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Abstract
Background

Attention is being placed on the “ironic gap” or “secondary” research-to-practice gap in the field of implementation

science. Among several challenges posited to exacerbate this research-to-practice gap, we call attention to one

challenge in particular—the relative dearth of implementation research that is tethered intimately to the lived

experiences of implementation support practitioners (ISPs). The purpose of this study is to feature a qualitative

approach to engaging with highly experienced ISPs to inform the development of a practice-driven research agenda

in implementation science. In general, we aim to encourage ongoing empirical inquiry that foregrounds practice-

driven implementation research questions.

Method
Our analytic sample was comprised of 17 professionals in different child and family service systems, each with long-

term experience using implementation science frameworks to support change efforts. Data were collected via in-

depth, semi-structured interviews. Our analysis followed a qualitative content analysis approach. Our focal concep-

tual category centered on the desired areas of future research highlighted by respondents, with subcategories

reflecting subsets of related research question ideas.

Results
Interviews yielded varying responses that could help shape a practice-driven research agenda for the field of imple-

mentation science. The following subcategories regarding desired areas for future research were identified in

respondents’ answers: (a) stakeholder engagement and developing trusting relationships, (b) evidence use, (c) work-

force development, and (d) cost-effective implementation.

Conclusions
There is significant promise in bringing implementation research and implementation practice together more

closely and building a practice-informed research agenda to shape implementation science. Our findings point

not only to valuable practice-informed gaps in the literature that could be filled by implementation researchers,

but also topics for which dissemination and translation efforts may not have yielded optimal reach. We also highlight

the value in ISPs bolstering their own capacity for engaging with the implementation science literature to the fullest

extent possible.
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Plain Language Summary: In the field of implementation science, increasing attention is being placed on the “ironic
gap” or “secondary” research-to-practice gap. This gap reflects a general lag or disconnect between implementation

research and implementation practice, often stemming from knowledge generated by implementation research not

being accessible to or applied by professionals who support implementation efforts in various service-delivery systems.

Several explanations for the research-to-practice gap in implementation science have been offered in recent years; the

authors highlight one notable challenge that may be exacerbating the research-to-practice gap in this field, namely that

implementation research often remains disconnected from the lived experiences of implementation support practi-

tioners. In this paper, the authors demonstrate the promise of developing a practice-drive research agenda in implemen-

tation science, with specific research question ideas offered by highly experienced implementation support practitioners.

The paper concludes by expressing enthusiasm for future efforts to bring implementation research and implementation

practice together more closely, empirically foreground practice-driven implementation research questions, translate and

disseminate existing implementation research findings more widely, and build the capacity of implementation support

practitioners to fully engage with the implementation science literature.
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Introduction
In the field of implementation science, increasing attention
is being placed on the “ironic gap” or “secondary”
research-to-practice gap (Beidas et al., 2022; Juckett
et al., 2022; Westerlund et al., 2019; Wilson & Kislov,
2022). This gap reflects a general lag or disconnect
between implementation research and implementation
practice, often stemming from knowledge generated by
implementation research not being accessible to or
applied by implementers or implementation support practi-
tioners (ISPs)—professionals who are on the frontlines
supporting implementation efforts in various service-
delivery systems. Implementation researchers, in this
context, can be defined as individuals who aim to generate
knowledge regarding the processes, strategies, and
methods that promote the uptake of research-supported
practices, policies, and programs in various service-
delivery systems (Juckett et al., 2022). The general intent
of implementation research is to “understand what, why,
and how interventions work in ‘real-world’ settings and
to test approaches to improve them” (Peters et al., 2013).

On the other hand, ISPs strive to leverage the best avail-
able insights generated from implementation research and
frameworks to “help systems and service providers imple-
ment research-supported practices, policies, and programs,
and sustain and scale research evidence for population
impact” (Metz et al., 2021, p. 239). ISPs can be housed
outside the service-delivery systems they support but
may also operate within a service-delivery system, particu-
larly those with an internal work unit designed to support
innovation, implementation, improvement, and scaling
efforts (Albers et al., 2020; Metz et al., 2021).
Implementation support is often delivered via partnerships
between professionals housed inside and outside a service-
delivery system.

