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Abstract
Schools are the most common site to implement evidence-based prevention programs and practices (EBPs) to improve 
behavioral and mental health outcomes among children and adolescents. Research has highlighted the critical role of school 
administrators in the adoption, implementation, and evaluation of such EBPs, focusing on the factors they should consider 
during the adoption decision and the behaviors needed for successful implementation. However, scholars have only recently 
begun to focus on the de-adoption or de-implementation of low-value programs and practices to make room for evidence-
based alternatives. This study introduces escalation of commitment as a theoretical framework for understanding why school 
administrators may stick with ineffective programs and practices. Escalation of commitment is a robust decision-making 
bias in which people feel compelled to continue with a course of action even when performance indicators suggest it is not 
going well. Using grounded theory methodology, we conducted semi-structured interviews with 24 building- and district-
level school administrators in the Midwestern United States. Results suggested that escalation of commitment occurs when 
administrators attribute the underlying causes of poor program performance not to the program itself but instead to issues 
related to implementation, leadership, or the limitations of the performance indicators themselves. We also identified a 
variety of psychological, organizational, and external determinants that accentuate administrators’ continuance of ineffective 
prevention programs. Based on our findings, we highlight several contributions to theory and practice.

Keywords  Escalation of commitment · Implementation science · Adoption · De-adoption · De-implementation · Strategic 
abandonment

Prevention science has emerged at the intersection of lifes-
pan development, contextual factors, and preventative 
intervention trials to reduce the likelihood of poor long-
term mental and behavioral health, economic, and physical 
outcomes in adulthood (Catalano et al., 2012; Fagan et al., 

2019). Risk factors in childhood and adolescence, including 
bullying and victimization, academic failure, and substance 
abuse, may be experienced at schools (O’Connell et al., 
2009). To help improve behavioral and mental health out-
comes, evidence-based prevention programs and practices 
(EBPs) often focus on schools (Duong et al., 2021; Lyon 
et al., 2013) because they are an ideal context to target risk 
and protective factors, such as social networks, and they cir-
cumvent many of the barriers to community-based services 
(Bear et al., 2014).

Research has found that strong administrative leadership 
is necessary for successful EBPs in schools, so adminis-
trators play a critical role in their adoption, implementa-
tion, and evaluation (Aarons et al., 2014; Locke et al., 2019; 
Lyon et al., 2018). For example, administrators can serve 
as either an internal champion of an EBP or a gatekeeper 
who prevents its uptake. To optimize the adoption decision, 
administrators should consider a variety of factors, including 
program characteristics (e.g., feasibility and useability), the 
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evidence base in support of its effectiveness, data indicating 
the extent to which it is needed, capacity for implementation, 
program fit with the local school context, and cost consid-
erations (Fixsen et al., 2005; Metz et al., 2021). Then, school 
administrators should enact several behaviors to support 
implementation, such as becoming knowledgeable about 
the program, proactively developing an implementation 
plan, supporting implementers, and persevering throughout 
implementation (Lyon et al., 2018). District- and building-
level administrators typically have unique roles in the adop-
tion, implementation, and evaluation process. For example, 
district-level administrators often play a more central role 
in the adoption decision, whereas those at the building-level 
are generally more critical in the implementation process 
because they are closer to the implementers (e.g., teachers; 
Aarons et al., 2014). In sum, school administrators are a 
pivotal player in the delivery of school-based EBPs.

Although this body of literature has advanced our under-
standing of how EBPs can be successfully adopted and 
implemented in schools, researchers have only recently 
begun to recognize that de-adoption (or de-implementation) 
of previous practices or programs is often necessary to make 
room for more effective alternatives. The nascent work in 
this area has been conducted in healthcare settings, focus-
ing on various therapeutic, diagnostic, and other healthcare-
specific practices. Very few studies have been conducted 
in the education setting (with the exception of Nadeem & 
Ringle, 2016), and this study fills this gap in the literature. 
Moreover, recent reviews of the de-adoption literature have 
identified a need for a better theoretical understanding of the 
barriers and facilitators of de-adoption in specific contexts 
(Nilsen et al., 2020; Niven et al., 2016). The current study 
addresses this need by introducing escalation of commit-
ment as a theoretical framework to explain why schools may 
continue to implement ineffective programs when adminis-
trators are aware that performance indicators are negative.

