeon, 2002; Klijn, 2005; O'Toole, 2004). During the 1980s-1990s, there was significant attention towards developing a generalizable model of policy and program implementation, which receded over time. Yet, growing demand by public officials for the adoption of evidence-based practices in areas such as education, health care, and social services has led to an increasing focus on implementing such models. In this paper, we investigate the state of this research. We conduct systematic review of scholarly articles published on policy and program implementation in the last ten years, and analyze these articles through a multi-level framework that includes policy field, organizational, and frontline settings.

While this framework is widely acknowledged conceptually in the literature, we know little about how it is employed in implementation studies. In this summary, we describe what our research reveals about the scope, research methods, and multi-level focus of policy and program implementation research from our examination of 1,509 articles published in the last ten years. While a full treatment of the history and evolution of implementation literature is not practical within the space of this summary, two important findings within implementation studies are highly relevant. The first is the relatively recent blossoming of implementation studies in research fields such as medicine, community psychology, youth and family programs, and education (Nilsen et al., 2013; Saetren, 2005). Researchers have made considerable inroads in developing models and methods for studying program-level implementation. These investigations are modest in scope, mainly focused on investigating the diffusion and replication of research-based interventions.

The other important finding is that the concepts of multi-level and multi-actor systems of action are foundational to understanding implementation processes and results (Hill & Hupe, 2008; Robichau & Lynn Jr., 2009; Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith, 1993; May & Winter, 2007). Mainstream public management research is moving from a focus on governmental agencies to consider multi-level governance and networks (Agranoff & McGuire, 2003; Frederickson, 2005; Lynn et al., 2001; Milward & Provan, 2003). Yet this work is often divorced from examinations of particular public policies or programs. In this study, we explore the frontlines (where the policy system interacts with the target population and frontline staff), organizations (i.e. the organization's resources, structures, and cultures), and policy fields (the bounded organizational networks in a policy area and the factors which impact the policy system), as well as studies targeting specific policies and programs. While the dynamics within each level of an implementation system are unique, the levels themselves are nested within each other and the process of one level is influenced by the others (Fligstein & McAdams, 2012).

RESEARCH QUESTIONS, SAMPLE, & METHODS
To advance the understanding of the state of this scholarship, we explore four central questions: (1) Where is implementation research being published? (2) What is the scope and research approach of implementation research? (3) How do existing studies contribute to findings at different levels of analysis, including the frontline, organization, and policy field? and (4) What are the different aspects of implementation illuminated by research across and within specific levels of implementation?
We explore these questions through a systematic review (Boruch & Petrosino, 2004) of research published in scholarly journals in the ten-year period spanning 2004 to 2013. We draw our sample from the more than 8,500 journals listed in the Expanded Social Science Citation Index in the Web of Science by retaining any articles that included "policy implementation" or "program implementation" in the title, abstract, or key words. We then reviewed the articles containing the key terms, and excluded those that clearly fell outside of the topic of policy or program implementation. Our final sample includes 1,509 articles meeting these criteria. While we include the full sample of articles to address our more general questions about the nature of publication outlets and the scope of implementation research (described in the following section), to address the research approach and focus of implementation research we limit our sample to those articles that are "research oriented," i.e. those employing an explicit research design, framework, or methodology. This focus on research-oriented studies results in a reduced sample of 1,130 research articles. To more deeply explore different aspects of implementation process examined within and across system-levels, we also examined a random sub-sample of 100 of these articles; stratifying by findings coded as program-specific, frontline, organizational, policy field, or multi-level.

To undertake this systematic review, we utilize bibliometric analysis, a content analysis of abstracts, and an in-depth analysis of the stratified random sample of articles. This comprehensive approach provides greater confidence in this assessment of the state of policy and program implementation research and our ability to provide answers to our research questions.

We conduct a bibliometric analysis to explore the first research question related to publication outlets. We rely upon the Web of Knowledge (ISI) to assess the concentration of publication venues and identify journals officially classified as "public administration" or "political science" to constitute our "public affairs core" journals. Second, we identify a list of ten journals most frequently cited as significant outlets for implementation science in key literature reviews (Durlak & DuPre, 2008; Fixsen et al., 2005; Meyers et al., 2012), designating them as "implementation science core" journals. Those journals which do not fit the classification of public affairs core or implementation science core are classified as "non-core".

