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Abstract

Background: The aim of this mixed-methods, systematic literature review was to develop an understanding of the
factors affecting the implementation of tobacco and substance use intervention programmes in the secondary
school setting using NPT as an analytical framework.

Methods: A search strategy was developed that combined implementation, school and intervention search terms.
Literature searches were conducted in MEDLINE, Embase, PsycHINFO, Scopus, ERIC, CINAHL, Web of Science and
the Cochrane Library. PROSPERO was also searched for similar systematic reviews and a grey literature search of
policy documents and relevant material was also conducted. Papers were eligible for inclusion if they were based
in a secondary school and focused on the implementation of a tobacco or substance use programme. Both
quantitative and qualitative methodologies were considered for inclusion. Normalisation Process Theory (NPT) was
used as a conceptual framework to identify facilitators and barriers of implementation and to structure the synthesis.

Results: Inclusion criteria were met by 15 papers. The included papers were both quantitative and qualitative and
focused on a range of tobacco and substance use interventions, delivered by differing providers. Key facilitating factors
for implementation were positive organisational climate, adequate training and teacher's and pupil’s motivation.
Barriers to implementation included heavy workloads, budget cuts and lack of resources or support. Quality appraisal
identified papers to be of moderate to weak quality, as papers generally lacked detail.

Conclusion: NPT highlighted the need for studies to extend their focus to include reflexive monitoring around
appraisal and the evaluation processes of implementing new tobacco or substance use programs. Future research
should also focus on employing implementation theory as a tool to facilitate bridging the gap between school health
research and practice.
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Background
Adolescence can be identified as a critical development
phase and therefore a key stage within the life course. It
is a time when adverse health-related behaviours, such
as tobacco or substance use, are frequently established
and ‘tracked’ into adulthood [1–4]. Adolescence—or the
‘secondary school years’—thus provides a key period for
the delivery of interventions [2, 5–7] to deter uptake of
unhealthy behaviours. The uptake of health risk behav-
iours are more likely to occur in the later stages of ado-
lescence, between the ages of 15 and 19 years [8, 9].
This is largely due to the fact that a young person in late
adolescence is more susceptible to social influences,
such as peer pressure, experimentation and rebellion.
These social influences are associated with an increased
tendency to undertake in risk-taking behaviour, such as
drug taking or risky alcohol consumption, and can play
a substantial role in influencing long-term health
outcomes [8, 10, 11].
As it remains compulsory for young people, in the UK,

to engage in academic education until the age of 16 years;
the secondary school setting acts as a platform in which
to deliver preventative health education and complex
interventions to tackle tobacco and substance use.
Recent feasibility research exploring the delivery of brief
alcohol interventions (ABIs) in secondary schools has
proved effective, highlighting the potential as a setting to
deliver such interventions [2, 7]. However, the effective-
ness of school-based substance use interventions has
often proved inconclusive. A specific example of this is a
systematic review conducted by Foxcroft and Tsertsvadze,
aiming to explore the extent of research around the
effectiveness of school-based, alcohol primary prevention
programmes [12]. The review identified that some studies
showed no evidence of a primary intervention being
effective in a school setting, whilst others presented
statistically significant results, indicating a degree of
effectiveness [12].
Breaking this down further, to assess whether complex

substance use interventions have a place within second-
ary schools, although there remains to be a series of fac-
tors affecting the effectiveness of such an intervention,
there does appear to be a gap between generating
school-based, tobacco and substance use intervention re-
search evidence and the implementation of this research
in practice [13]. Very few of these papers offered a sig-
nificant assessment of the factors affecting the imple-
mentation of their substance use interventions, or how
varying the implementation process of such an interven-
tion could have the potential to affect the effectiveness.
Therefore, this systematic review was proposed as a way in
which to collate the available evidence from studies, which
present evidence around the factors affecting the imple-
mentation of a tobacco or substance use interventions,

within a secondary school setting. It builds upon the
current work in this area [14, 15], to provide an account of
factors specific to secondary school level education and
specifically the implementation of tobacco and substance
use interventions.
The field of implementation science has been born as

a result of recognising the importance of the gap be-
tween research and practice [13]. This gap has expedited
the use of multitudinous theoretical constructs, aiming
to enhance the implementation process, identify the
barriers and facilitators and acting as valuable tools in
evaluating implementation [16, 17]. Much of the advan-
cing knowledge on barriers and facilitators to implementa-
tion has been construed within health care and the
provision of primary care, and implementation theory has
been frequently employed within this context [18, 19].
The use of theory has been less widely associated with
school implementation research [20]. Therefore, this sys-
tematic review seeks to interpret and synthesise determi-
nants of implementation in the school setting by using a
specific implementation theoretical framework.
The Normalisation Process Theory (NPT) provides