Several challenges plausibly undergird the research-to-
practice gap in implementation science (Beidas et al.,
2022; Juckett et al., 2022). First, implementation science
is a rapidly evolving field, dampening the extent to
which knowledge dissemination efforts can incorporate
timely discoveries and advancements in the field. Second,
the supply of implementation-focused training and dissemin-
ation mechanisms is dwarfed by the demand. Implementation
training programs might be inaccessible for other reasons as
well, such as limited time and resources among teams and
organizations (Davis & D’Lima, 2020). Third, common
and well-established implementation capacity-building inter-
ventions have targeted implementation researchers rather
than ISPs. Thøgersen (2021) highlights the need to increase
the applicability of knowledge generated from implementa-
tion research for use in real-world settings, noting that imple-
mentation frameworks, strategies, and measures developed
under the best possible circumstances are not feasible for
day-to-day use in service settings. Implementation science
may not be producing knowledge that practitioners actually
need to do their work.

There is a growing call to action in the field of imple-
mentation science to deeply integrate the perspectives of
practitioners to co-produce the science of implementation
(Supplee et al., 2023). We call attention to this challenge
—the relative dearth of implementation research that is
tethered intimately to the lived experiences of ISPs—that
may be exacerbating the research-to-practice gap in imple-
mentation science (Metz, Jensen, Farley, & Boaz, 2022).
Practice-driven research agendas can emerge from
ongoing and intentional dialogue between implementation
researchers and ISPs, with the goal of unearthing critical
questions that, if answered and disseminated well, could
impact the real-world efforts by ISPs to implement pro-
grams, policies, or practices intended to yield equitable
and desirable population impacts. Efforts on this front
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align with recent calls to enrich the epistemological tools
used to build the science of implementation, particularly
from a phenomenological perspective (Wilson & Kislov,
2022). Such efforts also are aligned with the emerging pri-
oritization of knowledge co-creation processes (Jensen &
Kainz, 2019; Metz et al., 2019). Consequently, the
purpose of the current short report is to feature a qualitative
approach to engaging with highly experienced ISPs to
identify and synthesize key research questions that are per-
ceived to have a high probability of benefiting their imple-
mentation support work. In addition to summarizing our
findings, we aim to encourage ongoing empirical inquiry
that foregrounds practice-driven implementation research
questions.

Methods

Study Setting and Sample
The current study leveraged qualitative data collected from
individuals in the United States via a hybrid purposive-
convenience sampling approach, with priority placed on
recruiting participants with numerous years of experience
using implementation science frameworks to support
change efforts in various child and family service
systems (Albers et al., 2020, 2021; Bührmann et al.,
2022; Curtis et al., 2000; Koerber & McMichael, 2008;
Metz et al., 2021). Our analytic sample was comprised of
17 professionals from different organizations, each with
long-term experience using implementation science frame-
works to support change efforts. The implementation
support role has been described as part of the “service-
delivery support system” (Wandersman et al., 2008) and
has been expanded conceptually in recent years to
include the roles of implementation facilitators (Kirchner
et al., 2014, 2016; Parker et al., 2014) and ISPs (Albers
et al., 2020, 2021; Metz et al., 2021). Table 1 provides a
summary of self-reported respondent characteristics.

Data Collection Procedures
Data were collected via in-depth, semi-structured inter-
views using the Zoom platform. Interviews were
60 minutes in duration, on average. Core interview
prompts attended to implementation support strategies
used to support the use of research evidence (and the con-
ditions under which they are most impactful) and the role
of stakeholder engagement in implementation and evi-
dence use. The following question—and primary focus
of the current study—was also posed at the end of the inter-
views: “If you were to develop a research agenda on stake-
holder engagement and evidence use/implementation,
what questions would you ask and why?” Although seem-
ingly narrow in focus, respondents provided a wide range
of responses to this prompt, reflecting ideas more broadly
connected to the field of implementation science stemming

from the rich conversation that took place during the inter-
view. One member of the research team (i.e., second
author, who has over 17 years of experience in the field
of implementation science and currently leads a university-
based implementation science center) led the interviews,
and two other members of the research team (i.e., first and
fourth authors) attended the interviews to observe and
engage in general notetaking. Participants had the oppor-
tunity to provide their informed consent verbally; the
Institutional Review Board at the authors’ university
reviewed all study protocols and assigned the project
exempt status. Audio recordings from each interview
were transcribed verbatim and fully de-identified in prepar-
ation for analysis.

