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Disclaimer

Although the information and recommendations in this book are presented

in good faith and believed to be correct, Wendy Hirsch Consulting LLC

makes no representations or warranties as to the completeness or accuracy

of the information. All content provided in this book is for informational

purposes only. Information is supplied “as is” and on the condition that the

persons receiving same will make their own determination of its suitability

for their purposes prior to use.

The publisher and author of this book will not be liable for any errors or

omissions in this information, nor for any losses, injuries, or damages from

the use of this information. These terms and conditions are subject to

change at any time with or without notice.
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DOES THIS SEEMDOES THIS SEEM
FAMILIAR?FAMILIAR?

Have you ever finished celebrating the approval of a new strategy

or major initiative and thought, “Now, what?!”

Or had a great idea to improve your organization, followed by a

sinking feeling when you asked yourself, “But how would we do

that?”

Or finished rolling out a new tool or practice only to find no one

using it after a few months?

You are not alone.

When implementation is an afterthought or approached with

a quick and dirty ethos, things may get done, but they rarely pro-

duce results. If you don’t get the intended benefits from your

effort, can you genuinely call it a success?

There are no silver bullet solutions guaranteed to make all

change implementations successful. However, there are sound

practices and principles that, when used consistently,

can increase your chances of truly making a difference in your

organization.

That’s what this book is about.
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THIS BOOK IS FORTHIS BOOK IS FOR
YOUYOU

This book is for those new to change implementation as well

as those looking for new perspectives to bring to their change

efforts. Because whether you are in the early days of your career

or have a wealth of professional experience, implementation can

be a challenge if you don’t have a defined approach.

Although the majority of this book is directed at the person

leading the implementation team, sometimes called an

implementation lead, project manager, or change lead, the ideas

and tips offered are relevant to anyone who is keen on better

understanding the art and science of implementation. We’ll cover

the fundamentals of effective implementation management, such

as designing the implementation approach, planning for execu-

tion, monitoring progress, interacting with leadership and stake-

holders, and developing your team.

Specifically, this book is for you, if…Specifically, this book is for you, if…

• You have technical or managerial experience, but are

new to implementation and are unsure where to start.

• You are an experienced implementer looking for a fresh

outlook or alternative approaches to improve your

results.

• You are beginning your career or are looking to

advance and want to build a new skill set.

• You are an experienced implementer but want a deeper

understanding of the fundamentals of implementation
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so that you can coach others.

• You are an executive or manager supervising imple-

mentation staff and want a stronger foundation in the

core concepts of implementation.
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WHAT YOU'LLWHAT YOU'LL
LEARNLEARN

My goal is to provide you with a firm grounding in the funda-

mentals of effective implementation. The ideas presented in this

book are based on my 20 years of practical experience, as well as

a robust body of academic research about what works in imple-

mentation. Importantly, the principles and methods outlined are

adaptable and can be used to support the implementation of all

kinds of organizational change, such as new processes, practices,

strategies, or tools.

The book is designed to help you build confidence in three areas:

1. What you need to do: I introduce a simple framework that

provides a blueprint you can use to plan and execute your next

implementation.

2. Why you should do it: I explain the purpose of each part of

the framework and how it supports effective implementation.

3. How to get started: In addition to theory, I provide examples,

tools, and other “how to” information throughout the book. At

the end of most chapters, I offer a list of Starter Steps to help you

begin applying the ideas presented.
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What you won’t find in this book and whyWhat you won’t find in this book and why

Equally important to what you will find in this book, is what you

will not, such as:

A cookie-cutter approach. Context is a significant factor in

implementation. The ability to tailor your methods to your oper-

ating environment is an essential skill for any implementer. For

that reason, I focus as much on best principles, as best practices.1

A strong grounding in such principles will equip you to adapt to

the variety of contexts and types of implementation you will face

on the job.