an explanation of the factors affecting whether an inter-
vention can be incorporated into practice, with reference
to the context in which the work of the new intervention
occurs [21]. It focuses on understanding the implemen-
tation, embedding and integration of new technologies
and organisational innovations by considering four the-
oretical constructs: Coherence, Cognitive Participation,
Collective Action and Reflexive Monitoring [16, 21, 22].
Table 1 presents an overview of the four NPT constructs
and its respective subconstructs.
NPT is our chosen framework as it has demonstrated

value in synthesising research findings to identify know-
ledge consistencies and gaps regarding implementation
determinants [23, 24]. Although NPT was designed for
implementation and integration problems in healthcare,
the constructs are transferable and thus can be applied
fluidly to consider the review’s focus of factors affecting
implementation in the school setting [25]. As this field is
currently small and studies of implementation are
heterogeneous, NPT offers advantage as a theoretical
framework for integrating both qualitative and quantita-
tive findings to develop an assessment of the factors
which can affect implementation in this context [25]. To
our knowledge, NPT has not previously been used to
synthesise findings in the context of secondary school
implementation research.

Aim
The aim of this systematic review was to identify and syn-
thesise the factors affecting the implementation of tobacco
and substance use interventions in the secondary school
setting, by applying the Normalisation Process Theory.
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Methods
Using a registered protocol (PROSPERO: CRD42016039354),
systematic review methods were undertaken to identify
eligible literature. Developing specific inclusion and exclu-
sion criteria allowed the selection of papers.

Study inclusion and exclusion criteria
Both quantitative and qualitative studies were eligible for
inclusion. Papers were not excluded by their methodology
alone, and to minimise the risk of bias, papers were not ex-
cluded by their background, ethnicity or language. To be
included, papers had to be based within a secondary school
or the international equivalent, and focusing on students
aged between 11 and 18 years. Papers based outside the
secondary school (e.g. primary, universities and community
locations) were excluded. Included papers were those that
reported any factors affecting the implementation of a to-
bacco or substance use intervention. Studies conducted
pre-1980 were excluded due to subsequent school system
reforms, which would likely limit the relevance of findings.

Literature searches
The electronic databases, MEDLINE, Embase, PsycHINFO,
Scopus, ERIC, CINAHL, Web of Science and the
Cochrane Library, were searched using specific key words
to obtain eligible papers, as shown in Table 2. Search terms
were modified to accommodate the differences in the data-
bases, and Boolean search terms and MeSH terms were
employed to ensure all relevant literature was searched for.
Grey literature, such as national government school

curricula and local government websites, were searched
for via common search engines using key words reflect-
ing the formal research strategy. Potentially relevant
material was obtained and assessed using the same
inclusion and exclusion criteria. In addition, the
PROSPERO database was searched to identify whether
any similar reviews had been conducted.

Study selection
Screening was undertaken by two of the review authors
(GW and DNB). In the first round of screening, GW
assessed papers against the criteria by reviewing the title
and abstract and DNB was responsible for double sifting
20% of the results. If papers appeared relevant, the second
stage involved full papers being obtained, assessed and
retained if they continued to meet the inclusion criteria.
One hundred percent of the papers at the second stage
were double sifted by DNB. Any screening discrepancies
between reviewers were resolved by further discussion
and a third reviewer (TF) was consulted if necessary.

Data extraction
A data extraction form was developed and piloted on the
first five studies. The information extracted from each
paper was based around the following: Paper Reference and
Location—The author information and which country the
study had been conducted in, Intervention—Whether the
intervention was an alcohol, drug or substance use inter-
vention or a combination of some or all, Study Popula-
tion—How many young people or providers participated in
the study, Study Design—The methods the study employed,
Implementation Measurement—What was measured in re-
lation to implementation, Data Analysis—What methods
were used to analyse the collected data, and the Key
Results—These were the key results stated in the paper that
specifically identified as factors affecting implementation.
The information extracted was used to formulate a sum-
mary table, which is displayed in Table 3, Additional file 1.

Data synthesis
A narrative approach to synthesis was undertaken due
to the expected heterogeneity of the included studies.
The Normalisation Process Theory (NPT) [22, 25] was
used as a novel way to structure the synthesis and to
guide the assessment of established implementation

Table 1 Normalisation Process Theory (NPT) breakdown of key constructs [16, 21, 22]

NPT construct Definition Sub constructs

Coherence The sense-making work that people do individually and
collectively when they are faced with the problem of
operationalizing a set of practices.

