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Abstract

Student bullying behaviours are a significant social issue in schools worldwide. Whilst school staff have access to quality
bullying prevention interventions, schools can face significant challenges implementing the whole-school approach required
to address the complexity of these behaviours. This study aimed to understand how schools’ capacity to implement whole-
school bullying prevention interventions could be strengthened to promote sustainability and improve student outcomes.
Qualitative methods were used to observe schools over time to gain insight into their implementation capacity to improve
student social and emotional wellbeing and prevent and ameliorate harm from bullying. A four-year longitudinal, multi-site
case study intensively followed eight schools’ implementation of Friendly Schools, an Australian evidenced-based whole-
school bullying prevention intervention. Regular in-depth interviews with school leaders and implementation teams over four
years led to the refinement of a staged-implementation process and capacity building tools and revealed four common drivers
of implementation quality: (1) strong, committed leadership; (2) organisational structures, processes and resources; (3) staff
competencies and commitment; and (4) translating evidence into local school policy and practice. This paper considers the
strengths of qualitative data in understanding how and why bullying prevention interventions work as well as actions schools
can take to enhance their implementation and sustainability of complex social interventions.

Keywords Bullying - Capacity building - Implementation quality - Whole-school intervention - Longitudinal case study

Introduction

Student bullying behaviours are increasingly recognised
as a covert and complex social problem in schools world-
wide (Barnes et al., 2012; Modecki et al., 2014). Involve-
ment in bullying is a significant risk factor affecting young
people’s social and emotional wellbeing and mental health
(Cross, 2015a; Lester et al., 2013; Moore et al., 2017) and
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is associated with both immediate and life-long harms (Holt
et al., 2015; Farrington & Ttofi, 2011; Ttofi et al., 2016).
Despite many evidence-based bullying prevention interven-
tions developed to help reduce these harms, students in need
are not being reached due to barriers relating to adoption
and inconsistent implementation by schools (Bradshaw,
2015; Hagermoser Sanetti & Collier-Meek, 2019). A critical
‘implementation gap’ exists between what we know works
from intervention studies and what is practised in schools
to support the learning, mental health and wellbeing of stu-
dents. Qualitative research methods offer the opportunity
to help close this gap, providing an in-depth understanding
of the specific implementation challenges faced by schools
and what effective, context-driven strategies are required to
address them (Liamputtong, 2013).

This ‘implementation gap’ is partly due to the complex-
ity of whole-school approaches aiming to facilitate social
and organisational change at multiple levels of a school
community. Whole-school interventions typically target
all members of the school (students, staff, families, and the

@ Springer


http://orcid.org/0000-0002-1627-5776
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s42380-022-00138-6&domain=pdf

International Journal of Bullying Prevention

wider community) and use multiple components of policy
and practice to foster a positive and protective social and
physical school environment, teach explicit social and emo-
tional skills and engage parents, as well as targeted interven-
tion and support for students with higher needs. Evidence
suggests a whole-school approach is the most effective and
non-stigmatizing means to reduce harm from victimization
and prevent and manage complex social behaviours like bul-
lying (Gaffney et al., 2021; Langford et al., 2015; Pearce
et al., 2011). This approach is supported by socio-ecological
theory (Cross et al., 2015b; Espelage, 2014) and reviews
of efficacy and effectiveness trials demonstrating positive
changes to student outcomes from the implementation of
school-wide approaches (Jiménez-Barbero et al., 2016),
compared with the implementation of a curriculum or policy
alone (Smith et al., 2004). However, the overall effects sizes
are modest and somewhat mixed (Evans et al., 2014; Ttofi
& Farrington, 2011; Vreeman & Carroll, 2007). Although
these smaller than expected effects can be partly explained
by methodological issues and increased anti-bullying policy
mandates by many countries, intervention studies frequently
report effects were limited by insufficient school capacity to
adopt and effectively implement these complex whole-school
interventions (Ttofi & Farrington, 2011), particularly in
effectiveness (real-world) trials (Rapee et al., 2020; Axford
et al., 2020).

How well an intervention or practice is applied in real-
world school settings is the key concern of implementation
science (Lyon, 2017). There is strong empirical support that
implementation is a key determinant in improving student
outcomes (Dix et al., 2012; Durlak & Dupre, 2008; Smith
et al., 2004). For instance, Ttofi and Farrington (2011) found
that program duration and intensity (dose) for students and
teachers are two of the main factors associated with a sig-
nificant decrease in rates of bullying others and being bul-
lied. However, they note that most programs fail to provide
robust implementation data, making it difficult to assess the
moderating effect of this on outcomes (Ttofi & Farrington,
2011). Whilst greater effort is being made to collect pro-
gram implementation related data, challenges are inherent in
standardising measures for comparison when interventions
are complex and varied with limited consensus around key
constructs within this relatively new field (Martinez et al.,
2014).

One construct central to the issue of implementation
quality is the degree to which an intervention’s strategies
are delivered as intended versus the extent to which adap-
tions are made to suit the local setting (Gearing et al.,
2011; Stains & Vickrey, 2017). Interventions transferred
to real-world settings with sufficient fidelity (i.e. as origi-
nally used in efficacy studies) are more likely to dem-
onstrate enhanced program success and better outcomes
for participants (Durlak & Dupre, 2008). This process
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is challenging for busy schools with different needs and
multiple competing priorities, and time pressures and
local adaptations, therefore, seem inevitable. Indeed,
such adaptions may be beneficial if they enhance school
ownership and commitment to a program and support the
‘goodness-of-fit’ between an intervention and the school
in which it is being delivered (Lendrum & Humphrey,
2012; Lendrum et al., 2016). Of course, such adaptations
may affect outcomes if the implemented intervention
diverges too far from the original intervention (Johander
et al., 2021), but rather than ignoring this process, it is
essential to monitor these adaptations to interventions and
to not mask the complexities in which interventions are
put into practice (Greenberg, 2004).