De‑Adoption as the Key to Adoption? The 
Role of Escalation of Commitment

Escalation of commitment is a phenomenon in which peo-
ple experience a strong desire to continue with a course 
of action (such as a decision or program) that has resulted 
in negative outcomes (Staw, 1976). Several defining char-
acteristics must be present for escalation of commitment 
to occur. First, the decision-maker has invested resources, 
such as time or money, in pursuit of a course of action. 
Second, they become aware of negative performance indi-
cators (feedback) suggesting that the course of action is 
not going well. Third, they face uncertainty about whether 
continuing will eventually result in success, creating a 

dilemma of whether they should persist or stop the course 
of action (Brockner, 1992). Systematic reviews of the lit-
erature have indicated that escalation of commitment is 
a robust behavior that has been observed in a variety of 
contexts and fields, such as business, psychology, politi-
cal science, international relations, and animal behavior 
(Sleesman et al., 2012, 2018), but the current research is 
the first to consider the role of escalation of commitment in 
education, prevention science, or implementation science.

Determinants of Escalation of Commitment

Research has identified a wide range of determinants that 
influence escalation of commitment. The most studied are 
psychological determinants, which focus on how cognitive 
and affective processes can bias people toward continuing 
with the failing course. For example, the more resources 
people have invested in the course (i.e., sunk costs), the 
more they want to press forward with it to avoid having 
to admit that their investments were wasteful (Arkes & 
Blumer, 1985). Other examples of psychological determi-
nants include the extent to which the decision-maker’s pro-
fessional identity is at stake, they feel a sense of personal 
responsibility for the initial decision, or they are confident 
that success is imminent (Sleesman et al., 2012).

Other research has focused on escalation of commitment 
determinants from a multilevel perspective. For instance, the 
group or organization in which the decision-maker is embed-
ded can profoundly shape behavior. Their colleagues can cre-
ate an echo chamber of positivity by highlighting small signs 
of success or improvement while overlooking negative feed-
back (Van Oorschot et al., 2013). Similarly, an organizational 
culture that values success or consistency may discourage 
people from speaking up when problems emerge, especially 
when powerful individuals want the course of action to con-
tinue (Keil & Mähring, 2010). Beyond the organizational 
level, research has found that external determinants can play 
an important role as well. To illustrate, decision-makers may 
hold onto an ineffective course of action due to pressure from 
outside stakeholders or simply because other organizations 
are engaged in a similar course of action (Hsieh et al., 2015). 
Importantly, escalation of commitment scholars maintain 
that although many factors may influence continuance deci-
sions, researchers must pay close attention to the particular 
context in which the decision is embedded (Sleesman et al., 
2018). Doing so allows for a more nuanced and comprehen-
sive understanding of escalation of commitment in that con-
text, which is especially important if the aim is to develop 
recommendations for practitioners. In this spirit, our study  
presents an in-depth qualitative analysis of escalation of com-
mitment in a school context.

568 Prevention Science (2023) 24:567–576



1 3

Current Study

The research aim of this study was to develop an empirically 
based theoretical framework to understand how escalation 
of commitment inhibits schools from de-adopting ineffec-
tive programs. We utilized grounded theory methodology 
(Thornberg & Charmaz, 2014) because it allows for explo-
ration and hypothesis generation, which is helpful when 
studying underdeveloped constructs like de-adoption. We 
conducted semi-structured interviews with 24 school admin-
istrators at the district and building levels, given their critical 
role in overseeing education programs (Lyon et al., 2018). 
The study advances knowledge in prevention and imple-
mentation science by identifying a theoretical framework 
for understanding the de-adoption of low-value practices, 
as a recent scoping review identified only five empirical 
studies examining de-adoption across any context (Nilsen 
et al., 2020). We do this by addressing the following research 
question: How does escalation of commitment inhibit the 
de-adoption of programs after school administrators review 
indicators that suggest the program is performing poorly?

Method

Grounded theory methodology was appropriate for the study 
because it emphasizes “individual and collective actions and 
social and social psychological processes, such as… organi-
zation changes, and establishing and maintaining workplace 
practices” (Thornberg & Charmaz, 2014, p. 154). This 
approach mirrors extant de-adoption literature conducted 
in education (Nadeem & Ringle, 2016) and public health 
(Pinto & Park, 2019). In addition, grounded theory includes 
a range of techniques that embrace an iterative and inductive 
data analytic process, using comparative methods to develop 
new conceptual categories that emerge from data. As such, 
it supports exploration of a relatively new area of research. 
Grounded theory also emphasizes actions and process as 
opposed to themes and structure, allowing researchers to 
identify sources of variation within the de-adoption process. 
This can reveal fascinating insights when examining con-
structs that unfold over time, like escalation of commitment.

