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Abstract  

Sexual violence prevention programs are important for addressing sexual violence and are often implemented in local 

community and university settings. However, program implementer perspectives are often missing from academic 

research literature, limiting access to practical knowledge that can provide insights to improving programs and 

prevention. This study illustrates the landscape of sexual violence primary prevention work in a Midwestern 

metropolitan area. Seven interviews with community and university implementers took place in 2020, providing 

information about local prevention programs and expert insights to community prevention culture. Geographic data 

about implementation locations was also collected to visually assess coverage of preventive services and confirm that 

the major sub-areas of the metropolitan area were represented by this research. Interviews provided descriptions of 

local programs implemented with adolescents and young adults which usually took place in school or university 

settings and focused on healthy relationships. Capacity was most often cited as a challenge faced internally, whereas 

broader outer contexts may inhibit or support prevention externally. Findings capture the perspectives of sexual 

violence prevention program implementers, including discussion of tensions related to adaptation versus fidelity and 

how implementation contexts specific to this programming may influence implementation. 

Key words: sexual violence prevention, program implementation, community-based organizations, university-based 

programming, primary prevention
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Introduction 

Most sexual violence prevention (SVP) program research literature is researcher-initiated in academic 

settings and lacks community-based program perspectives, despite community-based programs 

constituting most rape prevention work nationally (Townsend & Campbell, 2007; 2008). As noted by 

Davidov et al. (2020) few studies have centered SVP program implementer perspectives, which provide 

valuable insights into contextual factors that may influence program implementation. Despite the 

implementation of a large number of prevention programs and growing body of sexual violence 

research, “the prevalence of sexual violence has remained remarkably stable” (McCauley et al., 2019, p. 

1912). In a call for advancing sexual violence research, McCauley et al. (2019) highlighted the need for 

scholars, activists, and practitioners to mutually inform one another to move this work forward. 

Addressing the research-to-practice gap through mutual learning will help reduce the long-standing 

statistic that one in five women and one in 14 men experience completed or attempted rape during their 

lifetime (Smith et al., 2018).  

 

Why does the prevalence persist? Among a variety of rationales, there is a dearth of studies examining 

SVP program implementation factors. As described below, effective programs are limited to four, and 

the role of implementation factors has not been investigated for most. From an implementation science 

perspective, evaluating the impact of implementation factors—such as context, fidelity, and adaptation—

will inform program improvements and could ultimately inform how to reduce the prevalence of sexual 

violence. Practitioners implementing prevention and intervention programs are critical mechanisms and 

sources of knowledge (Davidov et al., 2020; McCauley et al., 2019) for mitigating a host of negative 

consequences for victims and their communities (e.g., Black et al., 2011). Given that practitioner voices 

are lacking, this study centers practitioner voices to understand what implementation factors and 

adaptations are needed to improve program acceptability, feasibility, and ultimately outcome 

effectiveness.  

 

Effectiveness (or Lack Thereof) of Community-Based Sexual Violence Prevention 

Programs 

Since the start of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s Rape Prevention and Education (RPE) 

program in 1994, hundreds of sexual violence prevention strategies have been implemented utilizing 

community partnerships (Krisberg, 2018). Of these strategies noted by Krisberg (2018), only four 

programs have documented decreases in sexual violence victimization and/or perpetration in research 

literature (i.e., Green Dot, Coker et al., 2017; Dating Matters, DeGue et al., 2020; Safe Dates, Foshee et 

al., 2005; Shifting Boundaries, Taylor et al., 2013). Many SVP programs have not demonstrated 

decreases in sexual violence in rigorous evaluations, and many programs have yet to undergo rigorous 
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evaluation to determine effectiveness (DeGue et al., 2014). This is understandable given the frequently 

cited barriers to evaluation, such as funding, for many types of health programs (Huckel Schneider et 

al., 2016).  

