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Over the last few decades there has been an increasing

focus on the importance of scientific evidence for driving

policy and practice in human services, including the field

of youth violence prevention. At the same time, there has

been a shift in the process of disseminating this evidence,

including a greater emphasis on scientist-practitioner col-

laborations and community mobilization, the focus of this

special issue. An overarching theme is the importance of

translational research, as seen across multiple disciplines

including medicine (Insel 2005), social psychology (Tas-

hiro and Mortensen 2006), developmental psychopathology

(Cicchetti and Toth 2006), and others. Translational

research combines both basic laboratory studies and

applied research with a common focus on the ‘‘end use’’ of

findings to improve people’s lives (Guerra et al. in press).

A major thrust of this work has been to encourage both

high-quality efficacy trials of model programs or practices

(Type I translation) as well as large-scale effectiveness

trials under real-world conditions (Type II translation).

Still, demonstrating that a practice can be implemented

effectively with positive outcomes beyond the original

sample does not address the larger issue of how it should be

disseminated even more broadly, including whether it is a

good fit for a specific context, and how it can best be

implemented. Also, while program fidelity is essential,

another significant challenge is that adaptations are the rule

rather than the exception—under uncontrolled field con-

ditions, scaled-up and disseminated programs often look

different than the model they are replicating, in some cases

because they are responding to real-world circumstances

that require some changes from the original model. Finding

the balance between program fidelity and adaptation is an

ongoing challenge of taking evidence- based practices to

scale (Backer 2005).

Fortunately, there is an emerging base of both science

and experience to guide translation and implementation of

evidence-based practices in order to help communities

optimize their utilization of scientific findings (Fixsen et al.

2011). A primary means of accomplishing this goal is

community mobilization, defined as structured activities

that bring organizations and residents together towards a

common goal. There has been much recent interest in

developing carefully articulated models of community

mobilization involving science-practitioner partnerships

(e.g., Wandersman et al. 2005), as well as organized

infrastructures to achieve these goals. In the field of youth

violence prevention, the Academic Centers of Excellence

program (ACE), established by the Centers for Disease

Control and Prevention in 2000, is an example of a large-

scale effort to establish university-community partnerships

across the U.S. focused on moving from science to prac-

tice. Backer and Guerra (2011) discuss more fully the

overall relationship of community mobilization to evi-

dence-based practices (EBPs).

The goal of this special issue was to bring together

lessons learned over the past decade from the ACEs and

some related efforts for working with communities to

select, implement, evaluate, and sustain youth violence

prevention EBPs. As Vivolo et al. (2011) note, a primary

focus of these centers is to bring together groups of sci-

entists who collaborate with community leaders on

implementation of youth violence prevention EBPs.

Because the intent of this special issue was to highlight this
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work, we did not issue an open call for papers. Rather, we

invited collaborators from each of the ten centers funded

during the 2005–2010 cycle to contribute an article, with

seven of the centers presenting their work here. We also

invited colleagues working in related areas to provide

commentaries.

In the lead article (Backer and Guerra 2011) we provide

a more detailed discussion of how to define EBPs (both in

general and specific to youth violence prevention) and

community mobilization, challenges of implementation,

and systems for effective implementation. We also present

an overview of each of the articles included in this special

issue. To provide an overall context, in this introduction we

present seven lessons learned that emerged across these

articles. We conclude with thoughts about how these les-

sons can be put to use in guiding future work that optimizes

implementation of youth violence prevention EBPs in

communities.

Lessons Learned

Lesson 1: Implementation Planning is Critical

for Success

Four types of difficulty can hamper implementation efforts,

each of which can be addressed by good advance planning.

The first type of difficulty has to do with implementer

expectations. Many community change approaches fail

because funders, intermediaries, and communities all

underestimate how difficult it will be to implement them,

how long it will take, and how much it will cost in dollars

and labor. Those implementing EBPs in communities too

often over-rely on the power of the EBP itself—the more

impressive its scientific validation, the more likely some

are to believe the EBP will virtually ‘‘implement itself.’’

These expectations often are not stated overtly, but in

subtle and powerful ways influence the willingness to

commit time and resources to a thorough implementation

effort.