• Differentiation
• Communal specification
• Individual specification
• Internalisation

Cognitive Participation The relational work that people do to build and sustain a
community of practice around a new technology or a
complex intervention.

• Initiation
• Enrolment
• Legitimation
• Activation

Collective Action The operational work that people do to enact a set of practices,
whether these represent a new technology or a complex
healthcare intervention.

• Interactional Workability
• Relational Integration
• Skill set Workability
• Contextual Integration

Reflexive Monitoring The appraisal work that people do to assess and understand
the ways that a new set of practices affect them and the others
around them.

• Systematisation
• Communal appraisal
• Individual appraisal
• Reconfiguration
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factors reported in the included studies. NPT-based in-
terpretations of the study findings were assessed by two
authors (GW and TF) and discussed as necessary within
the wider review team.

Quality assessment
Included papers were assessed using quality assessment
tools appropriate to the study design. However, due to
the limited availability of relevant literature, quality was
not used as an indicator of exclusion. The Effective
Public Health Practice Project (EPHPP) appraisal tool was
used to assess quantitative studies [26]. Each component of
a paper was rated, with each rating being combined to ob-
tain a global rating of Strong, (0 weak ratings), Moderate
(1 weak) or Weak (2+ weak). The Critical Appraisal Skills
Programme (CASP) tool was employed to appraise quali-
tative papers [27]. CASP assessed the included papers with
three questions: Is the study valid? What are the results?
and Are the results useful? [27].

Results
Figure 1 shows a PRISMA diagram displaying the num-
ber of papers excluded at each sifting stage [28, 29],
whilst Table 3 presents a summary of each paper, their
key findings and the results of quality appraisal.
Fifteen papers were deemed eligible for inclusion in

the review. Six papers focused on tobacco interventions

[30–35], four focused on drug use interventions [36–39],
three focused on general substance use interventions
[40–42], one focused on an alcohol intervention [43]
and one focused on a dual alcohol and drug intervention
[44]. All but one paper lacked the use of an implementa-
tion theory [44, 45] and no reference was made within
the included papers to the use of implementation
strategies.

Results of quality assessment
The results of the quality assessment are displayed in the
final column of Table 3. The EPHPP tool identified that,
of the quantitative papers, four were moderate quality pa-
pers [32, 33, 36, 37] and seven were classed as weak pa-
pers [30, 31, 35, 39–41, 43]. The weakest areas in papers
included validity and reliability of data collection, report-
ing of participant withdrawals, and nearly every paper
lacked confounding factor reporting. The five qualitative
papers were rated, using CASP, from strongest to weakest
by how many ‘Yes’, ‘No’ or ‘Can’t tell’ outcomes they re-
ceived. The weakest papers lacked reporting of specific
methodological details and no papers made reference to
ethical considerations or obtaining ethical approval.

Synthesis of results
During data extraction, the key factors, found to affect the
implementation of a tobacco or substance use intervention

Table 2 Search Terms for each Database

Databases Search terms—combined with ‘AND’

School Implementation Intervention/change Health

Cochrane Library
EMBASE Via OVID
ERIC Via EBSCO host
Medline Via EBSCO host
SCOPUS
Web of Science Via Thomson Reuters

school* implement* OR adopt*
OR integrate* OR normali*

improvement* OR innovation OR
knowledge* OR organisational
change* OR quality improvement
OR readiness to change* OR
behaviour change* OR intervention*
OR school based intervention*

health*

CINAHL Via EBSCO host school* implement* OR adopt*
OR integrate* OR normali*

CINAHL Search Terms: Health
Behaviour exp. OR Behavioural
Changes OR Behaviour Modification
exp. OR Health Education
Key Words: improvement* OR
innovation OR knowledge* OR
organisational change* OR quality
improvement OR readiness to
change* OR behaviour change* OR
intervention* OR school based
intervention*

health*

PSYCHINFO Via EBSCO host school* implement* OR adopt*
OR integrate* OR normali*

MeSH Terms: Behaviour Change OR
Health Education OR School Based
Intervention
Key Words: improvement* OR
innovation* OR knowledge* OR
organisational change* OR quality
improvement OR readiness to
change* OR behaviour change*
OR intervention* OR school
based intervention*

health*

OR and AND denote the Boolean operators used
* denotes truncation symbol
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within a secondary school, were identified within the 15 in-
cluded papers and coded and organised using the four
NPT constructs. This is displayed in Table 4.

