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Overview

• Practitioners are agents of change

• Nothing is as a practical as a good theory

• If you want truly to understand something, try to 

change it!

• Kurt Lewin

– How do practitioners build their models of 

practice?

– How do they act with and through these models?



Overview

• Interest in how local actors learn, create, apply, and adapt program theory 

is reflected in

– theory based evaluation

– theory of change evaluations 

– culturally competent practice

• Implementation research conceives fidelity as 

– knowledge, attitudes, skills (KAS)

– presence of key program elements

– adherence to curriculum 

• Less attention to how front-line staff appropriate, apply and create 

program theory



Overview

• Interventions are not simply dependent on techniques, skills 

and practices

– Change agents as well as their clients are human beings in relation 

who are in the process of learning and developing

• Action for change influenced by

– Actors’ cognitive models 

– The physical, social and cultural context 

– Results of testing models in action 

• Three examples of how conceptual frameworks are 

appropriated and applied by local actors



Overview

• Implementing Triple P: The role of practice models (Brunson, 

Daly, Gagné)

• Stakeholders in home visitor programs: How are intervention 

objectives applied and negotiated in disadvantaged 

circumstances (Saïas)

• Supporting community mobilization with the ecosystemic

model: The case of Avenir d’enfants (Daly, Brunson)
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Practice focus reflects a converging theme 

from several projects

Lavoie & Brunson, 2010

Blanchet-Cohen & Brunson, 2014Daly & Brunson, 2015

Daly thesis proposal, 
in preparation

Cantin, Bigras, & Brunson, 2010

Blanchet-Cohen, N., & Brunson, L. (2014). Creating settings for youth empowerment and leadership: An ecological perspective. Child & Youth Services, 35(3), 216–236.

Cantin, G., Bigras, N., & Brunson, L. (2010). Services de garde éducatifs et soutien à la parentalité: la coéducation est-elle possible? Québec: Presses de l’Université du Québec.

Daly, S. & Brunson, L. (2015).  Supporting community mobilization with the ecosystemic model: The case of Avenir d’enfants.  Paper presented at the 15th Biennial Conference of the Society 

for Community Research and Action, June 25, 2015, Lowell, MA.

Lavoie, F., & Brunson, L. (2010). La pratique de la psychologie communautaire. Canadian Psychology/Psychologie Canadienne, 51(2), 96–105.

Cantin, Bigras & Brunson, 2010)



Triple P Implementation in Québec

• System wide implementation in two intervention sites

– Circumscribed territory corresponding to health center service delivery area

– Multiple partners

• Community organizations, child welfare, local health center, early education and care 

centers

– Five levels of intervention

• Social marketing campaign

• Triple P Seminar Series

• Primary Care Triple P 

• Group Triple P

• Enhanced Triple P

https://www.chaire-maltraitance.ulaval.ca/



Triple P Implementation in Québec

• Triple P implementation

– Offers a strong theoretical framework for intervening with families

– Also offers a framework for understanding change at the systems level

• Multi-level intervention for different levels of family needs that might exist in a 

population

– In Montreal, two areas have emerged where practitioners seem to be 

seeking a conceptual framework to diagnose the situation and guide 

their actions

• How to understand and coordinate change across multiple organizations

• How to adapt this evidence-based program to local cultural contexts

Prinz, R. J., Sanders, M. R., Shapiro, C. J., Whitaker, D. J., & Lutzker, J. R. (2009). Population-based prevention of child maltreatment: The U.S. Triple P System population trial. Prevention 
Science, 10, 1–12. http://doi.org/10.1007/s11121-009-0123-3

Sanders, M. R. (1999). Triple P-Positive Parenting Program: Towards an empirically validated multilevel parenting and family support strategy for the prevention of behavior and emotional 

problems in children. Clinical Child and Family Psychology Review, 2(2), 71–90.



Questions

• How do practitioners use and adapt program theory and 

combine it with their current practice models?

• How do they use practice models to organize their 

understanding of a problem and its possible solutions in 

particular situations?

– Not just “Am I doing things right?” but also

– “Am I doing the right things?” (Urban, 2012)

• How do change initiatives impact these frameworks/mental 

models?

Urban, M., Vandenbroeck, M., Van Laere, K., Lazzari, A., & Peeters, J. (2012). Towards competent systems in early childhood education and care:  Implications for policy and practice. European 
Journal of Education, 47(4), 508–526



Literature on the theory-practice 

relationship

• Lots of discussion of the importance of program theory for 

program development and evaluation

• At practitioner level, more of a focus on skills and 

competencies 

• Little consideration of:

– Theorizing by practitioners

– How skills are embedded in larger structures of meaning

Islam, G. (forthcoming). Practitioners as theorists: para-ethnography and the collaborative study of contemporary organizations. Organizational Research Methods. 