Sampling and Participants

We used a stratified purposeful sampling strategy to allow 
for maximum variation across organizational structures 
(Palinkas et al., 2015). A total of 24 administrators in one 
Midwest state participated in the study at which point we 
met theoretical saturation. This satisfies the recommended 
sample size of 20–30 participants for qualitative studies 
using semi-structured interviews (Vasileiou et al., 2018). Of 
the 23 participants who completed the demographic survey, 

one identified as Black/African American, and the rest 
(91.7%) were White. Slightly over half of the participants 
were female (n = 13; 56.5%). These characteristics reflect 
those in the state, with 87.4% of administrators identifying 
as White and female (54.0%; National Center for Education 
Statistics, 2020). The average age of participants was 47.22 
years (SD = 6.74 years). On average, participants served 
13.00 years in their district (SD = 8.87 years) and had pre-
viously worked in 2.74 other districts (SD = 1.67). Most 
participants had master’s (n = 11; 47.8%) or professional 
degrees (e.g., educational specialist; n = 8; 34.8%), and four 
had doctoral degrees (17.4%).

Participants were approximately evenly distributed across 
elementary (n = 8; 33.3%), middle (n = 6; 25.0%), second-
ary (n = 6; 25.0%), and district-level (n = 4; 16.6%) set-
tings. They represented schools or districts in all forms of 
geographic locations, including city (n = 1; 4.2%), suburban/
town (n = 13, 56.5%), and rural (n = 10; 41.7%) settings 
based on NCES codes. This composition reflected subur-
ban/town schools in the state (49.2%), although there was 
an underrepresentation of schools/districts in cities (22.6%)  
and an overrepresentation of schools/districts in rural loca-
tions (28.1%; National Center for Education Statistics, 2017).

Data Gathering and Analysis

We drafted the interview protocol based on theory and 
research on escalation of commitment to ensure that 
responses met the defining characteristics of the phenom-
enon, which we discussed earlier (Brockner, 1992). The 
protocol was also designed to encourage participants to 
provide transparent and candid responses rather than ask 
them to justify or defend their previous actions. We did this 
by asking participants to discuss why escalation occurs for 
administrators in general and to recall how a colleague had 
engaged in the behavior, before discussing their own behav-
ior (as we detail later).

Next, we piloted the protocol with three administrators 
with over 75 cumulative years of experience at regional, 
district, and building levels–and we refined the protocol 
based on their feedback. The interviews comprised three 
standardized sections to elicit administrators’ perspectives 
on the (1) factors they considered during the adoption deci-
sion, (2) types of indicators they would review to determine 
how well a program was performing, and (3) aspects that 
related to escalation of commitment. The first two sections 
provide context for the third section, which was the focus 
of the study. The final section was partitioned into three 
focused blocks involving asking participants to (a) discuss 
the reasons why an administrator might, generally speak-
ing, choose to continue a program when indicators sug-
gested the program was not performing well, (b) provide 
an example of a colleague who chose to continue a program 
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when the indicators suggested the program was not per-
forming well, and (c) describe their own lived experiences 
as an administrator continuing programs when indicators 
suggested a program was not performing well.

Importantly, the escalation of commitment section was 
crafted to explicitly include the indicators they had men-
tioned in the second section, which ensured that it was 
their own, locally identified indicators that suggested the 
program was ineffective. This helped to reinforce our aim 
to contextualize escalation of commitment as much as pos-
sible. Participants were proactively instructed to “think 
aloud” during their responses by verbally communicating 
their reasoning for each answer (DeSimone & Le Floch, 
2004). We also prompted for more information about the 
situational factors contributing to the decision-making 
process, what administrators were thinking or feeling 
throughout the process, and how they weighted or prior-
itized various factors.