Deep-dives into technical topics. A proficient implementer is

one that has developed expertise in a variety of domains, such as

project management, team leadership, measurement, and com-

munications. However, a full exploration of such technical

domains is beyond the scope of this book. Rather, I take a “first

things first” approach. I aim to clarify the fundamental skills you

need and provide examples, tools, and practical action steps to

help you begin applying them in your work. In my view, that’s

plenty to get you started.

Requirements for specific types of implementation. I aim to

help you build a base of knowledge that you can apply to all sorts

of change implementation. As such, this book does not address

requirements for particular types of implementation, such as

Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) systems or evidence-based

health and education programs.
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Notes

1. I was introduced to the term “best principles” in the work of Mary

Northridge and Sara Metcalf. They note: “Best principles, as dis-

tinct from the more customary term ‘best practices', are used to

underscore the need to extract the core issues from the context in

which they are embedded in order to better ensure that they are

transferable across settings." See Northridge, M. E., & Metcalf, S. S.

(2016). Enhancing implementation science by applying best princi-

ples of systems science. Health Research Policy and Systems, 14(1), 74.

doi: 10.1186/s12961-016-0146-8
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HOW THIS BOOKHOW THIS BOOK
IS ORGANIZEDIS ORGANIZED

This book is designed to be a partner to you throughout your

next implementation. Although you can read it straight through,

it may be most valuable to use it as a reference book. You can

delve into topics based on where you are in your current imple-

mentation or the skills you want to strengthen.

To help you do that, I organized the book into six parts that relate

to the core questions you will face when designing and executing

any change implementation — Why? What? When? How? Who?

Where?

The first three parts — Why, What, and When — provide an

overview of the foundational aspects of implementation to

ensure you have a firm grounding on which to build your

approach.

Part I — Why: You’ll learn why it’s important to take a disci-

plined and informed approach to implementation, rather than

making it up as you go along.

Part II — What: You’ll get acquainted with the basics of the

implementation framework that forms the foundation of this

book.

Part III — When: You’ll learn the five phases of implementation,

as well as how to focus your actions based on each phase.
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The last three sections — How, Who, and Where — cover the

individual elements of the framework, each of which will be rel-

evant to you at various times during the planning and execution

of your effort.

Part IV — How: You’ll learn about the tools you use to imple-

ment. Specifically, each chapter in this section focuses on a dif-

ferent component of the implementation framework, such as

infrastructure, measurement, or training.

Part V — Who: You’ll learn about the critical roles people play

in the implementation process, what’s required of those who fill

these roles, and how to engage with them to successfully execute

your implementation.

Part VI — Where: You’ll learn how to identify critical contextual

factors, both internal and external, to inform your implementa-

tion approach.

To help you better understand the concepts presented in each

section, you’ll find brief case studies and example tools through-

out the book. Additionally, most chapters conclude with a set

of Starter Steps designed to help you begin putting the methods

presented to work for you.

Finally, updates made to the second edition include:

• An expanded chapter on Leadership, which now

includes a discussion of the role of middle managers in

leading change.

• A new chapter on Communication; a topic that was

previously integrated throughout the book.

• A revision of the Context chapter, including an updated

approach to context analysis.
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PART I: WHY

In this section, we explore the answer to our first question: Why

do we need to take a comprehensive approach to implemen-

tation? We also discuss the fundamental principles of effective

implementation using a case study of a state-wide education

implementation.
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THE NEED FOR ATHE NEED FOR A
COMPREHENSIVECOMPREHENSIVE
APPROACHAPPROACH
Why "just do it" doesn't work

When implementing any change, you first need to clarify why

you are doing it. You need to be explicit about the purpose of the

change and what you want to achieve.

You should be able to answer the same questions about your

implementation approach. What is the purpose of adopting a

comprehensive rather than an ad-hoc strategy when implement-

ing? What do you achieve by being proactive and purposeful in

your efforts?

Knowing the answers to these questions is vital for a few reasons.