 

There has been increased emphasis on monitoring and evaluation of SVP programs in the past 2 

decades (e.g., Basile et al., 2005; DeGue et al., 2012). However, this monitoring and evaluation work 

does not often formally capture the nuances of complex implementation factors that may influence 

effectiveness. Knowledge about these implementation factors is held by organizations implementing 

programs, but the extent to which this knowledge is shared is often limited to practice settings and may 

not diffuse beyond the implementing organization to academic research settings (e.g., Townsend & 

Campbell, 2007, 2008).  

 

Similarly, rigorous research or evaluation reports are often siloed in academic research databases—

although dissemination efforts outside of academic research databases exist. For example, evidence-

based clearinghouses such as Blueprints for Healthy Youth Development 

(https://www.blueprintsprograms.org) help to ensure that non-researcher communities have access to 

program evidence bases (Dariotis et al., 2008). However, the extent to which the evidence base is 

reflected in routine sexual violence prevention program implementation practice settings remains 

relatively unknown. By actively centering practitioner voices about implementation practices, this study 

takes the logical next step to address the missed opportunity for bidirectional communication, shared 

learning, and synergies between practitioners and researchers.  

 

Need for Implementation Focused Studies  

Research has consistently demonstrated a clear link between quality implementation and program 

effectiveness. For example, fidelity to program models or core components has been identified as an 

integral piece of effective implementation (Durlak & DuPre, 2008; Feagans Gould et al., 2014; Proctor et 

al., 2011), although the balance between fidelity and need to adapt to local contexts is often discussed 

(e.g., Chambers et al., 2013). Implementation science literature emphasizes the importance of 

understanding implementation contexts as factors that influence fidelity and adaptations with 

implications for effectiveness (e.g., Chambers et al., 2013; Damschroder et al., 2009, 2022). 

 

There is an inherent tension between the most controlled study designs (i.e., randomized control trials) 

needed to demonstrate efficacy and designs that allow for adaptations to be investigated. Translating 

findings from controlled study designs to programs implemented in day-to-day settings is a challenge in 

translational research, as rigorous controlled trials that privilege internal validity typically limit 

knowledge production about implementation factors or potential for generalizability to differing 
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geographic contexts (e.g., Chambers et al., 2013; Wallerstein & Duran, 2010). In a scoping review of 

research literature on Green Dot, Safe Dates, and Shifting Boundaries, Jackson-Gordon (2022) found 

that (a) most published documents reported on rigorous evaluations and (b) there is limited 

implementation research or insight regarding barriers and facilitators of successful SVP program 

implementation. The available SVP program implementation literature is helpful but limited in scope, 

typically focusing on specific implementation outcomes (e.g., adoption) with specific programs (e.g., 

Davidov et al., 2020; Edwards et al., 2019; Luo et al., 2020; Noonan et al., 2009).  

 

The Need for Practitioner Voice 

Serving as a framework for the current study, the Consolidated Framework for Implementation 

Research (CFIR) highlights the implementation context as a “dynamic and diverse array of forces 

working for or against implementation efforts,” (Damschroder et al., 2022, p. 2). Many of these forces 

can be categorized as either inner- or outer-setting characteristics (Damschroder et al., 2009). For 

example, external policy is one outer-setting characteristic of a program or organization that may 

influence implementation. In the context of sexual violence prevention, programs may be bound by 

state-level policies on sex education (e.g., SIECUS, 2022). Internally, organizational resources may pose 

limits on effective implementation. Practitioners implementing SVP programs in their communities are 

expert resources for learning about the forces influencing implementation. Research is needed to 

capture the perspectives of sexual violence prevention program implementers to inform our 

understanding of implementation practices, barriers, and facilitators that undergird program success in 

varying geographic areas.  

 

Current Study 

The current study sought to examine sexual violence prevention program implementation from the 

perspective of program implementers working with local programs in a Midwestern metropolitan area. 