Coherence
The coherence construct of NPT refers to the sense-
making work that individuals participate in either indi-
vidually, or collectively, when operationalizing a new inter-
vention [25]. A key result relating to Coherence was that
providers were often found to not understand, or were not
able to make sense of what a tobacco or substance use
intervention required, in order to implement it success-
fully [38, 41, 42, 44]. MacDonald and Green found that
Project Workers (PWs) responsible for implementing
their substance use intervention ‘didn’t understand the
model enough to implement it or to sell it to others’ [44].
PWs were unable to make sense of the intervention and
therefore were unable to fulfil their role of introducing
and implementing the intervention [44]. This was

reported similarly in the paper by Thaker et al., as learning
the Reconnecting Youth (RY) intervention was found to
be challenging, and even following training, teachers
found RY to be complex and difficult to implement [41].
Training was identified in a large proportion of included

papers as a factor with the potential to facilitate imple-
mentation within the secondary school setting [32, 34, 41,
42]. Specific examples included McCormick et al. identify-
ing that teachers who were adequately trained to deliver
their tobacco intervention were more likely to implement
curricula, and also increased the amount of curricula im-
plemented [32], whilst Pettigrew et al. reported that the
training, that was provided for the implementation of their
substance use intervention, was insufficient for maintain-
ing implementation fidelity and improving outcomes, and
the importance of investment in delivery personnel, and
delivery support was emphasised [42]. Basen-Engquist
investigated the effect on implementation of a tobacco
intervention when providers were trained in a live session

Fig. 1 PRISMA flow chart showing the number of papers identified in the original literature searches and the study selection process
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in comparison to video training [31]. They reported that
providers in the video training condition were less likely
to teach the curriculum, indicating pre-recorded training
affected implementation [31]. Sloboda et al. showed
higher content coverage was correlated with appropriate
instructional strategy (r = 0.93, P < 0.001). In Stead et al.,
some teachers were new and were concerned with imple-
menting the substance use intervention as required [38].
Although training emphasised that teachers did not need
specialist drug education, some felt uncomfortable about
being unable to answer students’ questions [38].
The ability of participants to distinguish the interven-

tion from their current ways of working was also identi-
fied as being a factor affecting implementation [34, 40].
Audrey et al. reported that as smoking was seen as
problematic in schools, secondary school staff welcomed
the implementation of a tobacco intervention, that was
different from their current practices [34]. But due to
the heterogeneity of the results, it was also identified to
remain cautious when straying considerably from
existing practice, as Garrahan reported that all of their

intervention elements were linked to existing school
components as ‘it gave the impression that much of what
was done was based on common sense or derived by rea-
soning from self-evident conditions’ [40].
It was identified as being important for tobacco or sub-

stance use interventions to fit with a school’s ethos, in order
to be able to construct a degree of value to implement [34,
36, 38, 44]. A specific example of this was Audrey et al.
reporting the importance of using peer students, as it re-
sulted in the recruitment of students representative of their
peer group and staff found this to be valuable [34].

Cognitive Participation
In the context of this review, the construct Cognitive
Participation was used to refer to the relational work
that individuals do to build and then sustain a commu-
nity of practice around a new intervention within the
secondary school setting [25].
Having a designated individual or a group of individuals

to act as implementation driving forces was identified in
several papers as being important in influencing the

Table 4 A summary of the key results organised by their corresponding NPT construct

Factors affecting implementation Papers NPT construct

Distinguishing from current practice [34, 40] Coherence

Fitting with school ethos [34] Coherence

Providers seeing the value or benefit of an intervention [34, 36, 38, 44] Coherence

Providers not delivering or not understanding how to deliver
(use of specialist knowledge)

[38, 41, 42, 44] Coherence
Collective Action

Training [32, 34, 41, 42] Coherence
Collective Action

Implementation driving force [34, 37, 42–44] Cognitive Participation

Role identity—provider ‘agreeing’ it should be part of their role [30, 34, 40, 43, 44] Cognitive Participation

Provider supporting intervention [30, 33, 34, 39, 41] Cognitive Participation

Provider motivation [43] Cognitive Participation

Sustainability [30] Cognitive Participation

Young people behaviour [42] Cognitive Participation

Providers feeling uncomfortable with delivery [38] Cognitive Participation
Collective Action

Budget cuts or limited resources [41] Collective Action

Disruption to school timetable [34] Collective Action

Favourable organisational climate/host support [32, 34, 40, 41, 44] Collective Action

Fidelity [30, 31, 33, 36–39, 41–44] Collective Action

Importance of staff skills, knowledge or characteristics [35, 42] Collective Action