First, when leading an implementation, you need to be confident

in your plan of attack. That doesn’t mean you won’t be unsure

at some points or won’t make mistakes. You will. Rather, what

I’m talking about is the underlying conviction that when it comes

down to it, you know what you need to do and why you need to

do it.

Second, you will, at some point, work with leaders who believe

that when something is implemented you “just do it” — that

elbow grease and chutzpah are all that’s needed. In such

situations, a keen understanding of effective implementation
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methods can help you to convince those with power that unless

you direct that chutzpah in a thoughtful way, it’s unlikely to

create much value.

Third, when you demonstrate expertise in implementation, it

may have a beneficial impact on end users. Research indicates

there is an association between staff perceptions of management

competence to implement change and stress, uncertainty, and

skepticism during a period of change.1

Finally, the last reason is that the answers to these questions

exist! What makes for effective implementation is not a huge

mystery. True, there is no fool-proof solution to all implementa-

tion challenges, and probably never will be. But there are strong

indications that some things work better than others.

Implementation failures led to the development of a wide body of researchImplementation failures led to the development of a wide body of research

As far back as the 1940s, academics were theorizing about orga-

nizational change.2 In the 1970s, researchers began looking at

specific tactics people use to implement change in organizations,

often focusing on the role of management.3

In the 1990s, researchers in healthcare sought to understand

why medical innovations were not being used. They were frus-

trated that practices, which had been tested and found effective

in studies, were not benefiting patients. The reason? Often it

was because medical personnel in hospitals and doctors’ offices

weren’t adequately implementing them. This research became a

field of study known as implementation science or implementa-

tion research.4

Over the last 20 years or so, investigations into what makes

for effective implementation have expanded beyond healthcare

interventions, to look at education and social services. The wave
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of high-stakes implementation related to Enterprise Resource

Planning (ERP) systems has also produced its own body of

research.

Taken in combination, these investigations into what works in

implementation (and what doesn’t) have yielded some themes,

but no guaranteed prescriptions, for effective implementa-

tion. One resoundingly clear idea in the research, however, is

that it’s just as important to focus on how you implement, as it is

on what you implement.

Effective implementation requires skillful use of a system of complementaryEffective implementation requires skillful use of a system of complementary
partsparts

Mastering the “how” of implementation requires the develop-

ment of a system and the ability to use that system effectively. To

better understand this idea, let’s look at the example of the car-

maker Toyota. In recent years, safety recalls put a dent in Toyota’s

rock-solid reputation for quality. However, in the 1980s, the car

company became famous not only for the cars it produced but

also for how it made them.

In fact, at that time Toyota surprised everyone by regularly giving

tours to engineers from competing carmakers. In particular,

these tours provided a close-up look at Toyota’s famed continu-

ous improvement process. But, Toyota didn’t feel there was any

risk in showing their competition precisely what they did. Why?

As John Shook, an American who worked for Toyota in Japan,

put it: “Remember how Vince Lombardi always said he would

share his playbook with anyone, but nobody could execute like

the old Green Bay Packers? It is the same thing with Toyota.

Everybody has techniques and practices, but nobody has a system

like Toyota’s.”5

Toyota understood what implementation research shows us —

how you implement matters as much as what you implement.
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Further, in creating the “Toyota Way,” the company

demonstrated the benefits of integrating skills and practices into

a well-functioning, systematic approach.

Effective implementation requires an approach grounded in best principlesEffective implementation requires an approach grounded in best principles

As the example of Toyota demonstrates, a systematic approach

to implementation is required. However, this need not be com-

plicated. An effective implementation often has a simplicity to it,

which is rooted in the principles that support it.

The method outlined in the remainder of this book is grounded

in several core principles, including:

• Start by defining the problem you are trying to solve

and how you’ll know when you’ve solved it.

• Identify the best solution to the problem, investigating

not only the evidence supporting various options but

also your capacity to implement them.