Key objectives were to document broadly (a) the types of prevention work being done in community 

and university settings, and (b) perceived strengths and barriers to successful prevention program 

implementation. Following are the primary research questions that guided the current qualitative 

interview study: 

1. What components (content, format) are included in sexual violence primary prevention initiatives 

and/or programs? What settings are they implemented in? Who is reached in this metropolitan 

catchment area?  

2. What facilitators and/or barriers influence program implementation within the organization as 

well as external broader contexts? 

3. What strategies or changes would improve sexual violence prevention efforts’ reduction of sexual 

violence in the community? 
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Methods 

Sampling and Recruitment 

Eleven entities (e.g., organizations or universities) that implement sexual violence-related programs in 

the specified metropolitan area were identified across Internet searches and referrals. These entities 

were contacted via email or phone. The researcher was then connected with potential interview 

participants. Participants were eligible for interviews if they were involved with sexual violence primary 

prevention efforts that consisted of structured programming and worked within the geographic area. 

Repeated referrals by interviewees revealed which organizations were well known for this work and 

ensured those organizations were represented by participants. This study received an exempt 

determination from the associated institution’s IRB. 

 

Setting  

The Midwestern metropolitan area where this study took place is a three-state area characterized by a 

mix of urban, suburban, and rural communities and is home to several universities and colleges and 

local community organizations. According to the Sexuality Information and Education Council of the 

United States (SIECUS), none of the three states encompassed by the area currently legally require 

comprehensive healthy relationship or consent content to be taught during sex education curricula 

(SIECUS, 2022).  

 

Geographic Map Development 

Geographic mapping was utilized to visualize organization and program implementation coverage. A 

map of the metropolitan area was first constructed. Then, an initial internet search was conducted to 

identify existing, publicly known services and programs. These were indicated on the map. Next, 

through participant interviews with program implementers, program implementation settings (e.g., 

partner schools) were provided and added to the map. Geographic mapping results visually showed that 

program provision extended throughout the metropolitan area, indicating that major service areas were 

represented in this study and that programs reached urban, rural, and suburban communities. To 

protect organization privacy and safety, the map is not shown.  

 

Participants 

Of the 11 community organizations or universities contacted, two did not respond; nine participated in 

interviews. Two of nine interviews focused on the same program implemented by different organizations 

and were excluded from analysis because of dominant focus on secondary prevention; further, the 

primary prevention element focused on victimization risk reduction. No new organizations were 
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identified by interviewees. In total, interviews from three university-based departments and four 

community-based organizations were included, constituting six interviews and one group interview (N = 

9 females; n = 8 White; n = 1 Hispanic; N = 9 Bachelor’s Degree or higher). Interviewees were all 

responsible for different aspects of program implementation and included program/department directors 

(n = 4), managers/coordinators (n = 2), educators (n = 2), or advocates (n = 1).  

 

Procedures  

Interviews were conducted and recorded by the first author—an academic researcher who is focused on 

sexual violence prevention—between January and March 2020 and lasted approximately 60 minutes. All 

but one were face-to-face. Interview question topics included program content and implementation 

practices as well as an open-ended discussion. Example questions included: “What content does the 

program cover?” “What challenges do you face with implementing this program?” The interview protocol 

development was informed broadly by the implementation science literature and the three research 

questions. Research Question 1 was addressed by protocol questions targeting core program 

components (e.g., Feagans Gould et al., 2014). Research Questions 2 and 3 were addressed by 

interview questions drawing from barriers and facilitators literature based on different implementation 

contexts (e.g., inner and outer contexts; Damschroder et al., 2009). The protocol was developed 

iteratively by the authors, each with expertise in primary prevention and program evaluation.  

 

Analysis 

Verbatim transcripts were coded using MAXQDA (VERBI Software, 2019) to conduct thematic analysis 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006). A priori program feature domains (e.g., program content, target recipients, 

etc.) were used to initiate the analysis. Data generated from open-ended questions were inductively 

analyzed. A codebook of a priori program domains and emergent codes was developed, refined, and 

finalized. Two of the seven transcripts were independently coded using the codebook (by first and last 

author); coding disagreements—mostly regarding the amount of text given to a specific code—were 

resolved through discussion until consensus was reached. Coding patterns and content were used to 

develop program summary descriptions and themes across programs.  