Involving schools; monitoring outcomes [40] Collective Action

Schools prepared for implementation [44] Collective Action

Staff turnover [41] Collective Action

Modifying practice (from feedback) [38] Reflexive monitoring

Negative implementation experience [41] Reflexive monitoring

Positive feedback [36] Reflexive monitoring

Waller et al. Implementation Science  (2017) 12:130 Page 12 of 18



implementation of a tobacco or substance use interven-
tion [34, 37, 42–44]. A specific example included Audrey
et al., which reported the importance of students in driv-
ing implementation and in engaging other peers to be in-
volved with the intervention [34]. This is also linked with
provider motivation and buy-in. McBride et al. discusses
teachers’ motivation and their view of students’ motiv-
ation towards the alcohol intervention SHAHRP. Motiv-
ation positively influenced teachers’ willingness and
commitment to implement as intended, as there was buy-
in and support for the intervention in response to stu-
dents’ attitudes [43]. Motivated teachers were seen to act
as implementation driving forces in which to motivate
students [43]. This was further confirmed by Rohrbach et
al., as ‘motivated, trained classroom teachers’ implemented
substance use programs with fidelity and achieved imme-
diate effects [37]. In Sussman et al., it was reported that
health educators’ enthusiasm, effort and class enthusiasm
differed, when it came to the implementation of their to-
bacco intervention, indicating there was differing levels of
willingness depending on the context [30].
Pettigrew et al. acknowledged that whilst teachers played

a central role in driving the intervention implementation,
students’ behaviour was important, as not all students ap-
peared equally engaged. Some displayed disconnected be-
haviour, whilst others were attentive or participatory, and
this affected implementation [42]. In addition, in the paper
by Jarrett et al., an association between teens’ perceptions
of facilitator characteristics and how important N-O-T was
in quitting smoking was reported [35].
The perceptions of providers, and agreeing that a tobacco

or substance use intervention should be part of their work
were identified as factors affecting implementation [30, 34,
40, 43, 44]. This was seen in Audrey et al., as teachers
recognised the importance of using student peers, as it
‘complemented their attempts to promote confidence and re-
sponsibility’ [34]. In Barr et al., results showed that teachers’
perceptions of the implementation settings significantly in-
fluenced their reactions, which ultimately affected imple-
mentation and long-term sustainability [33]. Sustainability
was also discussed in Macdonald and Green as PWs
needed to maintain willingness to introduce and implement
new practices, and sustainability was often difficult [44].
The paper by Stead et al. reported tension, with teachers
being uncomfortable with some of the intervention sessions
[38]. Sessions, such as interactive sessions, were not looked
upon favourably by some providers and were therefore not
delivered as intended, indicating providers were less likely
to agree that an intervention should be part of their work if
they were unhappy or uncomfortable with delivery [38].

Collective Action
The construct Collective Action characterises the oper-
ational work that individuals are required to do in order to

be able to enact a new practice [25]. Fidelity, or how closely
an intervention is implemented as intended, was one of the
most commonly discussed factors affecting implementa-
tion within included papers [30, 31, 33, 36–39, 41–44].
Fidelity generally appeared high across the papers, with
McBride et al. reporting 80.7% of SHAHRP was taught as
intended, in Rohrbach et al., out of four implementation
indexes, only one showed differences in delivery between
program specialists and teachers, and both Sloboda et al.
and Skara et al. reported programs being implemented as
intended [39]. In Thaker et al., RY was implemented ac-
cording to protocols, and high fidelity was observed in all
schools [41]. Sussman et al. reported adherence did not
vary by condition, and high fidelity was observed in all con-
ditions [30]. Basen-Engquist et al. reported teachers from
both groups reported high implementation fidelity [31].
Pettigrew et al. found that teachers, who taught the kiR
intervention more than once, tended to exert similar levels
of control in delivering curriculum and students exhibited
consistent participation levels [42].
However, high fidelity was not observed in Barr et al. as it

reported substantial heterogeneity in teachers’ amenability
and tasks [33]. Stead et al. reported the mean lesson
content fidelity to be 72%, but as teachers became familiar
with lessons they were more likely to modify or omit
elements [38]. MacDonald and Green reported that few
PWs were able to implement the model as intended [44].
Some PWs reported trying to, but were discouraged by
school barriers and administrative pressures, indicating
inadequate support from the school acted as a factor
negatively affecting implementation [44].
This links to the several papers identifying ways in which