We conducted the interviews between February and 
May 2021, and they lasted an average of 37.14 min (SD 
= 8.26 min; range = 28.06 to 52.42 min). They were 
recorded and transcribed using an online transcription 
service. Then, the third and fifth authors cleaned the tran-
scripts to remove identifying information and check for 
accuracy. Next, transcripts were randomly assigned to each 
of the first four authors, who analyzed them with several 
approaches that occurred simultaneously and iteratively. 
First, these authors used both memo writing (a record of 
their thoughts throughout the analytical process) and open 
coding of the transcripts (brief notes often framed as ger-
unds to emphasize actions and processes). Afterwards, 
they created focus codes, which were developed based on 
the most significant or frequent open codes, allowing them 
to sift through the large amounts of data (Thornberg & 
Charmaz, 2014).

Then, the first four authors developed diagrams to illus-
trate the process and relationships among the focus codes. 
After each transcript had been analyzed by one member, 
the others independently reviewed all the open codes, focus 
codes, and diagrams across all of the transcripts. Lastly, 
they met to engage in constant comparison of the data to 
develop consensus about the new conceptual categories and 
the relationships among them and to identify the determi-
nants that contributed to variability (moderation) within the 
identified relationships. Further, to ensure trustworthiness of 
the data, we employed a member checking process through 
which we presented participants with initial focus codes and 
transcripts of their own interviews (Birt et al., 2016), which 
occurred approximately 4–6 weeks after the first interview. 
All participants indicated they found the data gathering and 
analytic process to accurately and comprehensively reflect 
their administrative experiences in schools.

Results

We first summarize how participants responded to the 
initial questions about the factors they typically consider 
during the program adoption decision and the types of 
indicators they would review to determine how well a 
program was performing. First, participant responses 
regarding the adoption decision generally reflected what 
has been described previously in the literature (e.g., Metz 
et al., 2021). Administrators emphasized the collaborative 
or team-based nature of the decision, through which they 
often considered the research base of the program, stake-
holder buy-in, program costs, their capacity to implement 
the program and available support for it, and program char-
acteristics, including useability, feasibility, enrichment or 
remediation materials, technological capabilities for virtual 
delivery, and language accessibility. They also emphasized 
the importance of contextual fit (e.g., alignment with the 
school’s mission, goals, or current programming) and 
external constraints, such as state-approved curricula.

Next, participants identified several indicators they would 
rely on to discern the performance of a program. Their 
responses largely aligned with the existing program evalu-
ation and progress monitoring literature (e.g., Royse et al., 
2016). Indicators included quantitative student academic, 
behavioral, or social-emotional data that were both forma-
tive (e.g., curriculum-based benchmarks and social-emotional 
screeners) and summative (e.g., state assessments). Admin-
istrators also highlighted the importance of qualitative feed-
back from teachers, students, parents, and community mem-
bers; observations or classroom walkthroughs; and qualitative 
observations of student growth (e.g., fewer externalizing 
behaviors in the hallways). Most administrators stated they 
prioritized quantitative student data and qualitative teacher 
input more than the other types of indicators.

We now describe the focus of our research, namely, 
the determinants that participants identified and the ways 
in which they contribute to escalation of commitment to 
school programs. A summary of focus codes, their defi-
nitions, and examples from this section of the interview 
can be found in the Online Supplementary Materials. 
Figure 1 displays the escalation of commitment theoreti-
cal framework that emerged from the data. First, admin-
istrators noted that a formal or informal event triggers a 
review of the indicators regarding the program’s perfor-
mance. Formal events included legislation that mandated 
program changes, regularly scheduled data review days, 
internal curriculum review cycles, and other periodic 
meetings (e.g., board or staff meetings). Informal events 
included receiving feedback from teachers, students, par-
ents, or community members outside of a formal setting. 
After identifying these triggering events, administrators 
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described various ways in which they reacted to them, 
mainly to (a) attribute the poor performance to other fac-
tors or in some cases and (b) accept them.

Reactions to Indicators of Poor Performance

Attribute to Other Factors  Administrators reported attrib-
uting indicators of poor performance to factors other than 
program choice. First, administrators noted that intervention 
fidelity can obscure assessments about the performance of 
a program. They highlighted that sometimes implementers 
do not receive enough training, insufficient time is allocated 
for implementation, or there is a lack of buy-in for the pro-
gram. These issues make it difficult for administrators to 
disentangle whether the poor performance indicators reflect 
a low-value program or merely an implementation problem.

Second, administrators noted that a lack of leadership 
could be a cause for program failure, rather than the program 
itself being low-value or a poor fit with the local context. In 
fact, some district-level administrators noted that they might 
consider replacing the building-level administrator rather than 
the program, under the assumption that a weak leader would 
be unable to support any program successfully. Other admin-
istrators emphasized the need to provide leaders with more 
training and coaching to support the implementation process.