Data Analysis
Our analysis followed a qualitative content analysis
approach (Schreier, 2014), emphasizing the development
and use of a coding frame whereby one or more main cat-
egories are specified and multiple subcategories are identi-
fied, which aim to specify and organize what is said in the
material with respect to a main category (Schreier, 2014).
Our focal conceptual category centered on the desired

Table 1
Respondent Characteristics

n %

Gender
Cisgender woman 14 82%

Cisgender man 3 18%

Racial/ethnic identity
Non-Hispanic White 14 82%

African American/African Descent 2 12%

Hispanic White and Asian 1 6%

Years of professional experience
15+ 14 82%

6–10 2 12%

11–15 1 6%

Focus of work (check all that apply)
Child Welfare 12 71%

Mental and Behavioral Health 9 53%

Implementation Science 8 47%

Criminal Justice 5 29%

Public Health 4 24%

Health 3 18%

Other 3 18%

K-12 Education 2 12%

Work setting (check all that apply)
Non-profit 6 35%

Higher Education 5 29%

Local Government 5 29%

State Government 4 24%

Other 4 24%

Federal Government 1 6%

For-Profit 1 6%
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areas of future research highlighted by respondents, with
subcategories reflecting subsets of related research question
ideas. The first and third authors engaged in coding activities
independently using Dedoose software, then met together to
compare emergent subcategories and associated codes. With
93% rater agreement, only one additional code was added
following discussion and consensus.

Results
Interviews yielded a wide range of responses that could
help shape a practice-driven research agenda for the field
of implementation science. The following subcategories
regarding desired areas for future research were identified
in respondents’ answers: (a) stakeholder engagement and
developing trusting relationships, (b) evidence use, (c)
workforce development, and (d) cost-effective implemen-
tation. These subcategories, along with related codes and
research questions, are highlighted in Table 2.

Respondents emphasized the critical roles that stake-
holders and the development of trusting relationships
serve in implementation efforts and the need for research
centered on best practices for navigating these engage-
ments. One respondent’s professional history working in
the child welfare system prompted them to wonder how
public systems could better promote collaboration with
key stakeholders in the areas of program selection, imple-
mentation, and accountability. Another respondent
described their individual reflection on the importance of
tailoring communication to different stakeholders in prac-
tice, causing them to think about how information could
be conveyed in an effective and mutually beneficial
manner for all groups involved.

I really have been thinking a lot about the messengers of infor-
mation and how different people and different stakeholders…
might need to hear information differently. But how do you
convey that information efficiently that meets everyone’s
needs? (P2)

Similarly, the need to understand common barriers to
engagement among various stakeholders and how this
may impede implementation was indicated. Respondents
also expressed a desire to explore how professionals in
the field have adapted their implementation practice
when working with communities of color and other minor-
itized communities; in particular, respondents were inter-
ested in knowing if specific models existed to help guide
implementation practice when working alongside these
communities. One respondent described an explicit shift
in implementation support systems and structures and the
growing need to examine how to preserve proximity to
the “end user” as an ISP.

It feels like we are doing more implementation support for the
sake of doing implementation support…but now we’ve got

these big systems that are not as intimate, and not as intimately
connected to the end user…I think it’s important to try and
preserve that proximity when you’re creating implementation
support systems and structures. (P10)

Further, respondents reflected on the need for ISPs to
bridge the science (i.e., technical skills) and art (i.e., rela-
tional skills) of implementation and posed the execution
of this balance in practice as a potential focus of future
study. Respondents also expressed curiosity concerning
the origins and roles of champions in implementation prac-
tice. One respondent felt it would be relevant to define the
characteristics of champions within the implementation
site and processes whereby they are cultivated.