Qualitative studies have helped to ‘unmask’ these complex-
ities and identify factors that appear to enable or inhibit the
effective implementation of school-based bullying prevention
interventions through a deeper look at the influencing contex-
tual factors and processes (Pennell et al., 2020; Coyle, 2008;
O’Donoghue & Guerin, 2017; Young et al., 2017; Locke et al.,
2019). Guiding frameworks such as the Consolidated Frame-
work for Implementation Research (Damschroder et al., 2009)
and the Framework for Implementation Quality in School-
based Interventions (Domitrovich et al., 2008) have also
helped to define potential barriers to quality implementation
at individual, organisational and wider-system levels. School
leadership engagement, staff commitment and professional
characteristics, alignment with school vision and policies and
school climate, resourcing and school readiness have been
shown to be important factors in influencing implementation
quality (Domitrovich et al., 2019; Wanless & Domitrovich,
2015). Despite an abundance of research identifying barriers
to successful implementation of school bullying prevention
interventions, research into the most effective implementation
support strategies to match individual school contextual bar-
riers is still in the early stages (Waltz et al., 2019).

A recent taxonomy of implementation support strategies
has been compiled in healthcare (Leeman et al., 2017) and
adapted for school-based interventions (Cook et al., 2019).
Implementation strategies used in school-based interven-
tions, however, are typically limited to intervention materi-
als and training, with little embedded capacity building for
long-term, whole-school change (Roberts-Gray et al., 2007).
Effective capacity building goes beyond skills training of
individuals to include assessment of leadership, structures
and processes, workforce development and resources as well
as partnerships within school systems to support teachers,
parents and students to implement sustainable strategies
over the longer term (Hawe et al., 1997). Capacity-building
models highlight the need to focus on general organisational
capacity such as structures, roles and systems to increase
the capacity of staff and, in turn, their effective use of the
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specific skills and tools required to implement a new policy,
program or practice (Potter & Brough, 2004).

The required capacity building strategies can differ
depending on the individuals, organisations and the wider
systems in which they operate, as well as the stage of imple-
mentation (Aluttis et al., 2014; Wandersman, 2008). The
implementation process is said to occur in four main stages:
(1) exploration; (2) preparation; (3) implementation; and
(4) sustainment (Aarons et al., 2011). Evidence shows that
efforts in the pre-implementation stages predict successful
intervention start-up and sustained delivery (Saldana et al.,
2012). Moreover, the stage of implementation will deter-
mine what capacity building strategies are required, with
resources varying depending on the nature of the specific
barriers and enablers present (Saldana et al., 2014). Assess-
ment tools have been developed to help identify the school-
capacity factors most likely to drive successful intervention
implementation (Gingiss et al., 2006). However, tools to
assist school staff to select tailored capacity building strate-
gies based on these assessments and that meet their spe-
cific contextual factors are limited. There is a clear need
for the development of practice-based tools and capacity
building strategies to assist schools to identify and address
their unique drivers and barriers to improve intervention and
implementation outcomes.

The Friendly Schools Whole-School Bullying
Prevention Intervention

Friendly Schools is an Australian whole-school social and
emotional wellbeing, bullying and cyberbullying preven-
tion intervention which has been found to be effective in
numerous randomised control trials (Cross et al., 2011,
2012,2016, 2018, 2019). Friendly Schools comprises six
core whole-school components addressing schools’: (1)
leadership and capacity; (2) policy and procedures; (3) cul-
ture; (4) social and physical environment; (5) competencies
though student curriculum, staff professional learning and
parent communication; and (6) partnerships with families,
services, and communities. It includes a developmental
social and emotional learning curriculum (ages 4—14 years),
cybersafety education for students, teacher training and
family activities that aim to improve parental awareness and
self-efficacy to help support their children’s social and emo-
tional wellbeing and behaviour online and offline. The inter-
vention also incorporates individual activities that provide
targeted support for victimized students and for students
who bully others, to help modify behaviour and facilitate
links with allied health professionals. Although Friendly
Schools had consistently been tested with varying levels
of implementation support including school-team trainings
and leadership engagement, barriers to whole-school qual-
ity implementation were still reported by schools (Cross &

Barnes, 2014). Qualitative data from school leaders sug-
gested that a systematic approach with strategies and tools
to address identified barriers was required to strengthen
the existing implementation support provided in Friendly
Schools and enhance the impact on staff and student out-
comes (Barnes et al., 2019). This understanding led to the
conceptualisation of a longitudinal multi-site investigation
on ways to build schools’ capacity to effectively implement
Friendly Schools.

Current Study

The Friendly Schools: Strong Schools Safe Kids study aimed
to develop and pilot a coherent implementation process
and capacity-building tools to strengthen schools’ capac-
ity to effectively implement a whole-school approach to
help enhance students’ social and emotional wellbeing and
reduce bullying behaviours. This study was part of a five-
year project (2010-2015) that involved consultation with
education-system stakeholders and school-leadership staff
to map the current Australian context in which whole-school
bullying prevention interventions operate. Informed by these
stakeholder findings and a review of implementation sci-
ence research, implementation process and capacity supports
were developed to be refined and piloted in eight heteroge-
neous case-study schools. This multi-site case-study design
aimed to provide an in-depth understanding of the real-world
context and processes that different schools use to plan, pre-
pare and implement whole-school interventions.

The implementation process featured a seven-stage
quality improvement cycle and capacity building train-
ing and tools to improve implementation quality. The
seven-stage cycle comprised the following virtuous cycle
of actions: (1) Surveying students, staff and parents; (2)
assessing whole-school practice; (3) planning priorities
using data; (4) building staff capacity; (5) using whole-
school toolkits to respond to priorities; (6) implementing
student learning activities; and (7) reviewing changes in
practices, processes and student outcomes. The capacity-
building training and tools included a one-day school team
training (first year of intervention only), two school-team
coaching visits per intervention year (approx. 2 hours
duration), student and staff online surveys and a ‘map-
the-gap’ school policy and practice assessment. A range of
toolkits were also provided that supported the school team
to plan, monitor and deliver activities to help build staff
readiness, commitment and competencies to implement
evidence-based practice. This study aimed to understand
how schools’ capacity to implement whole-school inter-
ventions, such as Friendly Schools, could be strengthened
to promote implementation sustainability and improve stu-
dent outcomes. Specifically, this paper describes schools’
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multi-faceted contextual experiences related to their
capacity to undertake the staged implementation process
and identifies key drivers of implementation quality.

