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Implementation research (IR) 
in RCT studies

•IR helps us interpret impact findings beyond an up-or-down “it 
worked” or “it didn’t work”

• Comprehensive approach to IR in RCTs involves
• Advance planning and anticipation of different scenarios
• Analytic thinking and use of frameworks
• Careful alignment between key constructs and measures 
• Both quantitative and qualitative methods

•IR helps us learn regardless of whether a study finds
• Implementation of the treatment as planned or with modifications
• Positive impacts, negative impacts, or null impacts
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Broad Logic Model for CUNY ASAP
City University of New York, Accelerated Study in Associate Programs

Source: Scrivener et al, MDRC
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Adapted from Weiss, Bloom, & 
Brock 2014 JPAM

A Conceptual Model for Studying Variation in Treatment Effects, Treatment 
Contrasts, and Implementation



Treatment Planned, 
Offered, Received
WHAT IS “IT ”?
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Adapted from Weiss, Bloom, & 
Brock 2014 JPAM

Treatment Planned, Offered, Received



Dimensions of Treatment Components
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Dimension Question of interest Examples

Content What is the services/intervention 
provided?

Course topics, messaging, 
$/other supports, advising

Quantity

How much of the 
service/intervention is provided?

Frequency: How often?
Time: How long is each encounter?
Duration: Over what time period?
Reach: What % target pop reached?

• 1x/week
• 30 minutes
• 2 semesters
• 80%

Mode How, when, and by whom is the 
service/intervention provided?

In person or virtual, 
Tuesdays, trained adviser

Quality How well is the service/intervention 
provided? 

Tailoring to student needs; 
engagement
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Detailed Logic Model for CUNY ASAP
City University of New York, Accelerated Study in Associate Programs

Source: Scrivener et al, MDRC



Fidelity / Integrity definitions

• How the treatment offered compares with the treatment 
planned (“adherence”)

• Within or across domains, no consensus on precise definition, 
valid measurement, or adequate thresholds for “fidelity”

• Distinguish “treatment fidelity” and “implementation process 
fidelity”
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Fidelity / Integrity – Some considerations

1. Is the planned program new? a replication/expansion?
2. How specific is the planned program? (manualized? intentionally flexible in 

some or all dimensions?)
3. For multi-site studies, how is the planned program different across sites?
4. How might intervention fidelity or implementation fidelity vary over the 

course of the study? Why?
5. What kinds of modifications are possible? probable? (see handout from Wiltsey 

Stirman, Baumann, and Miller 2019)

• Planned modifications  “adaptations”
• Unplanned modifications

6. Consider beforehand: what’s the minimum/ essential amount of the 
intervention that needs to be implemented?

• What would represent in/sufficient implementation for a “fair test”? 
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Some resources on measuring fidelity
Goodson, B., Darrow, C., Wolf, A., Price, C., Boulay, B. (2019). Guidance for 

Planning and Reporting your Education Innovation and Research (EIR) Fidelity 
of Implementation Study. Prepared for the Institute for Education Sciences, 
U.S. Department of Education, Washington D.C. January 24. Abt Associates, 
Inc.

Meyers, Coby V. and W. Christopher Brandt (eds.). (2015). Implementation 
Fidelity in Education Research: Designer and Evaluator Considerations 
(Routledge).

Nelson, M. C., Cordray, D. S., Hulleman, C. S., Darrow, C. L., & Sommer, E. C. 
(2012). A procedure for assessing intervention fidelity in experiments testing 
educational and behavioral interventions. The Journal of Behavioral Health 
Services & Research, 39(4), 374–396
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Some questions about fidelity….



Treatment Contrast
“ACHIEVED RELATIVE STRENGTH”
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Adapted from Weiss, Bloom, & 
Brock 2014 JPAM

A Conceptual Model for Studying Variation in Treatment Effects, Treatment 
Contrasts, and Implementation
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Adapted from Weiss, Bloom, & 
Brock 2014 JPAM

Treatment Contrast



Treatment contrast example: 
CUNY ASAP

15

First semester 719 4.9 1.0 3.8 *** 0.0000 
Second semester 721 4.1 0.6 3.5 *** 0.0000 

 

 
 

Students' First-Year Experiences: Career Services 
 

Three-Year Impacts Report 
 

Sample   Program Control 
Outcome Size Group Group Difference P-Value 

 
Ever met with career or employment services 
staff (%) 736 79.5 28.8 50.6 *** 0.0000 

 
Average number of times spoke with career or 
employment services staff 

 
 
 

Survey sample size 742 384 358 
 

SOURCE: MDRC calculations from the MDRC student survey. 

Source: Scrivener et al, MDRC
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Source: 
Scrivener et 
al, MDRC

Treatment contrast example: CUNY ASAP

(see larger handout]



Use the program logic model to conceptualize

•Logic model provides comprehensive listing of core program 
components

•Logic model shows hypothesized linkages between program 
components, proximal outcomes, and distal outcomes
• Are particular outcomes likely to be activated by particular service 

components?
• What are implications of strong or weak service contrast (in theory or as 

measured) for chances of seeing program impacts in those outcomes?
• What are your study’s priority components for measuring contrasts? In what 

dimensions?