To explore the scope, research approach, and multi-level focus of implementation studies (questions two and three), we move beyond the bibliometric analysis and conduct a detailed content analysis of the article abstracts (n=1,509). First, to investigate the scope of implementation research, we code abstracts by a number of descriptive factors. To probe research approach, we investigate the research design and methods deployed in papers which have either a clear conceptual orientation or an explicit reference to some qualitative or quantitative data being analyzed (n=1,130). Studies could fit into multiple code frames if they included several different research designs or methods. We also examine whether articles contribute findings at different levels of analysis, coding the findings by analytical level, here designated as "frontline," "organizational," and "policy field". We also identify those studies contributing findings only at the program level. Program-specific findings include findings that are directly related to the evaluation of a specific program or policy in terms of its outcomes or impacts, but not other levels of analysis.

Finally, we used the in-depth analysis of full articles to both validate our abstract coding, and explore what different aspects of implementation illustrated by research across and within specific levels of implementation. We inductively identify key insights at and across each level, as well as identifying potential gaps not systematically explored.

RESULTS & DISCUSSION
Where Is Implementation Research Being Published?
To gain an understanding of where implementation research is being published, we investigate the distribution of publications by outlet (full table not included in this summary). Eleven percent of the articles are found in core public affairs journals while five percent are in implementation science core journals. It is notable that none of the identified journals we classify as comprising the implementation science core overlap with the ISI-defined public affairs core journals, suggesting this trend of implementation scholarship is developing parallel to the extant public affairs research. When you adjust for the much broader the pool of public affairs journals (over 190 are included in the ISI classification), it also is striking that the ten journals designated as comprising the implementation science core are capturing a comparably larger number of articles explicitly focused on policy and program implementation.

What Is the Scope and Research Approach of Implementation Scholarship?

To describe the research published in the last ten years in this area, we begin by defining its scope; we look at the content areas, analytical focus, and research strategy. As noted earlier, unlike more general organizational management studies, implementation is not focused on changing the operations of networks, organizations, and frontline operations but upon doing so in relation to particular problems found in a given content area. Table 1 illustrates the distribution of articles across the major content categories found in our coding (the full results will be presented in the full paper). Health is the most common, with nearly half of the sample (49 percent) coming from this arena. Education (18 percent), environment (11 percent), and social welfare (8 percent) are the next most common focus areas, while a handful of papers concentrate on the other areas.

Historically, conceptualizations of policy implementation take enacted public policies as the starting point. However, others have rightly argued that much of policy implementation takes place on the ground, with the ongoing evolution of programs. We specify the analytical focus of an implementation study by coding whether or not the article explicitly mentions a specific public policy including legislation, executive orders, or agency mandates (table not included in this summary). Of the sampled articles, only a fifth of the abstracts included mention a particular policy, and over half of these abstracts focus on policies enacted at the federal or national level.

Finally, we explored the scope of articles in relation to the research strategies deployed. As the history of this scholarly field and recent trends suggest, we would expect there to be divergent approaches. Our findings confirm this (table not included in this summary). Dominated by the health care content area, the most prevalent research methods were quantitative (34 percent); in fact, experimental designs, population surveys, and secondary data analysis are the most common research methods used across the whole sample. Qualitative research tactics are applied in 20 percent of the articles, and are particularly prominent in educational, environmental, and social welfare topics where they are deployed as frequently as quantitative methods. A small number of articles, 6 percent in the whole sample, use research tactics mixing qualitative and quantitative approaches. Significantly, one in four articles did not deploy systematic research methods at all but merely described a particular implementation case.

To explore the research approach, we drop the descriptive case articles and focus on those applying conventional social science designs and methods (n=1,130). Practically, this omission increases the overall significance of research concentrating on health, as over half of the remaining rigorous articles focus on that content area. For that reason, we explore how research approaches vary by content area, so as not to obscure important distinctions between health-service research and other content fields. While the full results are not included in this summary, the approaches vary significantly across these areas, suggesting content-based research approaches. For example, while experimental designs are used relatively frequently in health and crime, they are not commonly applied in many other topics. By way of contrast, in education there is a relatively strong emphasis on unstructured designs in implementation studies, with many educational studies relying on interviews and observations and relatively few relying on secondary data analyses.

How Do Existing Studies Contribute to Findings at Different Levels of Analysis?

Across all content areas, over a third of the studies report program-specific findings without reference to other levels of findings (table not included in this summary). Over four hundred of the studies (36 percent) include findings related to the macro-policy field level, such as issues relevant to network operations or system coordination. Smaller numbers of articles include findings relevant to frontline conditions (19 percent) or organizational factors (16 percent) such as managerial characteristics, culture, or capacity.

