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Abstract

The last decade has witnessed increased interest in the implementation and dissemination of
evidence-based treatments (EBTs) for youth. Nakamura et al. (this issue) detail lessons learned
over the past decade from the large-scale implementation of EBTS for children in Hawaii. This
commentary discusses how lessons from Hawaii’s initiative can help inform the next generation of
implementation research. Specifically, we focus on how treatment integrity models and methods
designed to characterize core aspects of treatment delivery can be used to study the
implementation process. Using the new interactive online reporting systems developed by this
research group to collect treatment integrity data offers researchers a way to determine how best to
implement EBTs in community based service settings with integrity and skill.
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In recent years, there has been increasing interest in transporting evidence-based treatments
(EBTSs) for youth emotional and behavioral problems to community service settings.
Although advocates for EBTs have called for the dissemination and implementation of these
treatments into service settings, others have stressed a need to better understand the
implementation process before significant resources are dedicated to widespread
dissemination (Fixsen, Naoom, Blase, Friedman, & Wallace, 2005; Southam-Gerow et al.,
2008). Over the past 10 years, Nakamura and members of the Evidence-Based Services
(EBS) Committee within Hawaii’s Child and Adolescent Mental Health Division have
pioneered efforts to review the youth EBT literature and design systems for widespread
implementation. This work serves as an exemplar on how to achieve large-scale
implementation of EBTs and how to conduct implementation research. A number of
important lessons can be learned from the effort that can help maximize the yield of future
implementation research.

A hallmark feature of the Hawaii initiative is the EBS collaborative approach that is invested
in interdisciplinary contribution and cooperation. Many different stakeholders make up the
EBS including mental health professionals, academics, and parents. This partnership has
been maintained by a common principal commitment to using empirical evidence to guide
decisions regarding children’s mental health care services. An important product of this
collaboration is an interactive online evidence based services reporting application, managed
by the private corporation called PracticeWise. This online system is designed to aid
implementation efforts by allowing information about the treatment literature to be quickly
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disseminated to clinicians and, importantly, allowing clinicians to report upon the types of
therapeutic services they deliver. The end product is a powerful feedback system that can
facilitate the exchange of information across a mental health service system.

An online system that allows the bidirectional flow of information represents an important
tool for the various stakeholders interested in improving mental health services for youth
and their families. The online system represents an innovative and time efficient way to
collect information about important aspects of treatment delivery. Currently, one part of the
system allows direct-service providers to access summaries about the most current treatment
outcome research evidence for specific youth emotional and behavioral problems. Another
component of the system, called the clinical dashboard, enables direct-service providers to
report on their use of specific practice elements. The clinical dashboard allows information
about clinical practices and outcomes to be collected and evaluated across providers, clinics,
and organizations. We believe an online tool like the clinical dashboard could be used to
collect data about critical elements of treatment delivery such as dosage, structure (e.g., who
attends treatment), integrity of delivery, and quality of service delivery. In our view,
recording information about treatment delivery via an online reporting system could help
policy makers, researchers, and service providers develop a better understanding of how to
deliver EBTs in practice settings with integrity and skill.

Increasingly, researchers are acknowledging the importance of studying the implementation
process (Fixsen et al., 2005; Southam-Gerow et al., 2008). Initial enthusiasm for
transporting EBTSs to practice contexts has been tempered somewhat in recent years. The
movement to transport EBTS to practice settings was, at least partly, based upon the
assumption that doing so would improve outcomes for youth. However, simply transporting
EBTSs to practice settings may not improve outcomes. Two recent effectiveness trials
reported that child-focused EBTSs for youth anxiety and depressive disorders were not more
effective than usual clinical care (see Southam-Gerow et al., 2010; Weisz et al., 2009). The
good news that can be gleaned from these trials is both EBTs and usual clinical care appear
to produce remission rates comparable to those generated by EBTSs in efficacy trials (over
65% in each group). However, the findings raise questions about why the EBTSs did not
outperform usual clinical care: Were the core components of each EBT delivered with
integrity? Did usual care contain potent therapeutic interventions? These questions focus
attention upon the implementation process. In order to progress, we believe it is important
for investigators to ask, and answer, such questions.

