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I
n 2014, the keynote speaker at the Maternal and Child Health 
Epidemiology Conference told the attendees that we needed to stop 
talking about infant mortality. Since infant mortality was pretty much 
all anyone was talking about, the audience was stunned into silence. 

Instead, the speaker invited us to think about racism as the 
true cause of infant mortality. His argument: No matter what your 
evidence base or scaling strategy is, there’s no hope of closing the 
infant-mortality gap, in which Black babies die at three to four times 
the rate of white babies, without acknowledging and addressing 
systemic racism and the oppression of Black Americans as the root 
of this disparity.

This point raises many questions about what to do with the pro-
grams we are already implementing: Should we stop implementing 
all of them? Or maybe select different programs? Or change the way 
we implement them? Or change the way we define success? How 
could we do any of this without a blueprint to consult?

Access to human services and their effectiveness vary a great 
deal depending on the population in question. Ease of access, service 
quality, and care outcomes all hinge on the population being served. 
In underserved communities, including those that have experienced 
barriers to access on the basis of race and ethnicity, immigration 
status, socioeconomics, sexual orientation, gender identity, and abil-
ity, access to interventions is often limited. Too often these groups 
receive services that have been developed and evaluated in contexts 
that do not represent them. 

We imagine that many readers of Stanford Social Innovation Review 
are involved with programs, practices, or policies that aim to meet 
unmet social needs by using interventions designed to enhance 
well-being across a wide range of issue areas. We also imagine these 
readers have seen varying degrees of success in achieving desired 
outcomes, often for reasons that are unclear. Sometimes we achieve 
desired results and accept good outcomes without thinking too much 
about why or how we got positive results. If those of us responsible 
for service delivery understood more about which implementation 
strategies lead to desired outcomes, we could increase the chances 
of those strategies working every time in similar contexts. This is why 

many recipes are so precise—it’s not just about the ingredients, but 
about how they’re prepared, combined, and baked. And if the context 
changes—say, we move to a higher altitude—we will need to adapt 
the ingredients and the method so that the recipe works well in the 
new environment. 

In the same way, an off-the-shelf practice model, policy, or other 
approach that succeeds in one context may not pan out in another. 
While an intervention needs a strong evidence base to succeed, the 
program and the manner of implementation also need to fit the cul-
ture, values, and daily lives of the community and the people affected 
by the intervention. 

This is where implementation science enters the picture. 
Implementation science is the study of the factors that lead to uptake, 
scale, and sustainability of practices, programs, and policies. The 
purpose of implementation science is to create a bridge between 
research evidence and the real-world settings of service delivery to 
improve outcomes for those being served. In its early history, imple-
mentation science was focused on the replication and scaling of 
evidence-based practices. 

Over time, the field has evolved, and implementation science is 
now used much more broadly than its early practitioners originally 
intended. Likewise, it has struggled to address contextual barriers, 
with the consequence of perpetuating disparities. One example of this 
difficulty arises from how the field considers “readiness.” Readiness 
typically refers to an organization or community’s ability to imple-
ment something but does not consider the extent to which research-
ers, developers, or funders are ready to support implementation by 
acknowledging a community’s culture, values, and history. This reveals 
a power divide between implementers and communities, which has 
implications for how change efforts unfold. 

Implementation science has failed to advance strategies that address 
equity, which represents a huge gap in the field. Implementation sci-
ence includes both research and practice, and much of implementation 
research is divorced from the real-world challenges of implementation 
practice. Despite the field’s attention to evidence-based practices, 
fidelity, replication, and scaling strategies, implementation support 
practitioners are not seeing equitable access to interventions or equi-
table outcomes for service recipients. There are several reasons for this 
disconnect: Community members are not routinely invited to develop or 
select interventions that are intended for them; power dynamics between 
funders and community members hamper authentic engagement with 
residents; and structural racism and other forms of oppression, such as 
transphobia and ableism, are not explicitly acknowledged as part of the 
context in which interventions are being implemented. 

Audrey Loper is an implementation specialist with the National Implementation Research Network. 
She provides technical assistance and coaching on implementation science in public health and human 
services contexts.

Beadsie Woo is a senior associate in the Evidence-Based Practice Group at the Annie E. Casey 
Foundation. She specializes in developing implementation science tools for the foundation’s initiatives.  

Allison Metz is director of the National Implementation Research Network and research professor at 
the School of Social Work at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. She uses best practices from 
implementation science to advance improved and equitable outcomes for children and families engaged in 
child welfare, early childhood, and human service systems. 

What Is Equity?
Equity is “the state, quality, or ideal of being just, impartial, 
and fair.” The concept of equity is synonymous with fairness 
and justice. To be achieved and sustained, equity needs to be 
thought of as a structural and systemic concept.

How is equity different from equality? Equity involves try-
ing to understand and give people what they need to enjoy full, 
healthy lives. Equality, in contrast, aims to ensure that everyone 
gets the same things in order to enjoy full, healthy lives.

Equity Is Fundamental to 
Implementation Science 
Implementation science has not advanced 
equitable outcomes routinely, explicitly, or 
intentionally. Here’s how it can.