Third, administrators reported that they might question 
the validity of the indicators themselves, even though they 
were locally defined. They described two main concerns: (a) 
ambiguity about measurement or the analytical process and 
(b) timing of the review of indicators. In terms of the for-
mer, administrators highlighted several situations in which 

measurement or analysis issues clouded their interpreta-
tion of performance indicators. They noted having a lack of 
relevant measures that were closely aligned with the wide 
range of programs they implemented and the challenges of 
measuring long-term outcomes, such as student success in 
post-secondary education. They also described the problem 
of not having clear goals with which to compare progress. 
Thus, while there may have been some modest improve-
ment of student skills, the extent to which it could have been 
achieved through maturation alone may be unclear. Admin-
istrators also described the difficulty of measuring success 
when programs work for some students but not others. Ver-
tical alignment and programming coherence across grade 
levels and student groups (e.g., special education, gifted and 
talented) were common factors in the adoption decision, but 
this also created ambiguity when programs were effective 
at some grade levels but not others due to the intersection 
of child development trajectories and program characteris-
tics. They also reported that program quality varied across 
supplemental components (e.g., remediation, enrichment, 
or language translations), potentially leading to variation in 
program effectiveness across different student populations.

Regarding the timing of indicators, there were often 
unclear guidelines for how long it should take implementers 
to master the learning curve associated with a new program 
or practice and that observable (and measurable) improve-
ments in student data may not materialize for several years 
post-adoption. This concern aligns with variations noted in 
the literature, ranging from one to three years (Durlak & 
Dupre, 2008). Essentially, the events triggering a review 
of indicators were either not aligned with the adoption and 
implementation process or were unanticipated. Several 

Fig. 1   Theoretical framework for escalation of commitment in schools
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administrators noted the “implementation dip” (Fullan, 
2001) when implementation skills and confidence tempo-
rarily deteriorate after learning a new program or practice. 
They were unsure if some poor performance indicators, such 
as qualitative teacher feedback or observations, were some-
times the result of this dip as opposed to reflecting a low-
value program. In cases where administrators attributed poor 
performance indicators to the normative change process, 
they noted the importance of resilience and perseverance. 
Ironically, these traits are often viewed as necessary for 
educational leaders, especially for program implementation 
(Lyon et al., 2018)–and yet such perseverance is shown when 
they persist with ineffective programs without a clear way 
of differentiating among underlying causes of poor perfor-
mance. Nearly all the participants mentioned the significant 
amount of subjectivity in determining the extent to which 
programs were effective.

Accept  Some participants stated that indicators may be 
accepted at face value, with two of them noting that they 
would, hypothetically speaking, not continue with an inef-
fective program. For example, one elementary school prin-
cipal said, “Well, they’d be a bad administrator if they’re 
continuing something that’s not working.” Put another way, 
the only time administrators reported they would de-adopt 
a program is if they clearly attributed the poor indicators to 
a low-quality program or poor program choice.

Variation Within Reactions (Moderators)  Results revealed 
three sources of variability that influenced how administra-
tors reacted to the indicators: (a) adoption decision effects, 
(b) administrator characteristics, and (c) shocking events. 
First, administrators described how social influences during 
the program adoption decision might carry over into how 
the indicators were interpreted, such that buy-in may have 
changed over time or a fraction of implementers may have 
undermined the program, which could affect intervention 
fidelity. Second, participants noted how their attributions 
about the performance indicators may be influenced by their 
beliefs, values, and attitudes toward data, research, and other 
factors. For instance, administrators who de-prioritized the 
research base of a program during the adoption decision 
were less likely to attribute poor indicators to program qual-
ity. Lastly, administrators described several illustrations of 
“shocking” events (Morgeson et al., 2015) that would cause 
them to attribute failing indicators to factors other than pro-
gram quality or fit. Examples included the COVID-19 global 
pandemic, school shootings, and other unexpected traumas 
occurring within the school (e.g., fatal accidents or a homi-
cide) that would prevent students from benefitting from a 
program. In these examples, poor performance indicators 
were interpreted as a lack of student readiness to learn or 
teacher readiness to implement.