Methods

Whilst quantitative approaches seek to ensure precise and
robust identification and measurement of variables through
randomisation, imposing strict controls, these methods
used in isolation can lack important contextual informa-
tion which can provide a richer understanding of the data
(Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Hence, this in-depth study aimed
to explore the nuances and complexities of school-based
implementation processes using qualitative inquiry. It
also sought to illuminate each school’s unique situational
context and associated implications for capacity-building
to address social and emotional wellbeing and bullying
behaviours.

Research Design

A qualitative longitudinal multi-site case study design
was adopted involving eight case study schools in West-
ern Australia, from 2011 to 2014. Case-study approaches
are used to investigate phenomena within real-life con-
texts using multiple sources of evidence (Baxter & Jack,
2008) and have been used elsewhere to evaluate school-
based interventions which are complex and school specific
(Burns et al., 2019; Vilaga, 2017; Ollis & Harrison, 2016).
The multi-site case study design considered variation in
school type (secondary vs K-12), sector, location and
socio-economic status, whilst allowing for exploration of
implementation similarities and differences (Yin, 2014).
Mixed methods data collection included online student
and staff surveys; interviews with school principals, staff
implementation teams, teachers and parents; student focus
groups; and school observations to explore the school’s
context for implementation of Friendly Schools. This
paper describes qualitative data collected through in-depth
individual and group interviews with school principals and
implementation team staff. In-depth interviews were cho-
sen to understand and explore the school staff’s subjective
experiences of their implementation journey. The use of
one-on-one interviews allows participants to personally
reflect and for rich, detailed and accurate information
to be gathered (Liamputtong, 2013). Ethics approval for
this project was provided by the Edith Cowan University
Human Research Ethics Committee, and approval to con-
duct this research in schools was provided by the associ-
ated education sectors.

@ Springer

Case Study School Recruitment

A list of potential study schools was generated by the
research investigators and education system stakehold-
ers who formed the project advisory group. Schools were
placed into a ‘context matrix’ to ensure representation from
different school education systems (government, catholic,
independent), socio-economic status (high, medium, and
low), location (metropolitan or rural, within 300 km from
Perth, Western Australia), type (kindergarten to grade 12 or
secondary only) and size (small or large). Existing Friendly
Schools research schools were excluded due to their pre-
vious experience in implementing Friendly Schools. The
Australian school system comprises three different educa-
tion sectors: (1) government; (2) catholic; and (3) independ-
ent. The first sector is the largest and is free for families to
attend, the second sector is based on the philosophies of the
catholic religion and the third sector operates independently,
although it can share some administration resourcing with
the other two sectors. Families self-select and pay fees to
attend schools in both the catholic and independent educa-
tion sectors. Eight schools were purposefully recruited and
provided consent to participate in this study across these
three education sectors.

Data Collection

Schools nominated a study coordinator and formed a team
of staff to lead the implementation of Friendly Schools.
Semi-structured (typically lasting one-hour) interviews were
conducted by the research team twice a year with school
principals and implementation team staff members. Inter-
views were conducted in person (with full implementation
team of 3—12 staff members depending on school size) or
via telephone (team coordinator only) in the middle and at
the end of the school year. Hence, two interviews per school
were conducted during each year of the four-year study to
support and monitor the progress of priority actions and
enable school teams to provide feedback in the design of the
implementation process and tools. Interviews were audio-
recorded with participant permission and evidence of school
activities implemented (e.g. policies, reporting forms) were
also collected in-person by the research team. At each data
collection point, interview questions asked about the follow-
ing: (a) the school’s experiences in implementing the core
Friendly Schools intervention components including barriers
and enablers; (b) the school’s experiences in using the staged
implementation process and tools; and (c) recommendations
for improvement and additional strategies/resources needed.
Although this study explored the implementation of Friendly
Schools as an overall framework for action, it also captured
other practices or programs schools” implemented to address
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student social and emotional wellbeing and reduce bullying
behaviours.

Data Synthesis

Interviews were transcribed verbatim, and each school’s imple-
mentation journey was documented into a school case study
to track school progress and feedback over time. To maintain
dependability and determine credibility (Liamputtong, 2013),
transcripts were summarised and participant-checked by all
available members of the school’s implementation team to
ensure they were a valid reflection of their school’s journey
and their implementation barriers and facilitators. Each indi-
vidual school’s data were used to conduct a cross-case study
using Framework Analysis (Ritchie & Spencer, 2002) to iden-
tify common and different experiences by schools and the out-
comes they achieved. To enhance confirmability, two members
of the research team analysed the data by jointly constructing
the thematic framework and separately indexing the data to
identify themes. Comparison between the two researcher’s
indexed themes was conducted, and the framework was refined
through consensus between the researchers. Charting and
mapping of the data were then completed as per the methods
described below. A summary of the school recruitment, data
sources and analysis is summarised in Fig. 1.

Framework Analysis

Framework Analysis is a qualitative analytic approach used
in applied policy and practice research and evaluation and
uses a comparative form of thematic analysis (Ritchie &
Spencer, 2002; Goldsmith, 2021). Framework Analysis
involves five stages: (1) familiarisation of the data through
listing initial themes to provide an overview of the depth
and diversity of information; (2) constructing a thematic
framework of key concepts emanating from the data and
also drawing on a-priori issues; (3) indexing, through

Fig.1 Case study school
recruitment, data sources and
analysis

School
context

¢ Education sector
¢ Location
¢ Socio-economic

status
« Type
* Size

systematically applying the thematic framework to the data
which is sifted and sorted into the identified themes; (4)
charting and rearranging the data according to themes, after
‘lifting’ it from its original context in the individual tran-
scripts; and (5) mapping and interpretation of the data set
as a whole to answer the research objectives guiding the
qualitative analysis.

The Framework Analysis was facilitated using NVivo
(NVivo Qualitative Data Analysis Software; Version 10,
2012). Data collected from case study schools were sum-
marised by case (school) and theme using NVivo in-built
framework matrices. These matrices provided an oppor-
tunity to see associations between different themes, both
within and across cases, and automatically gathered all
the information relevant to each particular theme as it was
coded (i.e. combining the indexing and charting stages of
analysis). The NVivo framework matrices also enable com-
parison of the viewpoints of different individuals, such as
school principals versus implementation team staff percep-
tions. Essentially, the use of NVivo as a ‘looking glass’ can
make transparent the process of indexing, charting and map-
ping the data into a meaningful form that progresses new
understandings in a more timely manner for researchers.
(Beekhuyzen et al., 2010).