I see it happen very slowly where one person gets another
person and then another person gets another person, and it
becomes like a widespread understanding that this [interven-
tion] is a good thing for our agency. I would like to understand
a little bit better about how that happens. Because it’s not just
what I was saying about somebody says it, it’s a good thing…
that’s not enough to make somebody a champion. (P9)

Another respondent reflected on the difficulty navigat-
ing stakeholder relationships in the context of a multi-
tiered, interlocking system. They acknowledged a desire
to understand how to promote collaboration and maintain
integrity across these systems’ levels, knowing that each
relational dynamic presents varying demands and requires
some form of adaptation as an ISP.

I struggle with that concept of tiered and interlocking teams…
like how and where one enters which relationship and in a way
that makes all levels, how many there are, meaningful, inter-
active, and connected. How do you enter and how do you
have the right-way relationship? How do you be an honest
broker at every level over time? That would be an interesting
thing [to study]. (P3)

In alignment with recent theorizing (Metz, Jensen,
Farley, Boaz, Bartley, et al., 2022), respondents high-
lighted the need to explore other relational aspects of
implementation in research; for example, how ISPs estab-
lish and cultivate trust with individuals in different settings
(i.e., on-site/in-person versus off-site/virtual).

Relating to evidence use, respondents shared the useful-
ness of prioritizing research focused on understanding dif-
ferent types of evidence. The concept of evidence was
discussed broadly to encompass both (a) the evidence of
the intervention (or “the what”) being implemented and
(b) evidence related to the efficacy of specific implementa-
tion strategies/approaches (or “the how”). One respondent
discussed how the westernization of evidence has favored
“traditional ways of knowing” in implementation efforts
over other ways of knowing. Research could investigate
what the term “evidence” means for different stakeholder
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Table 2
Findings from Qualitative Content Analysis

Conceptual subcategories Specific code(s) Research question(s)

Stakeholder Engagement and

Developing Trusting

Relationships

Understanding how to bridge the

science and art of implementation

How does one balance the use of technical and relational skills in
providing implementation support?

Understanding the origins and roles

of champions

How does one, specifically, develop and cultivate “champions”?
Are “champions” defined the same way across the
literature and contexts?

How many champions are needed?
What level of the system are champions typically found?
What are these individuals explicitly doing to champion
the work?

What support do these individuals need to become a
champion?

How to optimize relationships with

stakeholders at different systems

levels

How does an implementation support practitioner navigate the
relationship dynamic with multi-tiered, interlocking teams?

At which level of the system does one enter the
relationship?

How does one work with these systems in a way that
promotes connection among different levels?

How do you serve as an “honest broker” when working in
these systems (i.e., maintaining integrity across all
relationships?)

How to cultivate/train for relational

skills in implementation

How does one establish and cultivate trust in different settings
(e.g., on-site/in-person vs. off-site/virtual)?

How to move toward collaboration

(authentically collaborate,

flexibility)

How can implementation support practitioners foster
collaboration with stakeholders (e.g., families) in the areas of
program selection, implementation, and accountability in
public systems?

How to tailor communication

(shared understanding)

How does one navigate communication with different
stakeholder groups and bring everyone to consensus on the
facilitators and barriers to systems improvement?

How do you convey information differently to various
stakeholder groups to efficiently meet everyone’s needs?

How to culturally adapt

implementation support

How does one adapt their implementation support practice
when working with communities of color and other minoritized
communities?

End Users/How to preserve

proximity when scaling up

implementation systems and

structures

How does one preserve proximity to the end user(s) when
creating implementation support systems and structures?

Understanding common barriers to

stakeholder engagement

What are common barriers to engagement among various
stakeholders?

Evidence Usea Understanding different ways of

knowing

How do different stakeholder groups define “evidence”?
How has the definition of “evidence” been socially

constructed in the context of Western society?
How do implementation support practitioners determine

what is considered meaningful evidence to the
stakeholder groups they are working with?

What other forms of evidence and ways of knowing exist
and how can we uplift and prioritize them in
implementation practice?

Identifying the problem (rather than

leading with solutions)/Factors

that influence decisions to make

system changes

What informs problem identification and adoption of a specific
evidence-based practice(s) (e.g., beliefs, values)?

Factors that shape beliefs about

taking a system change to scale

What informs one’s understanding of the specific strategies for
getting to scale?