Key Determinants

Administrators described three categories of determinants 
that could affect their decision to continue a program after 
their interpretation of the performance indicators: (a) psy-
chological, (b) organizational, and (c) external factors.

Psychological  Administrators discussed several psycho-
logically oriented pressures that influenced the continu-
ance decision, including fear of innovation fatigue, change, 
or harming their own reputation (Bolino et al., 2016). They 
also described personal benefits for the administrator if the 
program was sustained, feelings of personal ownership over 
the decision to adopt the program, and hope for improve-
ment of the indicators over time. For example, one elemen-
tary school principal said, “It really was a self-preservation 
decision made more on politics versus what was best for 
kids.” Administrators also reported how leadership style, 
professional identity, and personal notions of what it meant 
to be a “good leader” can compel them to persist with pro-
grams. For example, one high school principal said, “[Good 
leaders] avoid these situations, because they’ve learned to 
do enough processing before and strategizing that it’s just 
their idea, and that they’ve done the work around it.” Finally, 
administrators noted that sunk costs, or resources that have 
been expended in the past and cannot be recovered (Arkes 
& Blumer, 1985), can influence their decision. For example, 
one elementary school principal said, “That was the reason 
I recall as to why [the underperforming program] was still 
being used. They had spent a lot of money not that long ago 
and weren’t prepared to just eat the cost and start all over 
again.” These resources included financial costs associated 
with purchasing the program; time spent garnering buy-in; 
resources needed for training, professional development, and 
coaching; and grant dollars that had been expended. While 
sunk costs leave fewer resources to pursue better alternatives, 
they also have a psychological effect on decision-makers to 
press forward to avoid feeling like their investments were 
made in vain (Sleesman et al., 2012).

Organizational  Administrators also mentioned several pres-
sures at an organizational level, largely focused on their 
building or school district, which comprised a wide variety 
of stakeholders, such as teachers, students, and other school 
buildings. They described being influenced by internal stake-
holder support for the program or fear of change, as well as 
interdependencies with other schools in their district. For 
example, when prevention programs were adopted at the 
district level across multiple buildings, collective decision-
making prevented de-adoption if the program was effective 
(or perceived to be) in some buildings or grade levels but not 
others. This was particularly challenging when districts served 
buildings that were very diverse, with some buildings having 
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significantly more resources, different student demographics, 
or different organizational structures or climates than others.

Shifting priorities also led administrators to continue 
programs that they knew were ineffective. For example, 
if a poorly performing reading program had been adopted 
two years prior and a school planned to adopt a new social-
emotional learning program that year, they were unlikely to 
abandon that reading program for a new one, as they would 
not be able to garner sufficient buy-in or resources to initi-
ate two new programs simultaneously. Lastly, administrators 
described institutionalization as another key organizational 
pressure that influenced their decision to continue a pro-
gram. For instance, a program may have become a tradition 
over time such that the identity of the school was tied to its 
existence. This made it seem impossible to de-adopt the pro-
gram, no matter how ineffective the performance indicators 
suggested the program was. This appeared to be particularly 
true for programs that were developed internally or when 
key stakeholders had a vested interest in the program.

External  Administrators also discussed pressures from 
sources external to the school district, including commu-
nity members, the state department of education, and other 
stakeholders not directly tied to the district. Social influ-
ences in the community sometimes created a sense of insti-
tutionalization when the identity of the community became 
closely tied to the program regardless of how the program 
was performing. For example, one middle school principal 
said, “[The program] was funded off a parent…It was a cher-
ished district presentation…But, it was not impactful. [The 
students] just could not really grasp it. But for many years 
as a district, we continued that program just because the 
decision makers were still so moved by the moment of time 
[when the adoption decision was made].”

Interestingly, administrators reported they were some-
times required to continue with an underperforming pro-
gram for reasons such as state mandated programs, practices, 
policies, or assessments; multiyear contractual obligations 
with the vendor that required them to offer a program for 
a predetermined amount of time; and teacher contractual 
obligations that required them to continue certain programs 
or practices until the contract could be renegotiated. For 
example, one middle school principal said, “You might be 
locked into it, it might have been a two-year commitment or 
something, or you might be contractually obligated.” Admin-
istrators also highlighted the fact that sometimes there are 
no alternative programs available from vendors or other pro-
gram suppliers. In these cases, they acknowledged that the 
indicators signaled an ineffective program, but they were 
stuck with it because they were not aware of other options.