These efforts are more likely to fail if there was insuf-

ficient readiness for change in the community to begin

with. Challenges presented in Perris, CA, as discussed by

Parker et al. (2011) highlight the importance of adequate

support for effective implementation. Indeed, one strategy

that might have helped in the Perris case is the early use of

a measure for diagnosing community readiness (e.g.,

Plested et al. 2006). Systemic measures of attitudes and

early work on change by community leaders can help to

gauge whether sufficient readiness exists to undertake the

implementation of an EBP. Such readiness assessment

might result in postponement of a change effort, or to the

identification of steps that need to be taken to prepare the

community before the implementation happens. Either

way, a better outcome may result.

The third type of difficulty has to do with implementer

motivations. For the academic researchers who develop and

often are key to the implementation of EBPs, research to

create or refine an EBP often may seem much more

exciting than the day-to-day work of community change to

promote a successful implementation. Moreover, such

change always involves community conditions that are to a

large extent beyond the scientists’ control, and it is fre-

quently difficult to obtain funding support for the imple-

mentation work. Thus academic researchers, while wanting

to see their innovations succeed in the real world, are often

conflicted about how much they want to invest in the

implementation effort. Similarly, community leaders may

find it difficult to see the payoff from the careful invest-

ment of time and money needed to implement an EBP

successfully. They may be tempted to foreshorten the

implementation process as a result, wanting to get the EBP

into place and move on to the next pressing problem in

their community.

Fourth, implementation is particularly likely to be dif-

ficult when translating EBPs into diverse communities.

Although EBPs may be well-proven, if they are being used

with a different cultural group than the one in which they

were originally studied, it is important to conduct further

evaluations in new settings to be sure that the program

translates well. It may also be useful to conduct focus

groups with participants in different cultural groups, in

order to understand their perspectives on program benefits

(or possibly the lack of benefits in some cases). It is

important to bear in mind that even the most rigorous

listings of what works for youth violence prevention (such

as the Blueprints Project at the University of Colorado)

typically rely on one well-controlled study and one repli-

cation. Typically very little information is provided about

adaptation for diverse populations. As discussed by Knox

et al. (2011), even programs such as FAST that have been

shown to be effective across multiple contexts and cultures,

still may not work as planned.

Given these difficulties, special approaches to imple-

mentation are needed, some of which will be discussed

below. In addition, careful evaluation is required to see

whether an EBP actually works in a particular environ-

ment. Options such as possible adaptation of the EBP to fit

a particular community group then can be considered,

against the balance of possible loss of program fidelity.

Funders also can help promote implementation of EBPs.

For instance, state government agencies could encourage

implementation of EBPs by collaborating with local gov-

ernment agencies to obtain and distribute private and

public funding for these efforts and to build partnerships

with universities as part of this process (Seave 2011).
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Lesson 2: Community Mobilization Facilitates

Implementation

An important lesson across the ACE projects and other

work described in the special issue is that community

mobilization and engagement can, indeed, facilitate

implementation of EBPs. However, the exact processes

followed depend on the existing infrastructure in the

community, previous relationships, political will, and other

features of both community organizations and academic

partners. To be successful, community agencies often must

be flexible in order to facilitate goals of the academic

partners (for example, ongoing data collection and moni-

toring), while academics must respect issues important to

communities (for example, tailoring programs to client

needs, cultural adaptations, etc.).

As described further in Backer and Guerra’s (2011)

overview, a wide range of approaches can be used to

encourage community mobilization and increase its impact

on successful implementation of youth violence prevention

EBPs: examples are power-sharing (Nation et al. 2011),

multi-level service coordination (Hernandez-Cordero et al.

2011), using ACE staff to help a community program with

program evaluation (Le et al. 2011), creating a compre-

hensive surveillance system to measure youth violence

(Azrael and Hemenway 2011), using a social ecological

approach to developing comprehensive partnerships in the

community (Miao et al. 2011), using community-led

decision-making about program selection (Allison et al.

2011), and careful analysis of local EBP users, including

cultural differences (Parker et al. 2011; Knox et al. 2011).

Lesson 3: Intermediary Organizations are Helpful

University-based scientists working as part of academic

centers can be important partners and collaborators with

the community in developing processes supporting the use

of EBPs. In many cases, these academic centers serve as

‘‘intermediary organizations’’ between the community-

based direct implementers, and the developers of an EBP

and the knowledge resources surrounding it. Having a

number of scientists under one roof is helpful because

many different skills and levels of person-power may be

needed to achieve success with the complexities of EBP

selection and implementation.