Emerging methods for conducting rigorous psychotherapy process research within applied
settings offers the means to answer these questions (Garland, Hurlburt, & Hawley, 2006).
This approach is ideally suited to studying the integrity of implementation efforts. By using
methodologies designed to assess treatment integrity in efficacy trials, implementation
researchers can evaluate key aspects of treatment delivery. Treatment integrity is composed
of three components—treatment adherence, treatment differentiation, and therapist
competence (Perepletchikova, Treat, & Kazdin, 2007; Waltz, Addis, Koerner, & Jacobson,
1993). Treatment adherence refers to the extent to which a therapist delivers the treatment as
designed. Treatment differentiation refers to the extent to which a treatment under study
differs from other treatments along lines defined by the treatment manual. And, competence
refers to the level of skill and degree of responsiveness demonstrated by a therapist when
delivering the technical and relational elements of treatment. Each integrity component
captures a unique aspect of treatment delivery that is hypothesized to be responsible for
therapeutic change (Perepletchikova et al., 2007).

We believe that implementation research would benefit from assessing the three components
of treatment integrity, particularly treatment differentiation. Whereas treatment adherence
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assesses whether a therapist follows a particular therapeutic protocol (prescribed
interventions), treatment differentiation evaluates whether (and “to where”) therapists
deviate from that approach (Kazdin, Bergin, & Garfield, 1994). Treatment differentiation
checks are particularly important in implementation research because: (a) direct-service
clinicians working in practice settings often have diverse training backgrounds, which can
increase the use of interventions from multiple theoretical orientations (e.g., Garland et al.,
2010; McLeod & Weisz, 2010; Weisz et al., 2009); and (b) the usual care comparison
conditions commonly used in effectiveness trials dictate that treatment differentiation
measures must characterize a diverse array of therapeutic interventions (Garland et al., 2010;
McLeod & Weisz, 2010). Thus, in order to capture more fully both prescribed and
proscribed interventions, differentiation checks must assess for a diverse array of therapeutic
interventions (Waltz et al., 1993).

Until recently, the child psychotherapy field had not produced measures capable of assessing
treatment differentiation in implementation research. Weersing and colleagues (2002) were
the first to address this gap by developing the Therapy Procedures Checklist (TPC). The
TPC was designed to assess therapists’ reports of the techniques they employ when working
with child clients in usual clinical care. Items encompass the four therapeutic models used
with youths (psychodynamic, cognitive, behavioral, and family) and the measure has shown
favorable psychometric properties (Baumann, Kolko, Collins, & Herschell, 2006; Weersing,
Weisz, & Donenberg, 2002). The TPC has a number of significant strengths, including cost
effectiveness. However, its reliance on therapist self-report may reduce its ability to provide
an objective account of actual therapist behavior (Chevron & Rounsaville, 1983; Lambert &
Hill, 1994). Relying solely on therapist reports may, therefore, not provide a comprehensive
description of the therapeutic techniques employed in a treatment session.

A new observational measure, based partly upon the TPC, was developed specifically to
address the potential limitations of therapist report. The measure, called the Therapy Process
Observational Coding System for Child Psychotherapy Strategies Scale (TPOCS-S: McLeod
& Weisz, 2010) is an observational measure designed to characterize usual care for youth
emotional and behavioral problems (see McLeod & Weisz, 2010). The TPOCS-S is unique
in that it: (a) yields quantitative data derived from direct observations of treatment sessions,
(b) encompasses a range of theoretical approaches to therapy, and (c) assesses how
extensively specific therapeutic interventions are employed. The TPOCS-S has
demonstrated good interrater reliability, its five subscales (Behavioral, Cognitive,
Psychodynamic, Client-Centered, Family) have showed good internal consistency, and
analyses have supported TPOCS-S validity (McLeod & Weisz, 2010). The development of
the TPOCS-S provides the field with the means to make child therapy as delivered in
practice settings a focus of research.