Variation Within Determinants (Moderators)  Participants 
revealed several administrator and school characteristics that 

affected how the various determinants shaped their decision 
about continuing a program. For example, they noted how their 
years of experience or closeness to retirement would affect 
their susceptibility to psychological and organizational deter-
minants. Their rationale was that administrators who were 
closer to retirement had the capability to take more risks, push 
against the status quo, or dismiss institutionalization pressures. 
Alternatively, other administrators noted how, earlier in their 
own careers, they were less susceptible to social influences 
(e.g., stakeholder beliefs) but more susceptible to psychologi-
cal influences (e.g., reputation concerns). Regarding school 
characteristics, participants illustrated how school demo-
graphic composition influenced the kinds of external resources 
available to them, mitigating the influence of sunk costs in 
particular. For example, administrators from districts that did 
not qualify for external funding (e.g., Title I) but were also 
situated in less affluent communities found themselves par-
ticularly susceptible to honoring their previous expenditures.

Program Decision Outcome

The last aspect of the theoretical framework that emerged 
from our interviews was the administrator’s decision about 
the program. Although they were not specifically asked 
about the various ways that such continuance may occur, 
administrators referred to three different possibilities: 
maintain the status quo, increase resources allocated to the 
program, or adapt or supplement the program. Administra-
tors noted they may boost program resources to increase 
its chances of success, particularly when they attributed 
the cause of the poor indicators to low intervention fidel-
ity or poor leadership. In these cases, resources included 
additional training, professional development, and coach-
ing for leaders and implementers, more time allocated for 
implementation, or more materials (e.g., workbooks or 
rewards). Lastly, administrators reported continuing with 
an underperforming program vis-à-vis adapting various 
facets of it, implementing it at another grade-level or stu-
dent population, or purchasing an additional program to 
supplement the existing one. These strategies were dif-
ferent than increasing resources allocated to the program 
because they involved changing the nature of the program 
itself. However, administrators noted that it was unclear 
when program adaptations yielded a completely new pro-
gram. Regardless, their intention was to make changes in 
the hope of turning the underperforming program around.

Discussion

Overall, this study advanced scientific knowledge by 
investigating how escalation of commitment can serve as 
a theoretical framework for understanding the de-adoption 
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of low-value practices. Implementation science has high-
lighted the critical role that administrators play throughout 
the EBP adoption and implementation processes in schools 
(Aarons et al., 2014; Lyon et al., 2018). Our results extend 
this literature by emphasizing how administrators can sub-
sequently influence de-adoption, as leadership appeared 
to permeate multiple determinants of the escalation deci-
sion. Administrators emphasized the various pressures, 
and sometimes requirements, to continue programs even 
in the face of negative feedback. The de-adoption of low-
value practices and the adoption of EBPs require collabo-
ration across the research, policy, and practice sectors to 
create conditions in which administrators do not feel they 
need to choose between their own interests (e.g., “self-
preservation” as noted by one elementary school principal) 
and what is most likely to improve student outcomes.

Further, the evidence base supporting a program was 
only considered during the adoption phase, but not dur-
ing the escalation of commitment decision. For example, 
administrators did not mention how the rigor of the evi-
dence base might help them differentiate between imple-
mentation issues and program quality, how alignment 
between the samples and context of the original research 
studies and their local setting might influence program fit, 
or how the original research studies might provide guid-
ance for how to select or interpret indicators. Further, it 
was not always clear how administrators conceptualized 
“research.” Academics and practitioners use the term dif-
ferently (Mills et al., 2020), with academics referring to 
rigorous research designs (e.g., randomized controlled 
trials) and practitioners emphasizing expert testimonials, 
implementer feedback, and stakeholder buy-in (Honig & 
Coburn, 2008). Researchers, policy-makers, and prac-
titioners should also consider how each of the factors 
considered during the adoption decision is weighted. If 
the evidence base of the program is not prioritized dur-
ing the adoption decision, student outcomes are unlikely 
to improve even if low-value practices are de-adopted. 
The potential benefit of de-adopting low-value practices 
assumes that the next adoption decision will yield success-
ful implementation of a more effective EBP.