Results

The characteristics for each of the recruited case study
schools is summarised in Table 1. Seven of the eight case
study schools undertook the full implementation process and
provided sufficient data to evaluate the barriers and enablers
to quality implementation and feedback recommendations
for improvement. One large metropolitan government-sector
school withdrew from the research project in the first year
after they were unable to collect sufficient baseline data from
students due to difficulties in gaining opt-in parental consent

Mixed methods
data sources in each school

Qualitative
Framework Analysis
e Online student surveys * Single case study
analysis over time
Cross-case study
analysis over time

e Online staff surveys

*  Student focus groups .
*  Parent focus groups

*  School team interviews * Synthesis of case
*  School principal interviews study findings
*  Field notes

*  Descriptive data
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Table 1 School case study characteristics

Independent education system

Catholic education system

Government education system

School 1: School 2: School 3:

Large, rural, high SES, K-12 Medium, rural, medium SES, secondary Small, rural, low SES, secondary

School 8: School 5: School 4:

Medium, metropolitan, high SES, K-12 Small, rural, low SES, K-12 Medium, metropolitan, low SES, secondary
School 7: School 6:

Large, metropolitan, high SES, K-12

Large, metropolitan, medium SES, secondary

Characteristics: size (small, medium or large); location (metropolitan or rural); socio-economic status (SES: low, medium or high); type (kinder-

garten to grade 12 (K-12) or secondary only)

as required by the education sector (case study school 6).
This resulted in a total of 56 interviews (two interviews per
year for each of the seven case study schools) being con-
ducted over the four study years.

All case-study school staff during baseline interviews
described having strategies in place to support student social
and emotional wellbeing and reduce bullying behaviours.
However, school team members noted these strategies were
often uncoordinated, reactive, and ‘fragmented’ (school
coordinator, school 3). School team members discussed
being overwhelmed about deciding ‘which approach to take’
given the multitude of frameworks and programs available to
them (school team member, school 4). They saw benefit in a
staged implementation process to help identify their school’s
needs, map their current activity against the evidence and
improve their capacity to make informed decisions about
which new practices to adopt.

Over the four-year study period, all schools made changes
to their physical environment and policies and procedures,
particularly in relation to cyber safety and bullying behav-
iours, through delivery of the Friendly Schools core interven-
tion components. They also increased their focus on the sys-
tematic delivery of student wellbeing support and the nature
of student support structures and services. Common chal-
lenges included engaging with parents and the wider com-
munity and building staff capacity to effectively implement
school-level changes. The cross-case study analysis of the
schools’ implementation of these Friendly Schools compo-
nents revealed four key drivers of quality implementation, as
well as perceived impacts on school implementation capacity,
including the following: (1) strong, committed leadership; (2)
organisational structures, processes and resources; (3) staff
competencies and commitment; and (4) translating evidence
to the local school context (see summary in Table 2).

Table2 Summary of core themes and sub-themes of drivers of implementation quality

Core themes

Strong, committed leadership

Organisational structures,
processes and resources

Staff competencies and
commitment

Translating evidence into local
school policy and practice

Sub-themes

A ‘champion’ or key person to
lead implementation

Principal commitment and
support

Opportunities for student
leadership

Implementation team to drive the
change process

Flexibility to select staff to
student care positions/
implementation team

A designated ‘hub’ for student
care services and supports

Regular meetings of student care/
implementation team staff

Time for team to plan and
implement

Increase in specialist support staff

Vertical (mixed age groups)
student care system

Encouraging staff ‘buy-in’ and
responsibility

Training and coaching for
implementation teams

Regular communication with all
school staff

Partnerships with outside
agencies

Staff training and tools to translate
evidence to practice

Staff burnout from past school
experience

Balance between prevention and
response to incidences

Embed student care into school
strategic vision and plans

Need for an integral sustainable
approach over time

Need for data tools to inform school
decision-making

@ Springer
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Strong, Committed Leadership

In the initial stages of the implementation process, schools
were asked to nominate a coordinator and form a team
of staff responsible for leading the implementation pro-
cess. Four schools used their existing student support team
structure or leadership/administration team; three schools
set up new teams. School implementation teams ranged
from 3 to 12 staff members, depending on the school’s
size. In schools where the team was embedded as part of
the schools’ administration or leadership structure (e.g.
head of each grade formed the team, school principal was
part of the team), there appeared to be greater capacity to
make decisions and consistently implement their chosen
priority actions. Schools in which implementation team
members responsible for student wellbeing also held a
leadership/administration role reported being in a better
position to address implementation barriers such as staff
turnover. These dual roles were highly valued in these
schools with many staff applying when a vacancy arose.
For the schools where the team members were not part
of the school leadership/administration roles, their efforts
appeared to lose momentum, relying heavily on the team
coordinator to progress outcomes. Even when using an
existing team structure, it was important for school teams
to have a clear common goal to work towards and mecha-
nisms for staff input and support, as one school team coor-
dinator stated:

Having a really strong team ... staff that work cohe-
sively has been the key to [driving the change pro-
cess]. We're always in a common goal, and common
mindset as well ... I think we're all very much on the
same pathway [which] has been the real strength in it.
(School coordinator, school 3)

The explicit commitment and support of the school prin-
cipal was considered essential for success and needed to be
evident in the provision of resourcing and allocating time
to staff to make the planned changes to practice. Schools
without this explicit and concrete support from the principal
were observed to struggle and often stalled in implementa-
tion until it was clear to staff that school leadership was
committed. The implementation process and tools were seen
to create an opportunity for schools to reflect on current
practice as stated by one school principal:

Any program that gives us this opportunity to look at
what we are doing and to question our practices ... we
need to take it on board. (School principal, school 3)

Having a coordinator or ‘staff champion/s’ who drive
planning and action as well as skilled staff to support imple-
mentation across the school was also considered essential by
the school teams:

The important thing is someone to drive it ... [and]
now we have our pastoral care team to provide the
driver ... We are experiencing a considerable change.
(School team member, school 2)