 

Results 

Findings are organized corresponding to the three research questions, beginning with a summary of 

sexual violence prevention work taking place in the target area before continuing to two emergent 

themes related to factors that facilitate or impede effective implementation in the area. The findings 

conclude with two themes which help answer the third research question about strategies for improving 

sexual violence prevention in the area. 
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Summary of Program and Implementation Characteristics  

To answer the first research question—about program components, settings, and recipients—

implementation factors are summarized for organizational, setting, and program levels. At the 

organizational level, all offered multiple programs or events that addressed sexual violence or a related 

topic (e.g., healthy relationships), typically to reach different audiences, rather than focusing on a single 

program. Regarding settings, most were implemented in middle or high schools or on university 

campuses, whether in classrooms or at school-sponsored events.  

 

Programs ranged from locally developed programs designed specifically to meet needs of intended 

program recipients to nationally recognized programs (e.g., Safe Dates) with varying levels of 

established evidence of effectiveness. Three programs having evidenced effectiveness in preventing 

victimization and perpetration with adolescents (Green Dot, Safe Dates, Shifting Boundaries; e.g., Coker 

et al., 2017; Foshee et al., 2005; Taylor et al., 2013) emerged as programs being implemented in the 

area, although implementers noted modifications. Program duration ranged from one session, which 

was common in college settings, to multi-session formats more common to middle and high schools. 

Multi-session programs typically included four- to 10-session curricula. Approaches to programming 

included psychoeducational sessions, bystander engagement, or a combination. School-based programs 

typically targeted the general student body with a few specific to subgroups (e.g., student athletes). 

The most commonly covered topics were healthy relationships and consent. 

 

Emergent Themes 

Qualitative thematic analysis of interview data revealed themes and subthemes. These are identified 

and summarized with related considerations in Table 1. These themes pertain to facilitators and barriers 

within and outside of organizational contexts.  
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Table 1. Summary of Emergent Themes 

Theme Subtheme(s) Description Considerations 

Funding uncertainty 

and staff capacity 

hinder the provision of 

prevention 

programming and 

program evaluation. 

NA Participants indicated cyclical 

challenges related to lack of 

resources (including 

funding), which lead to 

staffing and evaluation 

challenges.  

One specific challenge 

identified for staffing related 

to staff viewing the position 

as a stepping stone. 

Organizations could consider 

assigning multiple educator 

levels, so staff have 

opportunity for 

advancement. Related to 

evaluation funding, 

programs could partner with 

universities (e.g., work with 

graduate students to 

evaluate programming). 

External to the 

organization, progress 

in sexual violence 

prevention and broader 

sociocultural contexts 

influence prevention 

programming. 

• Advancements in sexual 

violence prevention show 

promise for increasing 

widespread effectiveness.  

• While traditional 

sociocultural norms that 

hinder prevention persist, 

there is growing support 

for addressing sensitive 

topics like sexual violence.  

Related to outer setting 

characteristics, there are 

many forces external to the 

organization that influence 

the successful 

implementation of 

programming. Two 

subthemes emerged:  

1. Advancements in the 

field, and 

2. Sociocultural progress. 

Despite ongoing external 

challenges, the participants 

perceived broader changes 

positively for advancing SVP 

work. 

Implementers modify 

their programming to 

increase 

developmental, 

cultural, and 

contemporary 

relevance to recipients. 

Modifications may be 

contingent on policies or 

practices of gatekeepers 

such as program 

developers, funders, or 

school districts. 

Participants noted program 

modification for several 

reasons. Modifications were 

sometimes limited or 

required by external forces.  