Treatment integrity checks, performed as part of the two effectiveness trials mentioned
before, illustrate the potential of using treatment integrity methods and measures to study the
implementation process. Two of the three components of treatment integrity — treatment
adherence and treatment differentiation — were assessed in the trials (Southam-Gerow et
al., 2010; Weisz et al., 2009). One part of the integrity checks used the TPOCS-S to address
two questions relevant to interpreting the study findings: (a) What interventions were used in
usual care?; and (b) Were the EBT and usual care conditions distinct? Across both
effectiveness trials, a similar set of findings emerged. First, the usual care therapists used a
wide range of interventions from multiple theoretical orientations, but generally favored
non-behavioral approaches (e.g., client-centered interventions). Some usual care therapists
did, however, use interventions found in the EBTSs (e.g., cognitive-behavioral interventions).
Accumulating evidence therefore suggests that usual care does contain evidence-based
interventions (see also Garland et al., 2010; McLeod & Weisz, 2010). Second, the EBT and
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usual care conditions were distinct as EBT sessions scored higher than usual care on
interventions prescribed by the manual (i.e., cognitive-behavioral interventions). Though the
EBT and usual care conditions were distinct, not all youth in the EBT conditions received a
full dose of the treatment protocols (see Southam-Gerow et al. (2010) for a discussion).
Delivering EBTSs in practice contexts appears to alter the content of EBTSs, perhaps in ways
that influence their effectiveness.

Using the TPOCS-S to characterize the treatment provided in the effectiveness trials served
to illustrate how therapy process models and methods can play a role in implementation
research. Indeed, therapy process research provides researchers with the tools to document
whether (and how) EBTs change when delivered in practice settings. Measures that capture
critical aspects of treatment delivery, such as the TPOCS-S and the TPC, can therefore help
researchers study the implementation process.

In order to realize the full potential of using treatment integrity methods to study the
implementation process, the science and measurement of treatment integrity needs to
advance. Most existing integrity measures are designed to assess treatment adherence and
very few treatment differentiation or therapist competence measures exist (Perepletchikova
et al., 2007). Moreover, both self- and observer-report treatment integrity measures are
needed. Though the gold standard in integrity research is observational assessment (Hill,
1991; Hogue, Liddle, & Rowe, 1996; Mowbray, Holter, Teague, & Bybee, 2003),
observational coding is time and resource intensive (Hill, 1991). Therapist-, client-, and
caregiver-report measures could provide cost effective alternatives for community
stakeholders who do not have the resources to support observational coding (Fixsen et al.,
2005; NIMH, 1999; Mihalic, 2004; Weersing et al., 2002). Addressing some of the gaps in
the field would produce a more diverse set of treatment integrity measures and generate
more research opportunities, especially when combined with the advantages of using an
online reporting system to collect treatment integrity data.

Using an online reporting system, such as the clinical dashboard, to collect treatment
integrity data could help researchers study the implementation process. Online systems are
ideal for implementation research because they are easy to use, deliver information in a
timely manner, and can be adapted to meet the needs of different stakeholders. For example,
data could be collected from direct-service providers prior to implementation and be used to
characterize clinical practices and tailor implementation efforts. As another example, an
online system could be used to support clinician training and/or monitor treatment integrity.
Direct-service providers could digitally record and upload therapy sessions to a secure
server and trained observers could code the sessions for various aspects of treatment
delivery. Using an interactive online system to gather data about treatment delivery therefore
has the potential to increase the yield of implementation research. Ultimately, this approach
could help researchers identify ways to deliver EBTSs in practice settings with optimal
integrity and skill.

In sum, Nakamura et al. are to be commended; their large-scale implementation of EBTs
across the state of Hawaii has produced many innovations and provides a roadmap for future
implementation efforts. This commentary serves as a call for researchers to build upon the
work of the EBS and consider ways of merging models and methods from diverse fields to
inform the next generation of implementation research.
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