The power of greater student responsibility and engage-
ment through existing and new student leadership roles was
noted by school teams as crucial to successful implementa-
tion. The implementation of cyber safety and cyberbully-
ing prevention strategies needed the active involvement of
students to lend credence, as staff and parents were not seen
to be sufficiently skilled in this area. Strategies selected and
led by student wellbeing teams such as parent presentations
often resulted in higher parent engagement. This was illus-
trated in the following comment by a school coordinator:

We set up a student committee ... and gave them ...
some power and knowledge and information and asked
them what they want out of this ... how could this be
changed or make something come alive for students.
(School coordinator, school 7)

Organisational Structures, Processes and Resources

The educational system in which the schools belonged
influenced how organisational structures and processes
were used. Case study schools within one education sys-
tem reported the mandatory use of monitoring and review
tools that asked for evidence of the school’s student support,
wellbeing actions and their effectiveness. This emphasised
the wider policy context and validation of the important
link between student learning and social-emotional well-
being, thereby creating accountability that flowed into the
school’s strategic plans. Schools independent of the larger
education systems reported greater flexibility to select staff
who aligned with their strategic vision and greater access to
resource support than schools from other education sectors:

Most people here, have been handpicked ... which is an
obvious strength, ... that empathy and that student care
understanding is really high ... on the agenda. (School
coordinator, school 3)

Having separate staff involved in student discipline and
student support was seen as beneficial as staff indicated it
was difficult to cultivate approachability with students if
they were also responsible for enforcing consequences for
misbehaviour. A designated physical location for a student
care ‘hub’ to not stigmatize students seeking help was also
reported to increase the school’s capacity to implement
effective student care services:

We’ve actually changed the physical look of what
student services is ... it used to be ad hoc and no
building you would call ‘student services’. It has a
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dedicated administrative assistance, career counsel-
lor, school psychologists, the sick bay, head of year
groups have meeting spaces. It’s certainly become
a hub for students to come to ... [and it’s] good to
see the school has prioritised student care. (School
coordinator, school 7)

Having the student support team located in one location
also benefitted school strategies that aimed to support stu-
dents when transitioning, for example from early to mid-
secondary school grades. Co-location of the schools’ health
services such as the school nurse to the hub was also found
to add support and reduce stigma of seeking help for bully-
ing or other mental health concerns as students could be at
the hub for any number of reasons.

Regular student support team meetings to facilitate cohe-
sive coordination were found to be helpful to ensure every-
one was up-to-date with issues related to implementation,
particularly if there were students in need of extra support,
and to allow the school to proactively plan to address poten-
tial problematic situations. Increased resourcing to student
care positions and social and emotional learning activities
were observed in most of the case study schools as one
school coordinator mentioned:

We’ve certainly increased the staffing and funding for
the school counsellors ... now we have two full-time
counsellors. The school administration has seen the
value ... and certainly the workload has increased
through our pastoral care system and being able to sup-
port student wellbeing by having them more available.
(School coordinator, school 7)

More importantly, it was critical for these staff to have
dedicated time to plan and implement priority strategies in
their school, as well as common planning time between team
members. In one school, it was a matter of ‘making sure
that if we say something’s a priority, we give the supporting
time’ (school coordinator, school 8). In several schools, this
was illustrated through greater time allocation for senior and
leadership positions to support student pastoral care matters.

Positive changes in the schools’ culture due to vertical
age-group activities or student support systems (with mul-
tiple age groups together) were highlighted by most of the
case study schools as creating an environment that encour-
aged positive interactions between students of different age
groups and increased belonging to their school. As illus-
trated by the following comment of one school coordinator:

Originally being a horizontal school where ... heads
of grades look after their own age group, you’re not
in a vertical system. That vertical culture is starting
to really permeate through the school ... I have cer-
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tainly noticed a big shift in culture. (School coordina-
tor, school 7)

Staff Competencies and Commitment

A school-based intervention is unlikely to succeed if the
educators themselves do not see a need for it or do not
believe it can be effective. Encouraging staff ‘buy-in” and
responsibility for pastoral care and responding to bullying
was reported as challenging by all case study schools. For
instance, as one school coordinator stated:

[A] major challenge is to get our staff on board to
believe that it is their problem as much as it is eve-
ryone else’s and they have an obligation to intervene
and not just handball anything that's ... an issue.
(School coordinator, school 2)

Training and coaching sessions for school teams were
seen as an invaluable way to build leadership competencies
and build whole-school staff capacity to support priority
actions. In particular, staff reported that restorative meth-
ods to respond to bullying incidents were necessary but
required specific skills to implement and therefore suffi-
cient training and coaching time to learn. One school coor-
dinator reflected on the potential of professional develop-
ment to build momentum among staff:

The training empowered us to take our capacity for
action at a staff level to another level, and we are very
excited about trying to take skills and share them
amongst the community. (School coordinator, school 4)

Regular communication with all staff across the school
was seen to be important in engaging all staff and empow-
ering them to participate in decision-making processes
to embed cultural shifts that demanded changing the way
they practice. This was discussed by one school principal
who stated the value of priority actions being ‘part of our
school culture change’ rather than being the sole respon-
sibility of a core group of staff. Essentially:

We are trying to empower all staff to get on board
with things. So, we are actively now putting more
things out that we are dealing with this as a whole
staff. (School principal, school 5)

Engagement of outside agencies to help staff support
at-risk or higher-need students in particular was seen as an
effective way to reduce pressure and time burden for staff
like the school nurse and psychologist with one school
coordinator noting ‘it’s just another person that ... the kids
can connect with and talk with and ... seek help from’
(School coordinator, school 3).
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Translating Evidence into Local School Policy
and Practice

Several schools raised the importance of the local school
context in terms of skills required to review the evidence
and determine ‘how will that work in my school?’ (School
team member, school 4). There is limited training for school
staff to understand the best ways to respond to their students’
social-emotional needs; consequently, it is common to seek
outside expertise to inform their decisions. However, this
leaves schools unsure of how it can be implemented to suit
their own context. As one school principal expressed:

There’s always suspicion of the theoretical ... because
I think context is so important. So, evidence in context
is rare. Some things are sort of true and work gener-
ally but how will it work here in this situation, in this
school? (School principal, school 1)

In the initial interviews with school implementation
teams, it was apparent that schools had different experi-
ences in facilitating whole-school change. Some schools
had tried to implement very intense curriculum-based
social-emotional programs that left staff feeling burned out.
Unsustained programmes not only wasted valuable school
resources but also squandered staff willingness to take on
future programs. For instance, one school coordinator dis-
cussed a program that was implemented previously in the
school only to discover later it was too onerous and a poor
fit with existing objectives and curriculum:

We required a more flexible program that is appropri-
ate across different ages and academic levels. (School
coordinator, school 5)

Finding the balance between prevention approaches and
responding to bullying incidents was challenging for all case
study schools. Schools indicated some parents expected pun-
ishment for bullying behaviours and were impatient with
restorative processes. School staff felt the student support
hubs were helpful in providing multiple levels of care from
promotion of good social-emotional wellbeing to targeted
support for at-risk and higher-needs students. As one school
leader pondered, there was an ongoing struggle to ‘defend
the line’ and find a balance between resolving problems
in a restorative way, rather than resorting to disciplinary
sanctions:

Our pastoral care office is not a withdrawal centre, it’s
a place for kids to go for pastoral care and relationship
breakdowns are issues to deal with, they’re not things
to punish. (School coordinator, school 1)

Case study school teams acknowledged the significant
length of time it takes to truly undertake a whole-school
approach to social and emotional issues and embed it into

the central fabric of the school. They emphasised that it was
not easy, took a long time and required a proactive preven-
tative approach. If they were continually only dealing with
issues once they had happened, then they felt they ‘had lost’
and were not helping kids really achieve.

We don’t have the answers for other schools ... it’s all
about context ... it’s not easy ... it takes a long time.
It’s got to be central and integral ... whichever system
you use make sure it’s not peripheral, it’s central to
what you do. (School coordinator, school 1)

A sustainable prevention-focused program was consid-
ered by school teams to be achievable through truly embed-
ded student support programs and practices built into the
school’s strategic vision and plans. Programs that were
‘added-on’ were not seen to effectively change the imple-
mentation climate to underpin success as recommended by
a school coordinator:

You really need to make these things part of your pas-
toral fabric in the school. (School coordinator, school
2)

Data-driven decision-making tools like student surveys
and school policy and practice assessments were ‘really
powerful’ in building school staff commitment and capacity
and were seen as ‘key agents to change’ (school coordina-
tor, school 4). Individual findings in each case study school
were helpful to identify priorities and needs, demonstrate
to the whole-school community the need for action, justify
leadership roles and responsibilities and provide a strong and
relevant call to action. Understanding the needs of their own
school community provided staff with in-depth knowledge of
students’ strengths and needs and the opportunity to deliver
more tailored solutions to meet those needs. The value of
this was highlighted by one school coordinator who spoke
about how ‘it validates the fact that we need to do something
about it’ (school coordinator, school 8). Likewise, another
school team member heralded the importance of these on-
the-ground insights for driving change:

It clearly raised the profile of bullying and gave impe-
tus to action. Moreover, it helped to show a way for-
ward and added resolve to do so ... we were able to
look at what the school community was telling us were
the issues. (Implementation team member, school 4)

Perceived Impact of the Implementation Process
and Capacity Building Tools

After completing the staged implementation process,

school teams reported an increased self-efficacy and capac-
ity to facilitate whole-school change, suggesting value in
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a systematic and incremental approach to school and staff
capacity building. As one school principal discussed:

I think there is probably greater self-confidence in our
capacity to make change ... I think there is an increased
perception that we can actually challenge behaviours
and stereotypes. (School principal, school 1)

School staff also reported on the positive effect of the
staged support process in helping create social change in the
school environment. Schools acknowledged that ‘you don’t
change attitudes overnight’ and that to address social issues
like bullying required working in incremental steps as one
school coordinator stated that having a systematic process
and tools provided:

A better understanding of what is happening ... by
putting it on the table it becomes more real. (School
coordinator, school 2)

Importantly, there was acknowledgement of the impor-
tance of ‘being reflective as practitioners’ when following
a strategic implementation process that focused on both
improved implementation quality as well as ‘improve out-
comes for students’ (school coordinator, school 7).

It’s definitely been a good move and definitely meant
that students have been benefitting and that’s what we
are all about. (School principal, school 5)

School staff reported their increased capacity strength-
ened the support and education provided to all age groups,
enabled greater collaboration between staff and improved
practices such as engaging with students, parents and exter-
nal agencies. Importantly, the systematic process was key to
securing staff commitment from ‘not only leadership staff
but also the whole-school staff” which, as one school coor-
dinator noted:

It’s a bit of an affirmation of what we are doing is the
right thing. (School coordinator, school 7)

Discussion

This paper presents the qualitative findings from a four-year
longitudinal multi-site case study that intensively followed
seven schools’ systematic implementation of the whole-school
social and emotional wellbeing and bullying prevention inter-
vention Friendly Schools (Barnes et al., 2019). Qualitative
methods were used to naturalistically observe these schools
to deeply understand their staff’s implementation capacity to
improve students’ social-and-emotional wellbeing and ame-
liorate harm from bullying. Data collected as part of regular
in-depth interviews with school principals and implementa-
tion team staff members over four years led to the refinement
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of a staged-implementation process and capacity building
tools and revealed four common drivers of implementation
quality: (1) strong, committed leadership; (2) organisational
structures, processes and resources; (3) staff competencies and
commitment; and (4) translating evidence into local school
policies and practice.

Quality leadership to drive implementation was seen as
critical in all case study schools. Having at least one staff
champion who was experienced and passionate about stu-
dent care and wellbeing, with dedicated time to lead, was
essential. Additionally, a collaborative leadership team of
trained staff, who also had some time release from teaching
duties to provide extra support to students and attend regu-
lar team meetings, was needed. Whilst an actively engaged
and committed school principal was important, most schools
engaged in distributed leadership roles and responsibilities.