The subtheme helps to 

explain challenges with 

maintaining fidelity of 

implementation, with 

implications for program 

effectiveness. Organizations 

may consider seeking 

funding with explicit 

flexibility. 
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Table 1. (continued) 

Theme Subtheme(s) Description Considerations 

There is a need for life-

long learning strategies 

and improved 

infrastructure. 

• Sexual violence 

prevention-related 

messages should begin 

during childhood to 

increase the saturation of 

ideas.  

• Improvements in 

infrastructure through 

supportive policies, 

community networks, and 

partnerships are needed. 

Two ways to improve 

community SVP were 

identified and include 

targeting younger audiences 

and advancing infrastructure 

through policy and 

networking. 

At least one of the 

organizations represented 

had started a program for 

elementary-aged children. 

Multiple interviewees 

indicated ebbs and flows in 

community networking 

across organizations (e.g., 

cross-cutting meetings that 

had once taken place). 

Communities could consider 

hiring someone to champion 

this effort. 

 

Factors Facilitating or Impeding Implementation 

Two themes emerged that answer the second research question about facilitators and barriers within 

and outside of organizational contexts.  

 

Theme 1: Funding uncertainty and staff capacity hinder the provision of prevention programming and 

program evaluation. Participants reported funding and capacity as challenges. All but one implementer 

remarked about continual grant application stress and uncertainty of funding. Capacity emerged as an 

issue related to funding. When asked how programming could be improved, one implementer said “I 

feel like it’s a cop-out answer, but . . . if there was more funding . . . We could hire more prevention 

educators . . . We could work on saturating the participants.” Two participants explicitly noted high 

levels of staff turnover; one attributed turnover to staff viewing the job as a stepping stone, or lack of 

support in the position. 

 

Limited conduct of program evaluations also emerged, related to capacity and funding. Implementers 

typically implemented only post-program surveys, with some exceptions of pre- and post-program 

surveys. Evaluation surveys typically assessed changes in knowledge, willingness to intervene for 

bystander programs, and process information for improving future iterations of implementation. 

Implementers also noted using anecdotal stories, social media, or attendance tracking as indicators of 

program success. One participant noted the value of evaluations: 
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Wouldn't that be amazing if we had the ability to hire an evaluator? . . . Not just because 

we're likely to get more funds if we can show that the programs are effective, but just 

internally we want to know that the work that we're doing is actually having an impact on 

the community. 

This comment illustrates a cyclical challenge—implementers need evaluation data to secure grant 

monies to continue programming, but they need additional funding to facilitate evaluations. 

 

Theme 2: External to the organization, progress in sexual violence prevention and broader sociocultural 

contexts influence prevention programming. This theme can be encapsulated by two emergent 

subthemes relating to the influence of progress. The implementers seemed hopeful about perceived 

progress outside of the organization in preventing sexual violence despite ongoing barriers. 

 

Subtheme: Advancements in sexual violence prevention show promise for increasing widespread 

effectiveness. Discussion of advancements in the field emerged in four interviews. Implementers noted 

an increased focus on prevention as well as shifts in prevention strategies. Two implementers 

highlighted the change to a community-level prevention approach. A couple of implementers noted the 

increased saturation of prevention activities at college and university settings: “It feels like we're 

entering a whole different time in terms of like . . . it's amazing that we have representation from so 

many different offices working on the program.” Finally, one implementer discussed how research and 

learning about what does not work has influenced programming to make it more effective, concluding, 

“I'm really proud of getting to be a part of kind of what feels like a new wave of terminology and 

language that we're using in the field.” These ideas suggest prevention programs are spreading and 

using more effective approaches in routine settings. 