• Define the solution with enough specificity that every-

one can understand what it is and what it isn’t.

• Develop a plan and assemble a diverse team to execute

it.

• Support adoption by end users with training and ongo-

ing coaching.

• Work closely with — and listen to — stakeholders at all

levels.

• Pay attention to context.

These principles may strike you as common sense. However, for

many people working in implementation, the problem is not rec-

ognizing that these things are important in the abstract. It’s being

disciplined and organized enough to do them. In practice, our

enthusiasm for a new solution or our ambition to achieve big

things can entice us to cast aside common sense for quick-fix

approaches, which rarely produce promised results.
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Before we delve further into the details of the implementation

framework that forms the core of this book, we’ll first review

a case study through the lens of these principles. This example

demonstrates what can happen when you implement with good

intentions, but without a comprehensive approach.
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Notes

1. See Oreg, S., Vakola, M., & Armenakis, A. (2011). Change recipi-

ents’ reactions to organizational change: A 60-year review of quan-

titative studies. The Journal of Applied Behavioral Science, 47(4).

doi: 10.1177/0021886310396550

2. For an overview of Kurt Lewin's change theory and a summary of

six decades of additional work on change, see Burnes, B. (2004).

Kurt Lewin and the planned approach to change: A re‐appraisal.

Journal of Management Studies, 41(6), 977-1002. doi: 10.1111/

j.1467-6486.2004.00463.x

3. For a helpful summary of implementation research in the 1970s,

see Nutt, P. C. (1986). Tactics of implementation. Academy of Man-

agement Journal, 29(2), 230-261. doi: 10.2307/256187

4. For an overview of implementation science see Bauer, M. S.,

Damschroder, L., Hagedorn, H., Smith, J., & Kilbourne, A. M.

(2015). An introduction to implementation science for the non-

specialist. BMC Psychology, 3(1), 32. doi: 10.1186/

s40359-015-0089-9

5. Quoted from Taylor, A., & Kahn, J. (1997). How Toyota defies grav-

ity. Fortune, 136 (11), 100-106. Retrieved from http://archive.for-

tune.com/magazines/fortune/fortune_archive/1997/12/08/

234926/index.htm
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CASE STUDY:CASE STUDY:
PRINCIPLES INPRINCIPLES IN
ACTIONACTION
Lessons from a school-based
implementation in California

In the mid-1990s, the Governor of California secured passage of

legislation that aimed to increase student performance in math

and reading by reducing the size of classes in elementary grades

throughout the state.1 This initiative in California was inspired,

at least in part, by a pilot program in Tennessee called Project

STAR. Project STAR had garnered national attention for impact-

ing student outcomes through the adoption of smaller class sizes.

The class-size reduction program in California was voluntary

and offered to all elementary schools throughout the state. The

program provided schools with $650 for each student in a class

with fewer than 20 other kids. The dollar amount offered was the

same for all schools, regardless of the size of their classes at the

start of the program.

By the end of the first year, nearly 90% of first-grade students

in California public schools were in classes of reduced size, with

almost 60% of second graders in such classes. The program also

proved to be wildly popular with teachers and parents alike. So, it

seems, the California program got things done. Class sizes were

smaller; teachers and parents were happy.

However, the purpose of the program was to improve student

outcomes. You may wonder, how did the program do in those
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terms? Unfortunately, after two years, and spending $2.5B, the

California effort demonstrated negligible impact on student out-

comes.

Why was a program that was successful in improving student

outcomes in Tennessee, less so in California? There are probably

many reasons, but when we get into the details, it seems at least

part of the cause had to do with a failure to adhere to the best

principles of effective implementation. Let’s look at a few exam-

ples.

PRINCIPLE: Evaluate potential solutions based on technical appropriatenessPRINCIPLE: Evaluate potential solutions based on technical appropriateness
and your capacity to implementand your capacity to implement

The California effort focused mainly on copying what was done

in the Tennessee program, i.e., the innovation of small class sizes.