Gherardi, S., & Nicolini, D. (2000). To transfer is to transform: the circulation of safety knowledge. Organization, 7(2), 329–348. http://doi.org/10.1177/135050840072008

Urban, M., Vandenbroeck, M., Van Laere, K., Lazzari, A., & Peeters, J. (2012). Towards competent systems in early childhood education and care:  Implications for policy and practice. European 
Journal of Education, 47(4), 508–526



Organizational knowledge & learning

• Two strands in literature (Marshall, 2008)

– Cognitive based theories

• “tend toward a static,  functionalist  and  ultimately  
individualistic  portrayal  of  learning as the passive 
acquisition of knowledge” (p. 214) 

– Practice-based theories

• “emphasize the dynamic,  processual and  inescapably  
social  and  material  character of  knowing” (p. 414) 

• But “…tend to be rather silent on  what  it  is  that  people  
know  in  order  to  make  them  active  agents  in  the  
reproduction  and  potential  transformation  of  practice” 

Marshall, N. (2008). Cognitive and practice-based theories of organizational knowledge and learning: Incompatible or complementary? Management Learning, 39(4), 413–435. 



Literature addressing the theory-practice 

relationship

Rycroft-Malone, J., Kitson, A., Harvey, G., McCormack, B., Seers, K., Titchen, A., & Estabrooks, C. (2002). Ingredients for change: revisiting a conceptual framework. Quality and Safety in Health 
Care, 11(2), 174–180. 

Wandersman, A., Chien, V., & Katz, J. (2012). Toward an evidence-based system for innovation support for implementing innovations with quality: Tools, training, technical assistance, and 

quality assurance/quality improvement. American Journal of Community Psychology, 50(3-4), 445–459. http://doi.org/10.1007/s10464-012-9509-7



Literature addressing the theory-practice 

relationship

Achtenhagen, F. (1995). Fusing experience and theory — Sociopolitical and cognitive issues. Learning and Instruction, 5(4), 409–417. http://doi.org/10.1016/0959-4752(95)00026-7

Desforges, C. (1995). How does experience affect theoretical knowledge for teaching? Learning and Instruction, 5(4), 385–400. http://doi.org/10.1016/0959-4752(95)00024-0



Literature addressing the theory-practice 

relationship

Connell, J. P., & Kubisch, A. C. (1998). Applying a theory of change approach to the evaluation of comprehensive community initiatives: progress, prospects, and problems. New 
Approaches to Evaluating Community Initiatives, 2(15-44).

Freedman, B., Binson, D., Ekstrand, M., Galvez, S., Woods, W. J., & Grinstead, O. (2006). Uncovering implicit theories of HIV prevention providers: It takes a community. AIDS Education & 
Prevention, 18(3), 216–226.

Harting, J., & Assema, P. (2011). Exploring the conceptualization of program theories in Dutch community programs: a multiple case study. Health Promotion International, 26(1), 23–36

Stame, N. (2004). Theory-based evaluation and types of complexity. Evaluation, 10, 58–76. 



Literature addressing the theory-practice 

relationship

Foster-Fishman, P. G., & Watson, E. R. (2011). The ABLe Change Framework: A conceptual and methodological tool for Promoting Systems Change. AJCP., 49 (3-4, 503-516 ; Miller, R. L., & 

Shinn, M. (2005). Learning from communities: Overcoming difficulties in dissemination of prevention and promotion efforts. AJCP, 35(3-4), 169–183. ;  Riley, T., & Hawe, P. (2009). A typology 

of practice narratives during the implementation of a preventive, community intervention trial. Implementation Science, 4(1), 1–13.;  Shern, D. L., Trochim, W. M. K., & LaComb, C. A. (1995). 

The use of concept mapping for assessing fidelity of model transfer: An example from psychiatric rehabilitation. Evaluation and Program Planning, 18(2), 143–153; Yoshikawa, H., Wilson, P. A., 

Hsueh, J. A., Rosman, E. A., Chin, J., & Kim, J. H. (2003). What front-line CBO staff can tell us about culturally anchored theories of behavior change in HIV prevention for Asian/Pacific Islanders. 

AJCP, 32(1), 143–158.



Literature addressing the theory-practice 

relationship

Rogers, E. M. (2010). Diffusion of innovations. New York: Simon and Schuster.

Schön, D. A. (1983). The reflective practitioner: How professionals think in action . New York: Basic Books. 