 

Subtheme: While traditional sociocultural norms that hinder prevention persist, there is growing support 

for addressing sensitive topics like sexual violence. Broader sociocultural contexts (e.g., schools, 

policies) impact sexual violence prevention programming. Implementers noted challenges at every social 

ecological level, from the impact of national politics on sources of funding to parental disinterest or 

resistance to programming in schools. One of the implementers described their setting as “behind on 

the times” and unaccepting of discussion related to sex or rape culture, posing challenges for 

implementing programs in schools. Additionally, two implementers described policy-related barriers to 

implementing their program content in schools. For example, one implementer reported,  

They [the school district] got some kind of funding, but the only way they could get this 

special funding was to become an abstinence-based district . . . the funding has long 

since worn out, but they have maintained that status. 
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However, interviewees also indicated many schools welcomed prevention programming. One 

interviewee highlighted that schools partnering with their organization acknowledged the link between 

well-being and academic outcomes:  

The schools . . . are really invested in providing as many services as they can for their 

kids because they know that a lot of the stuff that the kids are dealing with. . . . It's 

keeping them from learning.  

Another implementer noted the importance of connections with resource coordinators for school–

organization partnerships. 

 

Implementers also identified positive sociocultural changes, especially surrounding youth willingness to 

discuss related topics (e.g., mental health). For example, two implementers reported changes in 

participant willingness and preexisting knowledge since they began their position in the field. Further, 

another implementer perceived that sexual harassment has become less tolerable in our culture over 

past decades. A couple of implementers indicated that recent broader national conversations related to 

health, well-being, and prevention may have facilitated some of these positive changes. The perceived 

positive changes may lead to the next generation of parents and school staff, for example, to be more 

accepting of programming. 

 

Program Adaptations and Improvements  

Relevant to the second research question about decreasing sexual violence in the community, two 

themes emerged.  

 

Theme 1: Implementers modify their programming to increase developmental, cultural, and 

contemporary relevance to recipients. Modifications to programming were mentioned in five interviews. 

Beyond expected modifications, such as condensing sessions from a snow day, modifications typically 

took the form of adaptations to increase relevance and engagement. Modifications for relevance related 

to developmental appropriateness, cultural differences in the implementation context, or older programs 

in need of updates. One implementer detailed language modification for developmental 

appropriateness:  

We pretty much spent a solid year going through adapting, working on it . . . the original 

[program content] . . .  just felt outdated or felt too young . . . there are very few things 

that middle school students hate more than being talked to like they’re children.  

Another implementer noted that original program graphics were updated because students homed in on 

the outdated graphics during delivery.  
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Subtheme: Modifications may be contingent on policies or practices of gatekeepers such as program 

developers, funders, or school districts. Modifications were also made or limited by several 

stakeholders—program developers, funders, and school districts emerged in conversation. One 

implementer described modifying the program to increase cultural relevance, indicating that program 

developers influence decision making: 

It is a national curriculum. We have modified ours within the limits allowable by the 

people who created the curriculum just to fit our populations. . . . Our inner-city kids are 

much different than our rural kids.  

 

Another implementer also noted that program elements were added to an existing curriculum to meet 

grant requirements. Further, one implementer described fluctuating limitations in what content could be 

delivered based on who was providing funding at a given time and within which school district. In sum, 

modifications are made (or not) due to a variety of variables. These factors also help to explain why 

programs delivered in schools rarely maintain fidelity (Dariotis et al., 2008). 

 

Theme 2: There is a need for lifelong learning strategies and improved infrastructure. This theme 

focuses on external contextual factors that may support prevention programming and it includes two 

subthemes.  

 

Subtheme: Sexual violence prevention-related messages should begin during childhood to increase the 

saturation of ideas. The need for repetitive messaging or starting education about consent and healthy 

relationships at young ages emerged during all interviews. University implementers noted the sense of 

“working uphill” when teaching young adults:  

By the time students get to campus, it's already too late to have these conversations, and 

[another organization] is really doing a lot of that forefront talking to middle school and 

high school about all of these things . . .by the time they get here we're trying to undo a 

lot of the work that they've already learned. 

 

Still, implementers working with middle and high school students felt the work should start even earlier. 

