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Intervention  research  is  the  systematic  study  of  purposive  change  strategies.  It  is
characterized  by  both  the  design  and  development  of  interventions.  Design  involves  the
specification of an intervention. This includes determining the extent to which an intervention
is defined by explicit practice principles, goals, and activities. Some interventions are highly
responsive to dialogue and the hermeneutics of exchange between intervention agents and
participants.

Intervention Design
Intervention research is distinguished by its emphasis on the design and development. The
design of an intervention often involves delineating a problem theory in which potentially
malleable risk factors are identified and then in program theory matching these risk factors—
sometimes conceptualized as mediators—with change strategies,  such as  the provision of
psychoeducation. The internal logic of an intervention can be assessed as the extent to which
malleable  risk  factors  are  paired  with  change strategies  of  sufficient  strength  to  produce
positive outcomes.

Evaluative and creative
The process of designing an intervention is both evaluative and creative. It requires valuating
and blending existing research  and theory with other  knowledge (e.g.,  knowledge of  the
practice setting) and creating intervention principles and action strategies. Action strategies
range  from  providing  responsive  feedback  and  support  in  the  context  of  dialogue  with
program participants to engaging in relatively structured activities as described in a manual or
protocol. These activities might include:
skill demonstration, 
role-play, 
paper-and-pencil exercises.  
reading assignments 
involve  between-session  projects,  such  as  recording  family  events  photographically  or
preparing a report that portrays a particular issue such as partner abuse.
 
The  process  of  creating  an  intervention  is  generative  and requires  knowledge of  change
strategies  plus  the  ability  to  form learning  activities  that  have  a  cultural  and  contextual
metric.  In  contrast,  the  refinement  of  an  intervention  integrates  program evaluation  with
successive revision of content. Once designed, an intervention is developed over time in a
series  of pilot  studies  that  lead to  larger  studies  of  efficacy and effectiveness.  To reduce
implementation  failures,  interventions  should  be  designed—whenever  possible,  from
inception—for implementation by certain people in particular settings. For instance, we know
that in public schools, teachers are constrained to course content that is consistent with state
and national standards, and teachers in many districts are under pressure to improve their
students’ end-of-grade  examination  scores.  Therefore,  interventions  designed  for  teachers
should  be  based  on  an  understanding  of  the  contingencies  that  affect  their  classroom
behavior.

Steps of Intervention design
1) Develop Problem and Program Theories



The  first  step  in  the  intervention  research  process  involves  defining  the  problem  and
developing a program theory. Researchers should first examine the literature to identify risk,
promotive, and protective factors related to the problem. From these, researchers must then
identify  malleable  mediators.  At  this  step,  investigators  must  define  key  features  of  the
intervention - individual, group, family, organization, community, societal, or a combination.

2) Specify Program Structures and Processes
The intervention may derive from new and creative work by practitioners, from collaboration
between practitioners and researchers, or from the research group per se. During this step,
practice principles and, often, manuals are created. Typically, manuals are composed of an
overview and session-by-session content that explains session goals, essential content, and
elective activities which may be used to reinforce core content.

3) Refine & confirm in efficacy tests
In this step the intervention should be tested under scale conditions in multiple sites. It 
estimates effects. It also estimates effects on efficacy subsets.

4) Test effectiveness in practice settings
In this step the findings and the program materials are published. Also, training materials and 
certification are developed.

5) This step involves Dissemination of program findings & materials.

Example of an Intervention design
Using teachers  as  an example,  the design of  a  prevention  intervention  might  incorporate
knowledge of the setting to promote implementation. 

1) First,  it  would  be  important  to  present  an  intervention  in  a  medium  familiar  to
teachers. Program content might look like a routine educational curriculum in social
studies or math. 

2) Second, content might be linked explicitly to the Standard Course of Study, which is a
state-level document that outlines course content by grade. All schools must comply
with the Standard Course of Study. 

3) Finally, because end-of-grade exams influence teaching practices, the activities of a
new intervention  might  be  designed to  reinforce  end-of-grade  exams content.  For
example, intervention worksheets, role plays, or stories might incorporate vocabulary
words from language arts or computational skills from math.

To create intervention content that is consistent with the behavioral routines and norms of the
setting requires highly contextualized knowledge. Although researchers sometimes have this
knowledge, it is often helpful to collaborate with the intended intervention agents during the
design process because they may have knowledge that is nuanced by a deeper understanding
of the organizational and other contingencies affecting practice.

Monitoring and Evaluation
The development of an intervention takes place over a series of studies that are sequenced
from less-controlled pilot tests to more-controlled efficacy and effectiveness tests. However,
negative  findings  at  any  point  may  be  cause  for  reconceptualization  of  the  intervention
design. Thus, the process is not linear. It has a recursive feature in which, though progress
maybe made over time, an intervention may be revised and retested iteratively until it reaches



a benchmark for efficacy (e.g., an effect size comparable to or greater than effects observed
with other interventions in the field of practice).

Measure Potential Sources of Selection Bias
Even  with  randomization,  postassignment  attrition,  compensatory  rivalry  between
participants in alternative conditions, and other factors can compromise the balance between
experimental and control groups (Shadish et al., 2002). If potential sources of selection bias
are anticipated and measured (i.e., variables on which intervention and control groups may
differ),  they  can  be  controlled  in  statistical  analysis.  However,  if  sources  of  bias  are
unmeasured,  it  is  impossible  to  test  fully  for  group  balance  and  to  make  statistical
adjustments.

Use Multiple Methods of Analysis
Recent  studies  suggest  that  routine  covariance  control  may  produce  erroneous  treatment
estimates when the assignment mechanism (usually a dummy variable in a regression-like
equation) is correlated with the error term. Because it is hard to know when this condition
produces a bias in parameter estimation, a variety of analyses should always be undertaken to
test  the  sensitivity  of  findings  to  alternative  estimation  methods.  These  include  routine
regression models (e.g., logistic regression, hierarchical linear models), matching estimators,
Heckman models, and propensity score matching or weighting.