Wenger, E. (1999). Communities of practice: Learning, meaning, and identity. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  



Literature addressing the theory-practice 

relationship

Senge, P. M. (1992). Mental models. Planning Review, 20(2), 4.

Choo, C. W. (1996). The knowing organization: How organizations use information to construct meaning, create knowledge and make decisions. International Journal of Information 
Management, 16(5), 329–340.



Literature addressing the theory-practice 

relationship

Christensen, S., Karnøe, P., Pedersen, J., & Dobbin, F. (1997). Actors and institutions: Editors’ introduction. American Behavioral Scientist, 40(4), 392–396.

Dacin, M. T., Goodstein, J., & Scott, W. R. (2002). Institutional theory and institutional change: Introduction to the special research forum. Academy of Management Journal, 45(1), 45–56. 

Gherardi, S., & Nicolini, D. (2000). To transfer is to transform: The circulation of safety knowledge. Organization, 7(2), 329–348. 

Gioia, D. A., & Mehra, A. (1996). Sensemaking in organizations. Academy of Management Review, 21(4), 1226–1230. 

Gray, B., Bougon, M. G., & Donnellon, A. (1985). Organizations as constructions and destructions of meaning. Journal of Management, 11(2), 83–98. 

Weick, K. E., Sutcliffe, K. M., & Obstfeld, D. (2005). Organizing and the process of sensemaking. Organization Science, 16(4), 409–421. 

Zilber, T. B. (2002). Institutionalization as an interplay between actions, meanings, and actors: The case of a rape crisis center in Israel. Academy of Management Journal, 45(1), 234–254.



Literature addressing the theory-practice 

relationship

Bales, S. N. (2003). A Five Minute Refresher Course in Framing. Frameworks Institute. Retrieved from 

http://ccf.ny.gov/files/5813/8262/0204/ResourceGuideSection2DataInformTellStory.pdf



Organizational knowledge & learning

• Marshall’s analysis & critique (2008)

• Practice based approaches “…have avoided making 
reference to frameworks or models of thinking for fear 
of veering towards …mentalism” (p. 419)  

• “…patterns  of  collective  activity  are,  to  some extent  
at  least,  enabled  and  guided  by  interlocking  
cognitive  schemas  that  are, to  a  greater  or  lesser  
degree,  generated,  reproduced  and  modified  by  
people participating in joint activities” (p. 419 )

• Link to activity setting theory and intersubjectivity? 
(O’Donnell, Tharp & Wilson, 1983)

Marshall, N. (2008). Cognitive and practice-based theories of organizational knowledge and learning: Incompatible or complementary? Management Learning, 39(4), 413–435. 

O’Donnell, C. R., Tharp, R. G., & Wilson, K. (1993). Activity settings as the unit of analysis: A theoretical basis for community intervention and development. American Journal of 
Community Psychology, 21(4), 501–520.



Organizational knowledge & learning

• Marshall’s analysis & critique (2008)

• “it  is  not  only  knowledge  of  the  rules that  is  needed,  but  also  

a  practical  sense  of  how  and  where  they  can  be applied. 

..[This is] not primarily a matter of conscious problem solving. 

..Nevertheless, … both normative expectations and the 

understanding of situations are guided by interpretative schemas, 

even if these are not necessarily consciously activated.”

• Mental representations such as schemata and narratives “provide  

the  crucial  link  between  past,  present  and future  that  permits  

both  the  reproducibility  and  transformational  capacity  of 

practices”  (p. 421 )

Marshall, N. (2008). Cognitive and practice-based theories of organizational knowledge and learning: Incompatible or complementary? Management Learning, 39(4), 413–435. 



Frameworks Institute

• People use mental shortcuts to make sense of the world. 

– “These mental shortcuts rely on "frames," or a small set of internalized concepts and values 

that allow us to accord meaning to unfolding events and new information… 

– “Frames can be triggered by various elements, such as language choices and different 

messengers or images… 

– Baltes (2003) Frameworks Institute ezine, A Five-Minute Refresher Course in Framing  

– "Frames are organizing principles that are socially shared and persistent over time, that work 

symbolically to meaningfully structure the social world."  

– Stephen D. Reese, Framing Public Life, 2001 cited in Baltes, 2003  

• Perhaps frames would be a useful way of exploring the theory-practice 

relationship and understanding how practitioners develop and apply theoretical

models in their practice

Bales, S. N. (2003). A Five Minute Refresher Course in Framing. Frameworks Institute Ezine. Retrieved from 

http://ccf.ny.gov/files/5813/8262/0204/ResourceGuideSection2DataInformTellStory.pdf
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