The critical role of strong leadership commitment in the
form of individuals and teams has also been found in bul-
lying prevention related studies (Flygare et al., 2013) and
school-based interventions more broadly (Iachini et al.,
2013; Locke et al., 2019). Research indicates the founda-
tional role of leadership in mediating the use of implemen-
tation strategies and improving implementation outcomes
(Choi et al., 2019). In their study of leadership and the
implementation of the intervention Multi-Tiered System
of Support (MTSS), Choi and colleagues (2019) defined
strong quality leadership as having (1) a clear vision for
student outcomes, (2) an interdisciplinary team, (3) a con-
sistent meeting structure, (4) reciprocal communication sys-
tems and (5) data-based decisions. These qualities support
the case study school staff’s experiences in this study with
leadership, particularly the need for school data to inform
decisions.

Case study school staff highlighted the opportunities for
student leadership in social and emotional wellbeing initia-
tives and identified this as an area to strengthen. Genuine
‘student voice’ and leadership in school’s cyber safety edu-
cation efforts has been found to be particularly important
to address cyberbullying behaviours where teachers and
parents are viewed as less credible sources of help for stu-
dents (Cross et al., 2015¢). Students’ active participation
in bullying prevention activities was also found by Flygare
and colleagues (2013) to be an effective component in bul-
lying prevention interventions, reducing individual student
victimization by 40%.

Overall, improved student social-and-emotional wellbe-
ing outcomes in case study schools were observed to have
a range of organisational features. The most impactful fea-
ture noted by case study school staff was student support
structures that formed part of the school administration.
This minimised the impact of leadership and staff changes
and facilitated action as this team had decision-making
power. Flexibility with decisions to select appropriate staff
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and allocate roles and time to various responsibilities was
observed to facilitate implementation more rapidly.

Vertical student pastoral care systems (e.g. multi-age
group meetings during the day) or other co-curricular activi-
ties that mixed peers across age groups were also highlighted
as effective in facilitating positive relationships between stu-
dents. Likewise, student support staff, who had close contact
with the same group of students as they progressed through
school, established positive relationships between staff and
students. The physical design and location of the student sup-
port services into a designated student support ‘hub’ enabled
student access to a range of supports and meetings with staff
and was considered helpful to destigmatise students seeking
help. Dedicated regular meetings times in the ‘hub’ allowed
staff to share common learnings and discuss support options
for individual students. The common hub — with shared
physical health and social-emotional wellbeing staff — may
help reduce the stigma of help-seeking by giving students
something less embarrassing to tell their peers they are there
for, like a headache.

Although reviews of the effectiveness of bullying preven-
tion interventions have not directly identified school organi-
sational structures and processes as a key component, strate-
gies that support schools to develop policies and reporting
procedures in response to managing bullying do so indi-
rectly. Whole-school policies were associated with positive
reductions in bullying outcomes (Gaffney et al., 2021; Ttofi
& Farrington, 2011) and provided a vehicle for schools to
define their approach to bullying and set clear behavioural
expectations and processes for managing incidents including
the involvement of parents and external support agencies.
Evidence of ways that school staff structure their student
support services and its effects on bullying prevention is
lacking and an area for future research.

Together, policy implementation and the structures and
processes discussed by the case study schools contribute
to the school’s implementation climate and capacity. Like
leadership, implementation climate is an identified deter-
minant of implementation outcomes and whilst research
on implementation climate has been conducted within the
health services sector (Aarons et al., 2014), less has been
explored in education settings (Lyon et al., 2018). Newly
developed tools that assess school readiness to implement a
new evidence-based practice hold promise in their pragmatic
use in guiding schools to address these determinants with
targeted capacity building that meet their unique context and
needs (Wanless & Domitrovich, 2015).

Staff commitment and ‘buy-in’ and responsibility for stu-
dent wellbeing and responding to bullying were reported
as the biggest implementation challenges by all case study
schools. Regular communication of information (drip feed-
ing) to staff and professional learning opportunities were
helpful to overcome staff resistance to implementation. This

helped to foster common student care and bullying preven-
tion and management understandings among staff as well as
feelings of responsibility for student wellbeing. Individual
staff factors such as self-efficacy, skills and perceived benefit
of the new practice are known to influence implementation
and are often addressed though training and coaching to build
staff competencies (Damschroder et al., 2009). Staff train-
ing has been identified as an important feature of bullying
prevention interventions (Flygare et al., 2013; Cross et al.,
2011), although it is well known to be insufficient alone in
improving implementation outcomes (Fixsen et al., 2005).
Case study school teams often saw a shift in staff commit-
ment once student data were collected and presented to the
whole-school staff. Classroom teachers were more moti-
vated to address social issues or teach social and emotional
skills when they knew their students’ strengths and areas
requiring development. Partnerships with external agencies
strengthened school delivery of student support (particularly
for higher need students), reduced staff burden and gave stu-
dents other skilled professionals with whom to connect.

A key mechanism for the translation of evidence into
local school policy and practice was following the system-
atic implementation process for assessing, planning, imple-
menting and reviewing their actions. A clear process with
tools for data collection that informed planning and action,
promoted accountability and imposed timelines and justi-
fication for staff time and roles was beneficial. However,
school teams still required training in this implementation
process. Communicating student and staff survey findings
and other school data to all staff helped to create ‘buy-in’
and helped staff identify what aspects of implementation
were important and why changes were being proposed.
Regular follow-up and evaluations of bullying behaviours
were also found to help support the effectiveness of bullying
interventions (Flygare et al., 2013). Key to embedding best
practice evidence into local school contexts was the compat-
ibility to the school’s vision and strategic goals in creating
a supportive culture. Schools found that a central integrated
approach across the whole-school worked to build sustain-
ability over the longer term and balance preventative, proac-
tive approaches with targeted student support interventions.

In case study schools where implementation stalled for
short periods of time, common barriers were identified that
required specific capacity building attention to overcome.
One example was the balance between staff roles. Some
schools experienced a disconnect between leadership teams
who wanted all staff to be responsible for student support,
versus teaching staff who saw student support as the role of
‘other staft’. In other schools, low levels of responsibility
for whole-school action to address bullying behaviours were
experienced by staff who did not have a specific pastoral care
role. This was often in the initial stages of the implementa-
tion where all staff was not fully informed and perhaps could
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not see the relevance of the intervention to them. Case study
school team staff reported they needed more time to prepare
themselves and to plan for implementation before approach-
ing the wider whole-school staff. School staff also found
this could be fast tracked by collecting student data first and
using the findings to engage staff and validate areas of need.
Data-driven decision-making tools were seen as the most
powerful way to build school and staff capacity.