This academic resource can be used to access literature

that provides supporting scientific evidence both about the

EBP and about the methods used to implement it, which

can help to convince skeptical community leaders and

funders that the EBP and the implementation approach are

worth the risk. The process of evaluation also can be led by

the scientists in the academically-based organization, both

to provide input for program improvement and for

performance measurement so that the investment made can

be justified.

Universities also can help in leveraging of resources

from government and foundation funders, because they are

familiar with fund-raising in these environments, and

because they have a track record that helps potential

funders to be more confident they are making a good

investment. Communities also can play a role in fund-

raising, however, because they directly represent con-

cerned families and individuals. The ACE program

collectively represents a particularly important example of

intermediary organizations. The ACE projects have used a

number of approaches to helping communities with

implementation, most of them including a mobilization

component. These are discussed in the articles included in

this special issue.

Lesson 4: Integrated Approaches to Planning

and Implementing EBPs are Important

The two best-developed integrated approaches to EBP

implementation are PROSPER and Communities That

Care (CTC), both of which have been used in a number of

American communities. PROSPER is particularly distinc-

tive because it is framed around the Extension system, and

Communities That Care has been implemented in hundreds

of communities across the United States (plus many addi-

tional implementations in other countries) with a more

specific focus on prevention of crime and violence.

The PROSPER model (Spoth and Greenberg 2011)

illustrates how community-scientist partnerships and sup-

porting infrastructures—ones that provide and sustain

EBPs to support youth development—can produce com-

munity-level reductions in youth problem behaviors and

concomitant positive youth development. In the PROSPER

approach, one distinctive feature is the inclusion of

Extension agencies and personnel in the implementation

effort. The many years of research conducted on PROS-

PER show that its approach to implementation is successful

because of the network of core components it provides to

communities: (1) a multi-phase developmental framework

for community-based teams working in partnership with

supporting organizations and systems; (2) well-integrated

process and outcome evaluation, utilizing data systems to

(a) monitor community progress relative to goals and

benchmarks at each phase of development, and (b) assess

youth outcomes; (3) access to a set of EBPs from which

communities can choose; (4) ongoing monitoring of the

implementation quality of specific programs, practices and

policies employed; (5) a strategic plan for sustaining

community prevention teams’ efforts; and (6) ongoing,

proactive training and technical assistance for community

teams.
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Communities That Care has been used as the architec-

ture supporting implementation of EBPs in many parts of

the country—more than 100 implementations in Pennsyl-

vania alone. As with PROSPER, there is now a consider-

able body of evidence that this method for organizing

implementation and mobilizing communities in the process

is effective, increasing the chances that EBPs will in fact

get installed successfully (Greenberg et al. 2005). In its

five-stage model, communities are helped to (1) mobilize

key leaders to form a prevention board—a community

coalition; (2) assess the community’s risk and protective

factors in an identified adolescent problem behavior (sub-

stance abuse, delinquency, pregnancy, etc.); (3) prioritize

which risk and protective factors should be addressed; (4)

select and implement EBPs to address these; and (5) pro-

vide ongoing monitoring of outcomes to reassess and

improve programming.

Lesson 5: Communities and Scientists Must Work

Together to Refine EBPs and Gather New Evidence

Community-initiated practices can rise towards the stan-

dards applied to EBPs in some cases, depending on how

much evidence is collected about them and in what fashion.

Scientists in centers like ACE projects can be a vital part of

such ‘‘bottom-up’’ development of a successful youth

violence prevention program. Scientists can help commu-

nities gather data on outcomes from their existing program,

refine it, and further test the refined program. In some cases

the result can rise close to the level of those produced by

controlled studies, resulting in the creation of a new EBP.

An important challenge in the field of youth violence

prevention is the fact that a large number of local practices

have been developed within a community context, but with

little use of controlled evaluations consistent with stan-

dards of evidence. To the extent that service providers are

on the ground day-to-day and understand real-world issues

faced by youth, these programs may be relevant to their

needs and seem more successful than pre-established

model programs implemented in different settings and with

different populations. However, it may also be the case that

the best intentions do not hold up when carefully evalu-

ated—some might even have iatrogenic effects. For

example, ‘‘boot camps’’ to provide discipline and direction

for delinquent youth, although quite popular in some

communities, have been shown to be ineffective or even

harmful.