contextual factors affected implementation [32, 34, 40, 41,
44]. MacDonald and Green reported that before PWs
could implement new strategies, schools needed to be
ready and willing [44]. Issues were reported with selling
the program, facilitating participation, and also steering
the committee, indicating host support was lacking [44].
Further challenges were reported in Thaker et al., with
only 50% of staff reporting they had Head Teacher sup-
port [41]. Teachers in one school reported that the assist-
ant principal and counsellors did not support RY and
support for student recruitment and teachers was also
lacking [41]. In addition, the capacity of skilled staff and
resources varied significantly. Budget shortfalls, funding
cuts and inadequate resources, such as classroom space,
were all cited as factors negatively affecting implementa-
tion [41]. Garrahan emphasised the importance of involv-
ing school personnel in a building-wide manner, and
monitoring efforts to achieve outcomes were found to be
beneficial [40].
Timing was reported as a factor negatively affecting im-

plementation. McBride et al. reported that teachers found
it difficult to complete activities in the allocated time, as

Waller et al. Implementation Science  (2017) 12:130 Page 13 of 18



did Thaker et al. [41, 43]. This was also observed in Stead
et al., where teachers frequently overran and lacked suffi-
cient preparation time, indicating the operational work
was not appropriately allocated [38]. Audrey et al. also
presented findings around the allocation of work dur-
ing implementation, with teachers welcoming training by
external trainers, as it created a greater interest amongst
students and reduced the difficulties facing students dis-
cussing smoking with teachers [34].
Thaker et al. reported a high level of staff turnover as a

factor negatively affecting implementation, as teachers re-
ported that staff turnover made the implementation of sub-
stance use interventions difficult, and it made it difficult
for providers to maintain trust in each other’s work [41].
Trust and communication were also identified as being
factors facilitating implementation in Audrey et al. The im-
plementation of ASSIST was responsible for causing dis-
ruption to the school timetable, with students needing to
be removed from classes. This was ameliorated by facilitat-
ing communication between the ASSIST team and school
contacts, and between teachers within the school [34].

Reflexive Monitoring
Reflexive Monitoring considers the appraisal work that in-
dividuals participate in to assess and understand the ways
that a new practice can affect them and the others around
them [25]. Few of the included papers reported results indi-
cative of the Reflexive Monitoring construct; only one
paper reported participants modifying work in response to
intervention appraisal [38], and there was a general lack of
evaluatory components or reporting of how participants
appraised implementation and how to improve the process.
In Skara et al., providers gave delivery quality ratings,

such as their perception of student participation. As this
was high (M = 6.2 on 7 point scale), delivery quality was
reported as ‘very favourable’, indicating participants
evaluated the implementation of the substance use inter-
vention positively [36]. In Stead et al., the amount of
activities in the implementation of Blueprint were
modified, as a result of teacher feedback. Feedback
highlighted that there was insufficient time to cover all
aspects as intended, and although developers reduced
the content, lessons still remained content rich and tim-
ing remained problematic [38]. One school, in Thaker et
al’s study, evaluated the implementation of RY extremely
negatively and stated they would be unlikely to imple-
ment RY again due to ‘a lack of flexibility, high prepar-
ation and a bad implementation experience’ [41].

Discussion
Despite the 15 included papers being heterogeneous, com-
mon factors affecting the implementation of tobacco and
substance use interventions in the secondary school could
be identified. During quality appraisal, the majority of

papers were classified as weak or moderate quality. A
common weak area was found to be the reporting of con-
founding and contextual factors affecting study results,
which was also identified in the review of healthcare
innovation by Greenhalgh et al. [18]. By offering more of a
focus to confounding factors, which have the potential to
affect implementation, it is likely to add value in providing
a richer understanding of the context and facilitate imple-
mentation within the secondary school setting.
This is a common thread within the implementation

field, and advances in implementation science has led to
the identification that implementation studies often display
insufficient and inadequate reporting, requiring interven-
tion [46–48]. Therefore, the recently published Standards
for Reporting Implementation Studies (StaRI) Statement
was developed as a set of guidelines to increase the trans-
parency and accuracy of implementation study reporting
[46]. This would particularly be of use within the school
setting, as the reporting was shown in the review to be
largely disparate. By employing the StaRI guidelines, within
future implementation studies in the school setting, it
would likely have a significant impact on the structure and
reporting of implementation outcomes, and would not
only ensure the delivery of higher quality papers but would
increase the comparability and work towards improving
implementation in practice in this setting [46].
NPT was used to provide a common interpretative

framework to apply across the full set of papers and
ensured that a comprehensive assessment of the factors
affecting implementation could be made. This sought to
be a novel element of this paper as NPT’s use outside of
the healthcare setting has been limited, and no previ-
ously published work has used it within the secondary
school context. This has implications for broader imple-
mentation research, as it emphasises the usefulness of
NPT in the school setting, and highlights the transfer-
ability of NPT in settings outside of healthcare.
A key result, relating to the implementation determi-