The initial implementation model developed featured
seven stages to guide school staff through the process of
implementing Friendly Schools. As a result of feedback from
school teams and the challenges observed in ‘getting started’
in the first year, this process was simplified to five stages
(collapsing stages 1 and 2 into the stage ‘explore strengths
and needs’, stages 3 and 4 into ‘plan for improvement’ and
stages 5 and 6 into ‘implement plan’). A dedicated ‘get-
ting ready’ stage of support was added at stage 1 to allow
focussed time for school teams to prepare and to secure staff
commitment. The critical importance of this preparation
stage is increasingly recognised though the development
of theory and frameworks of determinants of readiness in
organisational and behavioural health care (Weiner, 2009;
Scaccia et al., 2015) and is beginning to be applied in edu-
cation settings (Kingston et al., 2018). Practical measures,
however, are still in the early stages of development and
there is much work to be done before meaningful and vali-
dated tools are available to schools (Weiner et al., 2020).

As a result of the findings in this study, two additional
elements were added to the model to highlight the impor-
tance of building school capacity through (1) the identified
drivers of quality implementation (leadership, organisational
support and staff competencies) and (2) linking individual
schools’ visions and goals to support the translation of evi-
dence into school policy and practice and facilitate sustaina-
bility (see Fig. 2). The findings from this study are supported
by research by the National Implementation Research Net-
work (NIRN) whose ‘framework of implementation drivers’
provides detailed identification of the core elements within
the areas of leadership, competency and organisation driv-
ers (Bertram et al., 2015). Bertram and colleagues (2015)
define implementation drivers as ‘the infrastructure elements
required for effective implementation that support high fidel-
ity, effective, sustainable programs’ (Bertram et al., 2015,

pg. 481).

Strengths and Limitations of Study and Qualitative
Framework Analysis

This study sought to describe school staffs’ subjective expe-
riences of their implementation and capacity-building pro-
cesses through a multi-site case study design. Seven case
study schools were drawn from metropolitan and regional
areas in Western Australia, but did not include schools from
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Fig.2 Friendly Schools implementation model

more distant regional areas. The number of schools and
their location limits the transferability of the study findings.
Social desirability bias may have occurred in school team
members’ responses when they reported positive implemen-
tation experiences, especially given the positive relationship
that developed between the researchers and the school staff
over the four-year duration of the study. Other limitations
include each school’s previous experiences implementing
whole-school interventions and the attrition of one large
case study school early in the study. Future research should
examine implementation related issues in a larger sample of
schools that are more representative of geographical, disad-
vantage and multicultural factors.

This study highlights the strengths of qualitative meth-
ods and data in helping to understand how contextual factors
influence implementation of bullying prevention interven-
tions. The use of comprehensive longitudinal qualitative
data in this study is unique as intervention studies aimed to
reduce bullying behaviours are rarely conducted (or their
results reported) for longer than one year (Ttofi & Farrington,
2011). Additionally, the use of a multiple, embedded case
study design enabled the collection of qualitative data over
eight time periods in four years, across seven heterogeneous
sites, adding greater breadth and depth to our understandings
compared to a single case study site of interest.

Although the breadth of the data presented data man-
agement and synthesis challenges, the Framework Analy-
sis method using NVivo matrices provided an efficient and
pragmatic way to determine associations between different
themes, both within and across school cases. Additionally,
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by automatically gathering all the information relevant to
each theme as it is coded, this method enabled efficient com-
parison of the viewpoints of different individuals, such as
staff versus principal perceptions. Although efficient in sum-
marising the large volume of qualitative data and providing
a way to visualise themes across school case studies and
within each school case, the framework matrix can only map
a limited number of features. One of the difficulties experi-
enced by the researchers using the Framework Analysis was
the ability to track the additional differences between case
study schools’ implementation of Friendly Schools across
timepoints. Capturing school implementation processes over
a significant length of time is particularly important in the
sustainability of whole-school bullying prevention which
may take longer to deliver and achieve the required behav-
iour and social change (Ttofi & Farrington, 2011). If the
researchers were to do the analysis again, multiple matrices
may have been more effective in illuminating the data in dif-
ferent ways to answer questions of interest, although signifi-
cantly adding to the time and resource burden on the study.

The Framework Analysis was beneficial for this study
as it allowed for a combination of inductive and deductive
thematic analysis and is not associated with a specific philo-
sophical or theoretical approach (Gale et al., 2013). The case
study schools piloted a research-informed implementation
process so intentional questions were asked about its useful-
ness and appropriateness to assist with refinement whilst
still openly exploring school staff perspectives of contextual
barriers and enablers to successful implementation and tools
and supports needed to address them. The NVivo matrices
were also critical in providing an audit trail from the original
raw data to the final themes as a quality assurance in the
process of creating high level summaries of themes from
large amounts of qualitative data.

Conclusion

Despite the abundance of research on bullying behaviours
and their detrimental impact on the social and emotional
wellbeing and mental health of children and young people,
limited empirical data are available to determine the most
effective ways to support schools’ implementation of inter-
ventions to reduce these harms. It is well established that
the effectiveness of complex social interventions in schools
requires a whole-school approach; however, schools often
vary in their capacity to implement this approach with suf-
ficient quality to make a real difference for students. This
unique qualitative longitudinal multi-site school case study
showed that school staff who use a systematic process and
proactive capacity building to implementing a whole-school
social and emotional wellbeing and bullying prevention

intervention can overcome barriers and support imple-
mentation sustainability over time. As identified by Lewis
and colleagues (2020), more research is needed to test the
mechanisms and process by which implementation strate-
gies affect implementation outcomes, to be tailored to each
school’s contextual barriers and maximise the efficient use
of scarce school resources. This study illustrated how the
Framework Analysis method is a flexible qualitative ana-
lytical tool, relevant for applied intervention studies where
insights are needed to be summarised from large amounts
of contextual process data and aim to evaluate real-world
implementation challenges in schools.
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