(Continued)
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groups to intentionally uplift various ways of knowing in
practice.

Other respondents highlighted the need to uncover what
implicit and explicit factors inform problem identification,
adoption of a specific evidence-based practice, and the
strategies utilized for getting to scale. It was hypothesized
by one respondent that professionals in the field are not
concretely thinking about and discussing the strategies
that will longitudinally impact whether an implementation
effort alters standard practice.

Respondents also demonstrated interest in the pathways
for developing the next generation of ISPs and, specifically,
how collaborative spaces and self-reflection components
could prove helpful in cultivating professional competence
and resilience. Further, other respondents indicated a desire
to understand ways to be maximally cost-effective in imple-
mentation efforts, while still upholding fidelity.

Discussion
In this short report, we featured a qualitative approach
to engaging with highly experienced ISPs in an effort
to begin shaping a practice-driven research agenda for
the field of implementation science. Notwithstanding the
bounded wording of interview prompts, respondents
offered a wide-ranging and rich set of ideas about promis-
ing future research that would connect to their every-day
implementation practice, largely centered around (a) stake-
holder engagement and developing trusting relationships,
(b) evidence use, (c) workforce development, and (d) cost-
effective implementation. Given our general aim to
encourage ongoing exploration of practice-driven research
questions from the perspective of experienced ISPs, it is
worth considering how rich future investigations on this
front could be if interview prompts are fully unbounded
and explicitly open to all aspects of implementation
science. We are enthusiastic about such future studies,
which could also seek to overcome some of our study lim-
itations by recruiting diverse samples with respect to racial/

ethnic identity, professional experience, and geographic
location.

Here we also want to acknowledge the possibility that
respondents highlighted an idea for future research that is
already addressed in existing studies (e.g., the role and
functions of champions in implementation; Bonawitz
et al., 2020). Thus, our findings point not only to valuable
practice-informed gaps in the literature that could be filled
by implementation researchers, but also topics for which
dissemination and translation efforts may not have
yielded optimal reach, particularly to experienced ISPs
actively engaged in implementation efforts. Connecting
back to Juckett et al., (2022) point about implementation
science rapidly evolving, this issue around knowledge
translation prompts ongoing reflection in terms of how
implementation research can be made visible and available
to the professionals who might benefit most from
cutting-edge and relevant empirical insights.

We also see value in ISPs bolstering their own capacity
for engaging with the implementation science literature,
perhaps by drawing from high-quality, open-access jour-
nals or otherwise freely available articles in relevant jour-
nals and other outlets. Thus, the onus of productively
shaping and utilizing implementation research in practice
should not be placed solely on implementation researchers,
but ISPs should work diligently to seek out available imple-
mentation research to the fullest extent possible. Doing so
may enhance the insights ISPs can offer about developing
a robust practice-driven research agenda in implementation
science. Moreover, implementation research and imple-
mentation practice can be brought closer together by a) cre-
ating visible, inclusive spaces—physical and virtual—for
perspectives to be shared (e.g., communities of practice);
b) developing more opportunities for implementation
practitioners to publish and present at implementation
science conferences, including keynotes; c) inviting imple-
mentation researchers into practice spaces to co-produce
and pursue joint research agendas; d) building a workforce
that can make implementation science practical and usable

Table 2
(Continued)

Conceptual subcategories Specific code(s) Research question(s)

Workforce Development How to develop/train the

implementation support

workforce

What is the pathway for teaching and developing the next
generation of implementation support practitioners?

How do you teach practitioners the skills and competencies
required for effective implementation practice?

Are these collective spaces helpful in fostering resilience
among practitioners?

How important is the practice of self-reflection to the work?
Cost-Effective Implementation How can implementation be

maximally cost-effective

Are there ways for implementation support to be administered in
a less costly, less resource-intensive, yet still effective manner?

Notes. aThe concept of evidence was discussed broadly to encompass both (a) the evidence of the intervention (or “the what”) being implemented and (b)

evidence related to the efficacy of specific implementation strategies/approaches.
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for service systems and communities; and e) incentivizing
(e.g., grant funding, infrastructure support, professional
recognition) practice-research partnerships.
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