Importantly, all of the participants could provide multi-
ple examples of themselves and other administrators con-
tinuing programs even after locally identified indicators 
suggested the program was not going well. Nearly all of 
the administrators highlighted the subjectivity involved 
when reviewing and interpreting indicators, and escala-
tion of commitment tends to be especially strong when 
indicators are ambiguous (Ross & Staw, 1993). Indeed, 
participants noted it was unlikely that every source and 
type of indicator in schools would unequivocally suggest 
program failure, highlighting why it may be so challenging 
for schools to abandon low-value programs.

Finally, responses to questions about the adoption and 
escalation of commitment decisions differed in two critical 
ways. First, administrators were able to articulate an explicit 
process for how to make the adoption decision and the types 
of indicators they would review. Some administrators even 
noted they had received professional development for these 
activities from state or regional technical assistance cent-
ers. By contrast, how to interpret program performance 
indicators and respond accordingly was not an explicit or 
predetermined process. Rather, it was implicit, with multiple 
administrators responding throughout the interviews with 
intrigue, noting that “these were good questions” and that 
the interview was helping them think through the decision 
in real time. Second, the adoption and continuance decisions 
differed in that all administrators emphasized that the adop-
tion decision was a team effort, yet none of them mentioned 
that the continuance decision was necessarily team-based or 
collaborative. Together, results have implications for preven-
tion science, as it focuses on disseminating and implement-
ing preventative EBPs to improve long-term outcomes.

Implications for Prevention Science

Results highlight the importance of training school admin-
istrators on the de-adoption of low-value practices and the 
adoption of EBPs, as well as the types of strategies that 
may be useful in supporting their implementation. Training 
should explicitly address how factors are weighed, prioritiz-
ing the rigor of the evidence base supporting the program. 
A common de-biasing strategy in the field of escalation of 
commitment includes setting clearly defined benchmarks 
ahead of time so decision-makers can make better continu-
ance decisions later on (Keil & Mähring, 2010). Resources 
should be allocated to training administrators using evidence-
based approaches, such as the Leadership and Organizational 
Change for Implementation protocol (Aarons et al., 2017), 
which could help administrators differentiate between poor 
intervention fidelity and poor program performance. Admin-
istrators should also collaborate with colleagues when mak-
ing the continuance decision, as this can help them to sift 
through the complexity from multiple perspectives. However, 
it is important to note that group decision-making can some-
times exacerbate escalation of commitment (Sleesman et al., 
2018), so it is critical that each team member is willing to 
speak up when problems surface and not be afraid to let go 
of low-value programs.

Limitations

Despite the merits of this study, there are several limita-
tions worth noting. First, the sample only included admin-
istrators from one state in the Midwestern United States, 
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with an underrepresentation of administrators of color and 
in city settings and an overrepresentation in rural settings. 
This may have influenced the results as administrator and 
school/district characteristics may moderate the relationship 
between each of the determinants and the program continu-
ance decision. Second, the interviews may have been influ-
enced by social desirability. Although we made significant 
attempts to encourage honesty by continuously reminding 
participants that we were interested in their opinions and 
experiences rather than evaluating them, it may have been 
difficult for participants to be candid when discussing deci-
sion-making, research evidence, and program failure with 
external researchers.

Suggestions for Future Research

Future research may wish to replicate or expand on the cur-
rent study with a more diverse sample to understand how dif-
ferent determinants or processes may drive decision-making 
in a broader array of schools (e.g., urban settings, regions 
of the country, and available resources). Further, future 
research should employ quantitative methods to build upon 
these qualitative results and empirically test the relationships 
proposed in the model using a nationally representative sam-
ple that mirrors the demographics of school administrators 
and school characteristics. We highlighted potential modera-
tors, such as school resources (e.g., Title I funding), student 
demographics, district size and location, years of experience, 
leadership style and professional identity, and orientations 
towards research and data, which should all be considered 
in future research. Scholars should also explore effective 
approaches or strategies for training school administrators 
throughout the adoption and implementation process, given 
that results suggested that intervention fidelity may be one 
cause of poor performance indicators.

Conclusion

This was the first study to examine escalation of commit-
ment in a school context, and it proved to develop a valuable 
theoretical framework for understanding the determinants 
that can prevent the de-adoption of low-value practices to 
make room for the adoption of evidence-based alternatives. 
Results highlighted determinants across multiple levels, and 
they shined a light on the importance of leadership through-
out the entire decision process. The study offers a founda-
tion for future research to test the proposed model, and it 
provides an empirical rationale for allocating resources to 
administrator training to support decision-making and the 
implementation of EBPs.
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