nants of tobacco and substance use interventions, was that
few papers reported providers being able to distinguish
the intervention from their current ways of working. This
is likely to create difficulties with staff engagement, which
was also reported as a key factor affecting implementation,
as there is no clear discernible benefit to a new practice.
However, if an intervention is highly removed from
current practice, providers may struggle with role identity
conflicts, if it is perceived as being outside their traditional
role. This is of increased importance within the secondary
school setting, as staff in the included papers reported
heavy workloads and time pressures, indicating the adop-
tion of a new role or practice may provide a degree of
conflict.
Another key factor determining implementation was

the providers’ level of comfort with delivery and the
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topic. This has not been observed in a similar way in
general health promotion implementation studies in
schools [15] but is largely unsurprising when focusing
on tobacco or substance use interventions, as they are
often associated with negative stigma [49, 50] indicating
a consideration for future work. Results highlighted pro-
viders feeling unprepared or that specialist knowledge
was required to deliver interventions effectively [44].
This links with the conflict around role identity and the
importance of training, which was emphasised in several
papers [32, 34, 41, 42]. Comprehensive training can
therefore be highlighted as an implementation strategy,
which can positively affect implementation, if it is able
to address how to deliver controversial topics and leaves
providers feeling adequately supported.
Support and provider buy-in were consistently por-

trayed as factors facilitating and determining implementa-
tion and good engagement were seen to positively
influence student behaviour [30]. In addition, provider
support was linked with the need for an implementation
driving force. Due to the disparate nature of the papers
and their context, this was explored differently, with stu-
dents, teachers, project workers and outsider providers
acting as implementation drivers. Organisational support,
which has previously been identified as a key implementa-
tion determinant [45, 51, 52], was also identified as a key
factor affecting implementation, with the most effective
support being gained pre-implementation and providing
long-term maintenance [32].
Another result specific to the school setting included

student engagement, which was observed as a factor
affecting implementation in Pettigrew et al. [42]. Although
the school settings were shown to be highly heteroge-
neous, this is likely to be common across schools, as indi-
vidual differences will affect students’ engagement levels.
Moving on to consider the finding around the imple-

mentation outcome fidelity, implementation fidelity ap-
peared to be variable across the included papers and was
affected by multiple factors. In some papers, providers
felt it necessary to modify intervention components,
leading to emphasising the importance of establishing
which components are essential for implementation and
which components should possess flexibility. Implemen-
tation fidelity is often considered as being complex and
a key source of variability [37, 53, 54]. A specific ex-
ample from the surrounding literature is within the
review of implementation fidelity of school-based drug
use interventions by Dusenbury et al. [55]. The idea that
school providers can reduce implementation fidelity, but
ultimately increase the ‘implementability’, is an import-
ant area to discuss. Although, it was seen as beneficial to
possess flexibility, as programs that were too rigid expe-
rienced low fidelity, it is important to identify critical
intervention components, to ensure that modifications

do not affect the intervention’s effectiveness. Therefore,
to facilitate future school-based tobacco or substance
use intervention implementation, core elements should
be identified and complemented with flexible compo-
nents, in order to be salient for the differing school
contexts. This observation is also supported by several pa-
pers reporting teachers struggling with adhering to time-
lines; as although teachers were seen to be appropriate
providers, heavy workloads made it difficult to maintain fi-
delity due to the preparation or time constraints. It is
likely to be inappropriate to allocate teachers large imple-
mentation activities, and it may prove advantageous, if
feasible, to source training or delivery to outside
providers.
Even though this review highlights factors unique to the

school setting, such as provider factors and pupil engage-
ment, fitting this review into the wider implementation
literature context; the findings around organisational host
support, adequate resources and the need for appropriate
feedback echo the findings of previously conducted imple-
mentation work [14, 45, 56, 57]. NPT was useful as an
organising framework for synthesising findings from dis-
parate study designs, to not only identify the factors affect-
ing implementation, but also to highlight the knowledge
gaps and areas warranting future research and or action in
terms of intervention modification.
A unique finding of the review was that few of the

included papers reported results indicative of NPT’s
Reflexive Monitoring construct. This could have resulted
from methodological reasons, such as participants were
not asked or the intervention effects were not known, or
could simply be a result of the previously discussed limited
reporting. However, as evaluations can provide value to im-
plementation studies by identifying ineffective areas, such
as provider or host support, it is likely that building in
feedback or evaluation components into future work in the
school setting would be advantageous.
Other gaps included papers lacking reporting around

the use of predefined implementation strategies, which
can be complemented by the use of implementation
theory. As stated, almost all of the review’s included pa-
pers lacked a theoretical driving mechanism. We argue
that future school implementation work would signifi-
cantly benefit from being theoretically driven, and this has
frequently been raised when considering existing
implementation studies [46, 58–60]. By employing the use
of a conceptual framework to underpin the implementa-
tion research in the secondary school setting, it could have
facilitated implementation strategies and the reproducibil-
ity and clearly highlighted specific areas of improvement
for future implementation and sustainability.
This finding has broad implications for future work, and

one of the goals of this systematic review has been to
inform the development of a school-based intervention