One implementer discussed the importance of young children learning consent: 

From the time that kids are little that you're talking about, you don't have to call it 

consent . . .but it is consent. It’s, “Were you okay with being hugged? Okay with 

someone touching you?” So that the first time that students hear from us, it's not “This is 

sexual violence and don't do these things.” 
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A couple of implementers noted elementary-level work implemented by their organizations focused on 

character building or general social–emotional skills. Relatedly, others mentioned the need to educate 

parents so they “feel equipped” to have these kinds of conversations.  

 

Subtheme: Improvements in infrastructure through supportive policies, community networks, and 

partnerships are needed. Two categories for improvement emerged during discussion related to this 

subtheme: (a) policies to support programming and victims/survivors and (b) partnerships and 

networking with entities receiving programming and other agencies/organizations. Policies for 

programming were discussed briefly, where policies have inhibited school entry or left program funding 

uncertain. Policies to support victims/survivors emerged when asking about what implementers thought 

the metropolitan area could work on to support sexual violence prevention. Implementers noted the 

legal system and community needs to improve responses to violence and hold perpetrators accountable:  

When something happens and people are kind of blaming the victim or not supportive, 

that speaks volumes to how the community, how seriously they take something and kind 

of what their values are. . . . I think all of that is part of a prevention plan too.  

 

Finally, partnerships and coordination of various resources emerged during interviews, with varying 

levels of perceived success. For example, while some of the implementers recalled resistance to 

programming from certain schools or communities, they also indicated most collaborating entities were 

supportive of prevention work. Regarding connections between different agencies or organizations, 

some implementers perceived their organizations were in-tune with others, whereas others felt 

collaboration was lacking in their area: “I think what’s missing is just like the coordinated effort.” 

Implementers noted the importance of working together:  

I get so frustrated when we . . . work in silos because we know that all of this type of 

work is work related to suicidality, mental health, substance use and abuse, gender-

based violence, homelessness, or food insecurity. All of these things are so 

interconnected. 

Based on this logic, optimizing partnerships and networks could improve outcomes for other social 

issues as well.  

 

Discussion 

The current study provided a brief but comprehensive overview of sexual violence primary prevention 

work in the targeted midwestern metropolitan area from the perspectives of program implementers. 

Findings are interpreted in the context of implementation science and other take-aways to advance SVP 

programming. 
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From a theoretical perspective, findings can be interpreted in consideration of the CFIR (Damschroder et 

al., 2009, 2022) and implementation outcomes (e.g., fidelity; Proctor et al., 2011). The emergent 

themes reflected the various inner and outer setting forces specific to SVP that can help or hinder 

program implementation. Notably, participants highlighted that some changes in the field and 

sociocultural context (outer setting) are facilitating implementation success. Although varied across 

settings, the acceptability of SVP programming to many schools suggests change over time. For 

example, Basile et al. (2005) found that 87% of RPE-implementing-body respondents reported 

community sensitivity about sexual violence was a major barrier to implementation. This comparison 

provides a foundation to evaluate a potential trend in overall acceptability of SVP programs—another 

implementation outcome (Proctor et al., 2011)—in future research.  

 

If acceptability has improved, it is unclear whether communities are welcoming the topic more, or if 

implementing bodies have learned how to market programming to be more acceptable. Implementers 

indicated that programs are packaged as healthy relationships rather than sexual violence and its 

prevention. This approach may increase buy-in to the program at school levels, as many states require 

some healthy relationship content to be provided, including two of the three states included in the 

current study. However, none of the three included states require that healthy relationship instruction 

include teaching about consent (SIECUS, 2022). As noted by Foshee et al. (1996), covering content 

mandated by the state (such as healthy relationships as applied to this study) may help to build support 

for the program. Taken together, implementers have complex issues to navigate to achieve buy-in, 

especially if serving multiple areas with different requirements. Packaging programs that prevent sexual 

violence as healthy relationships may help. 