BY AUDREY LOPER, BEADSIE WOO & ALLISON METZ
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Implementation science has the potential to advance equity in both 
access and service delivery to ensure people and communities get 
what they need to improve their well-being. However, the research 
is thin on how to use implementation science to advance equity. 
Here equity must be distinguished from equality: Whereas equity is 
the state, quality, or ideal of being just, impartial, and fair, equality 
aims to ensure everyone has the same amount of something (food, 
medicine, opportunity). But equality in this sense falls short of equity: 
If everyone receives a four-foot ladder to reach a 10-foot platform, 
those under six feet tall may not be able to climb up to it.1 To be 
achieved and sustained, equity needs to be thought of as a structural 
and systemic concept. It ensures that each of us gets what we need 
to survive or succeed—access to opportunity, networks, resources, 
and supports—based on where we are and where we want to go. 

We propose a new lens we call equitable implementation: an explicit 
and intentional integration of implementation science and equity that 
attends to what is being delivered, for whom, and under what condi-
tions; and how delivery should be tailored to best meet the needs of 
the focus population. Equitable implementation occurs when strong 
equity components—including explicit attention to the culture, history, 
values, assets, and needs of the community—are integrated into the 
principles, strategies, frameworks, and tools of implementation science. 

FAC E T S  O F  E Q U I TA B L E  I M P L E M E N TAT I O N 

Specifically, we believe there are five crucial elements to equitable 
implementation.

1. Design and select interventions with implementation in mind.
■ Examine community realities from the outset, along with root causes 

of the needs and barriers an intervention seeks to address, including 
historical and structural racism. 

■ Involve the people with the most at stake in the program in select-
ing programs, policies, and approaches that will be relevant to their 
communities.

2. Focus on reach and equity from the very beginning of implementation.
■ Consider how many people can access and benefit from interven-

tions, which groups will access and benefit from those interventions, 
and how those groups may require different strategies and adapta-
tions. 

■ Identify the barriers that groups who have been oppressed on the 
basis of race and ethnicity, immigration status, socioeconomics, sexual 
orientation, gender identity, or other characteristics may face in get-
ting access to programs and services and develop explicit strategies to 
overcome those barriers.

3. Emphasize relationships, engagement, connection, and reciprocity. 
■ Trust is essential to implementation. But developing trusting relation-

ships takes time, and it requires researchers and funders to show up, 
listen, trust the community as experts on their lives, recognize and 
be humble about what they don’t know, be honest and transparent 
about what they can and will do, and follow through on promises.

■ Understand what implementation strategies work, for whom, 
under what conditions, with explicit attention to how historical and 
structural racism have shaped the implementation context.

■ Develop and/or select implementation strategies that explicitly focus 
on increasing access to services and ensuring equitable outcomes.

Elements of Equitable 
Implementation
Six factors have proven essential in successful equitable imple-
mentation. 

Equitable
Implementation

Adaptation 
and Cultural 
Adaptation

Dismantling
Power

Structures

Critical
Perspectives

Community-Defined 
Evidence

Trusting 
Relationships

Investments 
and

Decision-Making
to Advance 

Equity

■ Involve stakeholders in developing the implementation resources 
needed to sustain the intervention so that equitable outcomes can 
be realized.

4. Identify and develop adaptations to programs, practices, and policies 
that respond to needs and strengths of the local community and the 
groups who can most benefit.

■ Assess adaptability of interventions to meet the needs of diverse 
populations and to fit within the implementation context. 

■ Cocreate with researchers, developers of interventions, and com-
munity members to define the proposed adaptation and accom-
panying implementation strategy, test assumptions of both the 
adaptation and implementation strategy, and support continuous 
improvement of the adaptation and implementation strategy.

5. Develop strategies at the levels of macro, organizational, and local 
contexts.

■ Acknowledge the limitations of existing implementation science 
strategies, which address contextual factors that exist at the level 
of organizations or individuals. 

■ Develop and use implementation strategies that explicitly address 
issues at the macro (sociopolitical and economic or “outer” context) 
level, such as structural racism. 

The goal of this supplement is to build collective muscle for equitable 
implementation. The articles that follow provide cases where implemen-
tation science was explicitly used to advance equity, and examples of 
strategies used in and with communities that provide important lessons 
about equity for the implementation science field. These articles illustrate 
core elements of equitable implementation used in a variety of programs, 
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practices, and policies. (See “Elements of Equitable Implementation” on 
page 4.) They include:

■ Trusting relationships fuel all implementation efforts. The 
importance of trust between the Children and Youth Cabinet in 
Providence, Rhode Island, and its community members is illus-
trated throughout the stages of their partnership. 

■ Dismantling power structures is critical in equitable implementa-
tion. Funders have indisputable power and cannot respond to the 
needs of communities without acknowledging and redistributing 
their power and privilege. Engaging youth leaders throughout the 
development and dissemination of Youth Thrive was central to the 
success of the initiative.