It does not appear, however, that the California legislators stud-

ied how this innovation was implemented in Tennessee before

offering it to all schools in the state. Nor did they question

whether the innovation of small classroom sizes was the most

cost-effective means to increase literacy scores in the context of

California schools. Perhaps reducing class sizes was a solution to

lagging student outcomes, rather than the solution to that prob-

lem.

California was not alone in embracing class-size reduction as

a solution to its achievement challenges. Many states chose to

implement this innovation, although reportedly not many stud-

ied its efficacy before implementing it.

PRINCIPLE: Engage with stakeholders at all levels and plan before actingPRINCIPLE: Engage with stakeholders at all levels and plan before acting

The California legislation to reduce class sizes passed in July

1996, less than two months before the start of the school year.

Consider the practical challenges this posed for school

administrators. If you want smaller class sizes, but have the same

number of students, you have to increase the number of available
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teachers and classrooms. In fact, implementing the program

required securing some 18,000 additional classrooms and 12,000

new teachers in just a few months. This proved to be an impossi-

ble task.

Eventually, due to the teacher shortage prompted by smaller class

sizes, the Governor signed legislation that relaxed teacher certi-

fication standards, raising questions about instruction quality.

PRINCIPLE: Define what you are implementing and implement it consistentlyPRINCIPLE: Define what you are implementing and implement it consistently

Although the Tennessee and California programs were both

class-size reduction efforts, what was implemented in each state

was quite different.

In California, districts were given the discretion to implement

the program to varying degrees. For example, one school could

reduce the size of all K-3 classes, while another could choose

to do so only in first and second grades. Notably, at its start,

the California program involved 150 times the number of stu-

dents that were part of the Tennessee effort. Therefore, although

class sizes were reduced, what was considered a small class in

California was still much larger than it had been in the Tennessee

program. Further, due to a lack of available, qualified staff and

suitable space, some classes in California were led by uncertified

teachers and in places not intended to be used as classrooms,

such as gyms and libraries.

Should one assume that two programs that were similar in name,

but not in practice, would produce similarly promising results?

Likely not.

PRINCIPLE: Support adoption through training and ongoing coaching to endPRINCIPLE: Support adoption through training and ongoing coaching to end
usersusers

States that evaluated the effectiveness of their class-size

reduction programs found that significant outcomes could result
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from this intervention. However, these outcomes were depen-

dent on several factors beyond classroom size, including a supply of

qualified teachers, suitable classroom space, rigorous curricula,

and professional development for teachers.

Helping teachers put good practices in place is essential to get-

ting those practices to have an impact on kids.

What happened in California is not uniqueWhat happened in California is not unique

Even if you don’t have professional experience in government or

education, if you’ve worked in an organization, you can probably

name a few implementations that fell short for some of the rea-

sons highlighted in this case.

The basics of good implementation are commonly overlooked,

even in a highly public, big-ticket effort such as this one in

California. Unfortunately, as this case also demonstrates, quick-

fix approaches to implementation are a risky proposition if you

are looking to achieve results beyond popularity.

Imagine how different things may have been if a few trained

implementers had been involved in this effort from the begin-

ning. In the next section, we’ll delve further into what that might

look like.
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Notes

1. This case was adapted from information provided in Bohrnstedt,

G. W., & Stecher, B. M. (2002). What we have learned about class

size reduction in California. Sacramento: California Department of

Education. Retrieved from http://www.classize.org/techreport/

CSRYear4_final.pdf, and Stecher, B. M. & Bohrnstedt, G. W. (Eds.).

(2002). Class size reduction in California: Findings from 1999–00

and 2000–01. Sacramento, CA: California Department of Educa-

tion. Retrieved from https://www.classsizematters.org/wp-con-

tent/uploads/2012/11/year3_technicalreport.pdf
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