Waller et al. Implementation Science  (2017) 12:130 Page 15 of 18



implementation model to facilitate the implementation of
novel substance use interventions in the secondary school
setting. Although the model will be developed with
reference to the rapidly advancing knowledge on imple-
mentation determinants assessment [61] implementation
strategies [62] and progress and outcomes assessment and
measurement [63], it will be informed by in-depth qualita-
tive research currently being undertaken with local school
staff and key stakeholders in the implementation process
to ensure targeting of key challenges in the second-
ary school setting. This review thus represents initial ad-
vancement in understanding the challenges of
implementing substance use interventions in the school
setting, as part of a programme of work that moves more
towards the development and testing of tools for facilitat-
ing improved implementation of such interventions. Con-
ceptual and practical developments stemming from this
work will therefore be useful in the wider school imple-
mentation field and will be publicly available for use in fu-
ture implementation research in this setting.
A final gap identified was there was little to no focus,

within the included studies, around the cost effective-
ness of implementation. This could benefit from playing
a role in future work as small budgets and cuts to school
funding were reported to be factors negatively affecting
the implementation of a tobacco or substance use inter-
vention, specifically within the context of UK secondary
schools [41]. There remains limited available research
evidence investigating how altering the implementation
of a such an intervention, could influence the total cost,
and which costs can be directly attributable to imple-
mentation. Therefore, as the secondary school setting re-
mains to be a financially restricted setting, it highlights a
key area of investigation for school-based intervention
implementation research and one which will be explored
within the future planned work.

Limitations
Although systematic search procedures were followed, it is
possible that key studies were missed, or published after
searching concluded. However, the authors minimised the
likelihood of this by double sifting, reference list searching
and re-running searches during the period of research.
The included papers were highly heterogeneous,

making synthesis and interpretation of authors’ findings
challenging. NPT did, however, provide a common
framework against which to link and synthesise study
findings, and best practice approaches to narrative syn-
thesis (including multiple team member checking of data
interpretation) add to our confidence in the presentation
of findings. Our findings in relation to policy and prac-
tice at this moment in time should thus be deemed as
tentative, but will be further explored in in-depth quali-
tative research with key stakeholders.

We acknowledge that other implementation theories
or frameworks could have been employed differently to
further classify and interpret the results. NPT was most
useful for the purpose of our review, given the small but
diverse literature we synthesised. However, a more elab-
orate tool such as that offered by Flottorp et al. could be
used to map existing theories by their corresponding
constructs and is likely to be useful future reviews in this
field [61].

Conclusion
This review identified and synthesised factors reported
to affect the implementation of tobacco and substance
use interventions within the secondary school setting.
Key factors affecting implementation that were identi-
fied, such as contextual factors, and support and
training and provider perceptions, should be under-
stood and addressed when implementing secondary
school-based interventions. However, increased ex-
ploration should be provided to NPT’s reflexive moni-
toring construct, the appraisal and evaluation
processes of implementing new interventions, as find-
ings around providers reflecting upon components
they believe facilitated the implementation process
and which aspects could benefit from modifications,
were limited and are likely to add value in facilitating
improved implementation and sustainability of inter-
ventions in the future.
This review sought to reinforce the importance of

considering the factors affecting introducing a new
intervention into practice. As there were relatively few
papers specifically focusing on the implementation of
tobacco or substance use interventions in the secondary
school, it demonstrated that the school health field could
benefit from more work in this area and should build on
the findings and lessons from the existing school imple-
mentation work. Research should focus on bridging the
gap between research and practice, and reflective collab-
orative working involving educators and practitioners
will be conducted, in order to generate an implementa-
tion model with the most salience for this setting. Work-
ing collaboratively to develop implementation
strategies, which employ the use of implementation
theory and which comprehensively consider the im-
plementation outcomes, such as adoption, feasibility
and acceptability in practice, would be advantageous
and would likely contribute to increasing the effect-
iveness of interventions seeking to reduce tobacco
and substance use in adolescents.
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