■ Investments and decision-making to advance equity shift from 
the normal practice of funders bringing in resources, and with that, 
power. Decisions—large and small—are made throughout imple-
mentation. Each decision point provides an opportunity to promote 
equitable implementation, as well as who to involve, whether to 
move forward, and what changes may be necessary. The partner-
ship between ArchCity Defenders and Amplify Fund illustrates 
how strategic and funding decisions emerged from community 
expertise and belief in the knowledge and insights that come from 
lived experience in a community.

■ Community-defined evidence supports the notion that credible and 
useful evidence is not the exclusive purview of randomized con-
trolled trials. Programs developed with evidence drawn from practice 
and community experience are more likely to succeed because they 
respond specifically to the community’s needs, assets, and history. 
Both Village of Wisdom and the Bienvenido Program demonstrate 
the value of generating and using community-defined evidence to 
develop interventions and accompanying implementation strategies 
that advance well-being.

■ Adaptation and cultural adaptation seek to enhance interventions 
and implementation strategies based on context. The articles on a 
cardiovascular health initiative in Chicago and a parenting interven-
tion in Travis County, Texas, both illustrate how shifts in evidence-
based practices and accompanying implementation strategies 
improved access and uptake, so that everyone who can benefit 
from an intervention actually receives the intervention. 

■ Finally, the critical perspectives on implementation science article 
encourages us all to interrogate how we currently implement 
interventions and services and to explore why we aren’t getting the 
results we seek. The article offers three calls to action to change 
common implementation practices in service of equitable out-
comes. 

These articles show that the elements of equitable implementation 
are interrelated. It’s not possible to share power without trusting 
relationships. Community-defined evidence and cultural adaptations 
depend on engaging those most affected by interventions from start 
to finish. These articles also reveal that this work is hard. Departing 
from business-as-usual takes time, effort, and a willingness to learn 
new ways of work. We hope this supplement serves as both a call to 
action for equitable implementation and proof that it can be done. ●

NOTE

1 Kris Putnam-Walkerly and Elizabeth Russell, “What the Heck Does ‘Equity’ Mean?” Stanford 
Social Innovation Review, Sept. 15, 2016.

Trust the People 
Centering equity in funding relationships requires trust. 
It also takes time, resources, and a willingness to shift 
power to the people closest to the problem. 

BY BLAKE STRODE & AMY MORRIS

T
his is a story about a relationship between a legal advocacy 
organization (ArchCity Defenders) and a philanthropic funder 
(the Amplify Fund) that is grounded in mutual trust. We came 
together around a campaign to close a jail and to redirect its 

resources back into the hands of the community it’s harming. Our story 
is about small moments gone right against a backdrop of problematic 
relationships and power dynamics between funders and the organiza-
tions they purport to support. We’ve found that it is in the mundane, 
everyday moments where we most frequently have the capacity to 
choose: the violence of the status quo, or the transformative possibility 
of trying something new. We share our practices for funders and grant-
ees pursuing equity in and through their implementation relationships. 

Blake Strode: I am the executive director of ArchCity Defenders (ACD), 
based in St. Louis, Missouri. ACD engages in direct representation, civil 
litigation, media and public engagement, and close partnerships with 
organizers across the St. Louis region. We take a holistic approach, mean-
ing that we provide a range of legal and nonlegal supports to our clients, 
and we engage in individual and systemic advocacy that is varied and 
multifaceted. We work with people seeking to rebuild their lives after 
being targeted and punished by a criminal legal system of police, courts, 
and jails in communities struggling to overcome decades of neglect, 
disinvestment, state violence, and exploitation. Our client relationships 
are the most important part of our work and are a model for the relation-
ships we pursue with colleagues, partner organizations, funders, and the 
greater St. Louis community. 

I come to this work as a proud native son of St. Louis, a queer Black 
man and a former athlete-turned-litigator-turned-executive director, an 
attorney by profession and an advocate by vocation. My life was forever 
changed by the 2014 uprising in Ferguson. Just a few days after Michael 
Brown Jr. was shot and killed by police, and left lying on the hot August 
pavement for the world to see, I was set to depart St. Louis for my final 
year of law school. Like so many others, I watched the uprising in my 
hometown with a bevy of emotions: fury at the all-too-familiar sight of 
white supremacy and racist violence; deep distrust of the institutions 
marshaling to justify and rationalize the injustice; and growing pride 
in the brave young people calling an entire nation to account. At that 
moment I knew, contrary to my earlier intentions, that I aspired to return 
to St. Louis and be a part of the fight for justice.

The uprising was about more than extrajudicial killing. St. Louisans 
rose up to protest the broader systems of policing and prisons that 
Blake Strode is the executive director of ArchCity Defenders, a holistic legal advocacy organization in 
St. Louis, Missouri, that combats the criminalization of poverty and state violence, particularly in communi-
ties of color. 

Amy Morris is the director of the Amplify Fund, a pooled grantmaking fund with 12 member founda-
tions, housed at Neighborhood Funders Group. Amplify Fund’s core purpose is to support BIPOC and low-
income communities to build their power, influence, and direct decision-making authority to determine 
their own futures.
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