•Consider in two stages: constructs, then measures

17



Example: ASAP
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Source: 
Scrivener et 
al, MDRC
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Service Contrast Traction Tool - Partial ASAP Description Only

Planned Services Received  Services Available Services Received  Services
Planned / Available 

Services Received  Services
Description Description Description Description Description Description

Career Services

* Meet with advisor 
semi-monthly

* Meet with CES 
staff once/semester

*specificity/content 
varies

* Did students meet 
w/advisors?
* How often?
* For how long?
* What content was 
discussed?
* Where did mtgs 
take place?
* Group or 
individual sessions?
* How engaged 
were students?

* Career svcs office 
on campus

* Career fairs

* Did students meet 
w/advisors?
*How often?
* For how long?
* What content was 
discussed?
* Where did mtgs 
take place?
* Group or 
individual sessions?
* How engaged 
were students?

*Dedicated staff vs. 
walk-up

* Consistency in 
advisors across 
sessions vs. diff 
advisors

* Prompts for 
action vs. self-
motivation

[difference 
between Received 
Svcs Desciptions for 
P and C groups]

PROGRAM GROUP CONTROL GROUP SERVICE CONTRAST
Program or Service 

Aspect or 
Component 

“Offered” may be relevant for your intervention also
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Think about when:
• You have more 

than 1 data 
source for a 
measure

• What you can/  
can’t measure for 
C group

• What you can’t 
measure at all

Source: 
Scrivener et 
al, MDRC
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Service Contrast Traction Tool - Partial ASAP with possible measures

Planned 
Services

Received  
Services

Received 
Services

Available 
Services

Received  
Services

Available 
Services

Planned / 
Available 
Services

Received  
Services

Planned / 
Available 
Services

Description Description
Possible 

Measures
Description Description

Possible 
Measures

Description Description
Possible 

Measures

Career Services

* Meet with 
advisor semi-
monthly

* Meet with 
CES staff 
once/  
semester

*specificity 
/content 
varies

* Did students 
meet 
w/advisors?
* How often?
* For how 
long?
* What 
content was 
discussed?
* Where did 
mtgs take 
place?
* Group or 
individual 
sessions?
* How 
engaged were 
students?

* 1/0 met with 
advisor
* # of 
meetings / 
semester 
* Length of 
mtgs (mins)
* Topics 
discussed
* Locations of 
meetings
* 1/0 virtual 
meeting
* 1/0 group or 
indiv meetings

* Career svcs 
office on 
campus

* Career fairs

* Did students 
meet 
w/advisors?
* How often?
* For how 
long?
* What 
content was 
discussed?
* Where did 
mtgs take 
place?
* Group or 
individual 
sessions?
* How 
engaged were 
students?

* 1/0 met with 
advisor on 
campus
* # of 
meetings / 
semester 
* Length of 
mtgs (mins)
* Topics 
discussed
* Locations of 
meetings
* 1/0 virtual 
meeting
* 1/0 group or 
indiv meeting

*Dedicated 
staff vs. walk-
up

* Consistency 
in advisors 
across 
sessions 

* Prompts for 
action vs. self-
motivation

[difference 
between 
Received Svcs 
Descriptions 
for T and C 
groups]

[difference 
between 
Received Svcs 
Measures for 
T&C groups]

SERVICE CONTRASTPROGRAM GROUP

Program or Service 
Aspect or Component 

CONTROL GROUP



Some reflections on contrast
• How can/should treatment fidelity measures be used for Cs?

• On which components, on which dimensions (content, quantity, 
mode, quality) in your study is a contrast possible?...likely?

• For which components on which dimensions are you not able to 
measure contrast? How central are those to your theory of change?

• What would represent insufficient contrast between program and 
counterfactual services for particular components or dimensions? …..

Both quantitative and qualitative inquiry can be informative.
Risky to rely on the combination of weak service contrast on 

multiple components or dimensions to produce impacts
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Context
[SOME EXAMPLES]
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Adapted from Weiss, Bloom, & 
Brock 2014 JPAM

A Conceptual Model for Studying Variation in Treatment Effects, Treatment 
Contrasts, and Implementation
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WWC Reporting Guide for Study Authors (July 2021)

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Docs/ReferenceResources/WWC_Author_Guide_Jul2021.pdf


Context
Example Characteristics of Teachers/Instructors

• Demographic characteristics
• Educational background
• Professional background and work experiences
• Attitudes and beliefs
• Social-emotional characteristics (for example, burnout,

depression, anxiety)
• Readiness for change (psychological)
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• Mission/values
• Decision structure 
• Resources (physical resources, human capital)
• Leader vision/characteristics/behaviors
• Organizational culture or climate
• Presence/actions of unions
• Readiness for change (structural and psychological)
• Student/client population (e.g., number of students, aggregate 

student characteristics such as race, ethnicity, socio-economic 
characteristics, absenteeism, mobility)

• Other initiatives being implemented at the same time as the 
treatment
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Context
Example characteristics of organizations/schools



• Policies or regulations (federal, state, district, system)
• Financing structures (federal, state, district, system
• Economic conditions, labor market, competition
• Geographic aspects
• Historical events/influences
• Cultural norms/influences
• Political views/influences
• Shocks (e.g., COVID)

28

Context
Example characteristics of broader environment
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Adapted from Weiss, Bloom, & 
Brock 2014 JPAM

A Conceptual Model for Studying Variation in Treatment Effects, Treatment 
Contrasts, and Implementation



Have a great Institute experience!

Please contact me with any 
questions / suggestions
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