 

Intervention characteristics, including adaptability, also constitute an important element of the CFIR 

(Damschroder et al., 2009). As noted previously, the tension between adaptation to better fit local 

contexts and fidelity to program models is well-documented (Chambers et al., 2013; Damschroder et al., 

2009), including whether adaptations are fidelity-consistent or inconsistent (Wiltsey Stirman et al., 

2019). Changes to the SVP programs, such as updating material graphics, are unlikely to decrease the 

effectiveness of a program and may actually increase effectiveness due to increased appropriateness. 

However, altering program content to align with abstinence-focused policy may very well impact core 

program components and therefore effectiveness at prevention. Several implementers reported that 

programs with demonstrated effectiveness in preventing sexual violence are being utilized, albeit with 

modifications for their contexts. Further work to identify core components across prevention strategies 

may be key to influencing funding requirements or advancing sex education policies. 
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Internally, inconsistent funding and limited capacity inhibit the realization of prevention on a large scale. 

Given the high prevalence and detrimental impacts of sexual violence, it is crucial to resource these 

primary prevention initiatives. Unfortunately, implementers indicate fluctuations in funding opportunities 

for different reasons. For example, at the national level, the Violence Against Women Act (VAWA) 

provides funding to prevent sexual violence and has led to decreases in rape (Boba & Lilley, 2009). 

However, VAWA requires periodic reauthorizations for updating programming (Ohio Alliance to End 

Sexual Violence, n.d.), thus creating lags in legislative progress and influencing funding. This 

intersection of contextual forces from inner and outer settings exemplifies the complexity of successful 

implementation. 

 

Findings also revealed programs implemented by community organizations almost exclusively focus on 

youth engaged in school—primary or secondary education. This partially meets the need of reaching 

youth under age 25 before they are first victimized (Smith et al., 2018). However, these programs miss 

a particularly vulnerable population: youth not currently enrolled in school who cannot access these 

programs. In 2019, the status dropout rate included two million 16 to 24-year-olds (rate of 5.1%) who 

were not enrolled in school and had not earned a high school diploma or GED (National Center for 

Education Statistics, 2021). High school dropouts are at increased risk of committing crime (Maynard et 

al., 2015), although it is unclear whether they are more likely to perpetrate sexual violence. The 

importance of reaching youth before first victimization—even before high school—reinforces the 

implementers’ assertion that programs should target even younger groups, since identifying common 

places to reach youth who exit the education system early may be more challenging. 

 

Strengths and Limitations 

This research contributes to bridging the gap between practice and research by increasing the 

availability of practitioner experiences in academic literature, although much of this information is 

unlikely to be new for implementers. The mapping and referral strategies used helped to ensure 

representation of the work being done in the geographic area and justify the small sample. However, 

only a narrow picture of prevention was included—secondary and tertiary prevention programs as well 

as organizations and their potential programs exclusively focused on specific types of sexual violence 

(e.g., sex trafficking) were not included. Additionally, the broad scope of topics covered during 

interviews inhibited the full exploration of different topics or emergent ideas. For example, one study 

alone could focus on the issues related to program modifications.  

 

Future Directions 

This research could be extended by others to cover different elements in depth (e.g., program content 

and modifications) or used generally as a foundation for future study protocols. Results could inform 
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policies, practices, or program planning—particularly related to the areas identified for improving 

prevention in the area (lifelong learning and infrastructure). As noted by one reviewer, the themes 

identified here could also be used as a basis for a practitioner needs assessment. As researchers 

continue to produce rigorous evaluation studies and practitioners continue to implement prevention 

programming, collaboration is important for advancing prevention work. Community-based participatory 

research (CBPR) approaches may be helpful (Wallerstein et al., 2017). Staying up to date on research 

and practice supports optimal prevention so that we can actively decrease the prevalence of sexual 

violence and promote safe and healthy communities.  

 

Author Note 

We would like to thank the participants for doing this important prevention work and sharing their 

experiences to contribute to this research. The authors received no financial support related to this 

research or article. 
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