Lesson 6: Other Fields Can Provide Valuable Insights

Although the field of youth violence prevention recently

has ‘‘discovered’’ translational research and evidence-based

practice, it has been almost standard practice in other fields

for more than a decade. As Knox and Aspy (2011) discuss

in depth, medicine has led the charge for evidence-based

practice, and has faced many of the same challenges cur-

rently facing the field of youth violence prevention. These

include a vast array of studies and the need to create user-

friendly reviews and syntheses. Medicine has also articu-

lated practice guidelines for translating evidence-based

interventions into practice. Professional associations have

supported development and dissemination of practice

guidelines, and national standards of care have been cre-

ated by agencies such as the National Committee for

Quality Assurance (NCQA). Practice-based research net-

works (PBRN) have been established to create transac-

tional linkages between research and practice. To map this

on to youth violence prevention, it would be possible to

establish networks of public agencies and community

organizations working in youth violence prevention and

link these across communities throughout the U.S.

Not only have these efforts addressed identification of

specific EBPs but they have also included strategies to

measure and improve quality. Most of the guidelines for

model programs in youth violence prevention emphasize

key features of implementation (e.g., education level of

service providers, appropriate settings), but do not specif-

ically describe mechanisms to more carefully determine

quality and both recommend and sustain improvements.

Lesson 7: Systematic Documentation of EBPs

for Youth Violence Prevention is Needed

Implementation activities could be significantly improved

through having better access to systematically-rated youth

violence prevention EBPs—both programs and program

components or effective strategies. Both PROSPER and

CTC, for instance, include a stage in which EBPs are

selected as the targets for the integrated approaches they

offer to community implementation. Having more good

choices of full programs, or of program components that

could be woven together to fit a particular community

application, would help such integrated approaches to be

more successful.

For example, the California Evidence-Based Clearing-

house for Child Welfare (CEBC) provides easy access for

child welfare professionals to determine the research evi-

dence for specific programs marketed in California and

elsewhere. Programs are arranged by topic area (e.g., home

visitation, casework practice, depression treatment). Rat-

ings are provided to differentiate highly-effective model

programs, promising programs, and untested programs, and

the empirical rationale for each type of program is provided

(www.cebc4cw.org).
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There has been much progress in youth violence pre-

vention with regard to documenting EBPs (e.g., Blueprints,

Washington Institute of Public Policy). However, there

frequently are discrepancies between ‘‘lists’’ with a pro-

gram that is vetted as evidence-based on one list not being

certified on a different list (Greenwood 2010), or programs

even being ‘‘de-certified.’’ Further, with some exceptions,

there have been relatively few attempts to systematize the

evidence on effective principles or strategies based on

robust predictors of violence (risk/protective factors or key

processes) that can be used to evaluate a broader range of

efforts.

Concluding Comments: Putting the Lessons to Use

As the articles in this special issue illustrate, the field of

youth violence prevention is moving towards increased

utilization of evidence-based programs and strategies in

communities across the U.S. Although there still is a

patchwork of programs, practices, funding streams, and

bridges between research and practice, the momentum is

gaining steam.

The Academic Centers of Excellence on Youth Violence

Prevention provide one example of an integrated effort to

link science and practice through the process of community

mobilization and engagement. The articles from the centers

included in this issue provide detailed case studies of the

unique and shared experiences of these centers. The

PROSPER example illustrates a more comprehensive

evaluation of a dissemination strategy (Spoth and Green-

berg 2011). As discussed, the process of dissemination also

must be subject to scientific study. From a different per-

spective, the article by Seave (2011) describes an effort by

the State of California to establish a statewide clearing-

house for evidence-based practices in juvenile justice.

Other examples of similar efforts in child welfare and

medicine offer guidance for future efforts in youth violence

prevention.

An issue that often takes center stage in policy and

practice is how best to fund these efforts. Effective

implementation of EBPs in communities requires not only

strong good academic-community partnerships, but also

changes in local and national policy. Funding support

needs to be ‘‘braided’’ together to provide a seamless

source of the financial resources essential to success. Both

infrastructure and direct program implementation need to

be supported. Youth violence prevention is not the domain

of any one funder or community agency, requiring further

coordination at several levels. The ACE program clearly

provides an important example of a springboard for these

efforts.
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