Table 2 presents the level of findings by selected content areas. The majority of studies cluster in health and education where program-specific findings are predominant indicating that, as noted earlier, considerable implementation research is now focused on examinations of particular health or education-related interventions. A fifth of social welfare studies also report findings relevant to particular interventions. While such findings hold substantive implications, results focusing solely on the program or intervention level are often not particularly generalizable to other implementation questions.

Similar to the pattern seen across all the content areas, we find that only 12 percent of studies in these selected content areas report multi-level findings in their abstracts. The chi-squared descriptive statistics presented on Table 2 also suggest that the health field is dominated by program-specific implementation studies, whereas environmental and social welfare studies disproportionately report policy-field results. Education implementation studies appear to report more heterogeneous findings than other content areas, while more than one in five studies in the social welfare area report findings that cross the frontline, organizational, or policy field levels.

What Are the Different Aspects of Implementation Illuminated by Research Across and Within Specific Levels of Implementation?

As would be expected from our sampling strategy, the general characteristics of the articles for our in-depth analysis of 100 articles are similar to the full sample. The majority of articles focus in the health (48 percent) or education (14 percent) content areas, particularly regarding the implementation of particular program interventions. Within specific content areas, our in-depth analysis reveals that implementation studies focus on diverse topics. Additionally, there are substantive differences by level of analysis. Frontline studies typically provide more contextual information than others. Articles contributing findings at the organizational level are the most theoretically-oriented. Drawing upon organizational studies, investigators pivot from existing theories about resource dependency, human resources, and strategic management to consider their significance in implementation. The policy field studies were the most heterogeneous. Some focus at the national or transnational level, others at the state or local level. Some sought to understand network or governance arrangements, while other investigate ideology's role in shaping coalitions. There is clearly no unifying conception of the significant questions or research approaches to be pursued in this type of analysis.

CONCLUSIONS
Our analysis reinforces Saetren's (2005) suggestion that the center of implementation scholarship has moved from the traditional disciplines of political science, public administration, and public policy to specific content areas, such as health and education. Our content analysis exploring the scope and focus of the published research reveals a divergent picture of this growing field. Diverse research strategies and approaches are being used, with different standards of scholarly rigor appearing in many content areas. There is no research approach being used regularly in every content area.
Our intent here, though, was to investigate how research findings about policy and program implementation might inform a multi-level framework. Criticisms of policy implementation research suggest that it is either too broad, without policy-specific relevance, or that it is too narrow, focused so singularly on a particular program not generalizable outside of a particular context. To the extent that policy implementation research produces findings at various levels, ideally multiple levels within the same analysis, it could provide policy-specific relevance and still contribute to generalizable knowledge. Unfortunately, we find that a relatively small percentage of implementation studies (13 percent) produce findings that cross multiple levels of the governance framework.

Our analysis suggests that contributing to an understanding of organizational and frontline factors may require a qualitative or mixed methods approach. Thus while a push for quantitative and experimental research may be beneficial to produce relevant program findings, multiple methods--including qualitative analyses-- are likely needed to inform more generalizable findings across policy levels.

The past decade certainly has witnessed a steady flow of research engaging the topics of policy and program implementation and exploring questions relevant to public managers and policy makers. Although this research is spread across different disciplines and content areas, we have engaged a multi-level conceptual framework from public affairs to analyze its diversity. While a small subset of studies report findings that cross the levels of analysis explored in this study, the significant variation by content area and methodology leave much work ahead in building an intellectual coherence to this important research area.

Table 1 Scope: Implementation Articles in Each Content Area
	
	# of Articles
	% of Total

	Agriculture
	27
	2%

	City and Regional Planning
	29
	2%

	Crime
	31
	2%

	Education
	274
	18%

	Energy
	23
	2%

	Environment
	173
	11%

	General Implementation
	85
	6%

	Health
	736
	49%

	Social Welfare
	125
	8%

	Transportation
	20
	1%

	Other Content Areas
	141
	9%


n=1509 articles
Table 2 Multi-Level Focus: Findings of Selected Content Areas by Level
	
	Number of Articles
	Program-specific Findings
	Frontline Factors (Micro)
	Organizational Factors (Mezzo)
	Policy Fields Factors (Macro)
	Multilevel Findings
	Chi-Squared Test

	Education
	206
	33%
	24%
	23%
	32%
	16%
	0.096

	Environment
	103
	13%
	14%
	7%
	75%
	13%
	< .0001

	Health
	638
	49%
	20%
	18%
	25%
	15%
	< .0001

	Social Welfare
	91
	20%
	30%
	16%
	48%
	22%
	< .0001


n=1130 articles
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