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ABSTRACT
Researchers and practitioners recognise the importance of context when
implementing healthcare interventions, but the influence of wider
environment is rarely mapped. This paper identifies the country and
policy-related factors potentially explaining the country differences in
outcomes of an intervention focused on improving detection and
management of heavy alcohol use in primary care in Colombia, Mexico
and Peru. Qualitative data obtained through interviews, logbooks and
document analysis are used to explain quantitative data on number of
alcohol screenings and screening providers in each of the countries.
Existing alcohol screening standards in Mexico, and policy prioritisation
of primary care and consideration of alcohol as a public health issue in
Colombia and Mexico positively contributed to the outcome, while the
COVID-19 pandemic had a negative impact. In Peru, the context was
unsupportive due to a combination of: political instability amongst
regional health authorities; lack of focus on strengthening primary care
due to the expansion of community mental health centres; alcohol
considered as an addiction rather than a public health issue; and the
impact of COVID-19 on healthcare. We found that wider environment-
related factors interacted with the intervention implemented and can
help explain country differences in outcomes.
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Introduction

Providing alcohol screening and brief intervention in primary care (PC) can reduce individual alco-
hol consumption (Ghosh et al., 2022; Kaner et al., 2018; O’Donnell et al., 2014), and has the
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potential to improve population health outcomes if implemented at scale (Manthey et al., 2021),
however the intervention often lacks uptake in practice. SCALA (Scale-up of Prevention and Man-
agement of Alcohol Use Disorders in Latin America) was a Horizon 2020 funded implementation
study aiming to scale up the intervention and increase PC providers’ delivery of screening for risky
alcohol use and comorbid depression (Jane-Llopis et al., 2020) in Colombia, Mexico and Peru. The
setting was chosen because of the observed and further projected increases in alcohol consumption
in the middle-income countries, including in the Latin American region (Manthey et al., 2019), in
combination with increased prioritisation of PC in the selected countries (Atun et al., 2015). Fur-
thermore, previously implemented and evaluated interventions in Latin America have to large
degree focused on young people, with majority of the studies on general population focused on Bra-
zil (Ronzani et al., 2019). The SCALA study tested whether training providers (detailed description
in Kokole et al., 2022), and providing community support (a range of adoption mechanisms and
support systems, Solovei et al., 2021) increased rates of alcohol and depression screening amongst
patients in PC practice. Training was found to be the key implementation strategy to increase rates
of both alcohol and depression activities before the implementation was majorly disrupted by the
COVID-19 pandemic (Anderson et al., 2021).

The current paper, as part of process evaluation (Kokole et al., 2023), aims to examine the
country and policy context of Colombia, Mexico and Peru and consider its impact on the outcomes
of the SCALA study. Understanding the context and its influence and interaction with the interven-
tion has for a while been recognised as important in explaining the intervention’s implementation
and outcomes (Moore et al., 2014; Pfadenhauer et al., 2017), but there is inconsistency in the term’s
interpretation and application – definitions ranging from wider physical, social and political
environment (Steckler & Linnan, 2002); to any external factor that might influence the interven-
tion’s implementation (Moore et al., 2014). For this paper, we focus on the ‘wider environment’
aspect of context – exogeneous influences on implementation in health care organisations (Nilsen
& Bernhardsson, 2019). The wider environment factors are rarely explicitly evaluated in healthcare
implementation studies (Daivadanam et al., 2019; Liu et al., 2019; Rogers et al., 2020), despite exist-
ing evaluations showing the importance of their consideration, also in low- and middle-income
countries (Faregh et al., 2019; Shannon et al., 2021). Studies evaluating implementation of alcohol
screening and brief interventions have scarcely been focusing on wider environment beyond citing
factors such as time constraints, patients’ beliefs about alcohol, or lack of financial incentives
(Rosário et al., 2021). The SCALA study was conducted simultaneously in Colombia, Mexico,
and Peru, providing us with an opportunity to compare the country and policy contexts of the
three countries and their impact on the implementation of alcohol screening.

As the main analysis framework, the model proposed by Ysa et al. (2014), was taken as a starting
point and adapted for the purposes of this study. This model was selected from a range of possible
frameworks considering the factors of the wider environment (e.g. Damschroder et al., 2009; Fleu-
ren et al., 2004; Flottorp et al., 2013; Pfadenhauer et al., 2017), as it focused on our factors of interest
(including structure of healthcare system as a whole rather than only on organisational level), and
provided broad scaffolding, while enabling sufficient flexibility for inductive analysis of factors
within the given categories. The model (summarised in Figure 1 and further described in Appendix
1) builds on two levels of analysis: (1) country factors, which are the general characteristics of the
studied countries (demographics, political structure, values etc.), not directly related to the
implementation of alcohol screening as the studied intervention and (2) policy factors (more prox-
imal to the studied intervention): policy profile of the country (e.g. existing alcohol consumption
and guidelines), strategies (e.g. alcohol-related strategies and policy priorities) and structures
which the intervention is embedded (healthcare system and PC). Later, external shocks category
(unexpected external events impacting the intervention), as framed in Craig et al. (2018) was
also added to the model, due to the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic during the implementation
period.

2 D. KOKOLE ET AL.



In summary, the current paper aims to describe the initial country and policy context of the
countries in which the SCALA study took place (Colombia, Mexico and Peru), including the impact
of COVID-19; and to evaluate the impact of the country and policy factors, including the impact of
COVID-19, on the implementation of alcohol screening in PC.

Methods

Design

This mixed methods study is part of a broader process evaluation of the SCALA study (Jane-Llopis
et al., 2020). Both qualitative and quantitative data have been collected with the purpose of comple-
mentarity (Palinkas & Rhoades Cooper, 2018) with qualitative data used to describe the country and
policy factors and quantitative data used to present the outcomes of the SCALA study, with data
integration carried out at the point of analysis and interpretation.

Data sources and collection

To describe the country and policy context in each country, targeted desktop research of relevant
sources was performed according to the predetermined list of factors (as described in Figure 1),
based on the framework of Ysa et al. (2014). The lead author searched websites of national and
international organisations for information on demographics, development indices, organisation
of healthcare systems, alcohol-related epidemiology, national strategies, and action plans. Addition-
ally, local research partners in each country were approached to provide any documents they con-
sidered helpful to help describe the country and policy context. With the beginning of the COVID-
19 pandemic, we also started systematically collecting data on the progression and impact of the
pandemic in the countries through the reports from the local implementers.

To map the impact of country and policy factors on the implementation of alcohol screening (as
the primary study outcome), we relied on three main sources of data: logbooks, interviews and pro-
ject documentation.

Every 4–6 weeks, implementation and research partners from each country sent logbooks to the
process evaluation coordinator. The implementers had to shortly describe whether any changes had
occurred on a national or regional level that could an impact the project implementation. The

Figure 1. Framework for the contextual analyses, adapted from Ysa et al. (2014).
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logbooks also contained space to provide information about field visits and feedback received from
the providers. Project documentation refers to project meeting minutes, project presentations and
project reports, which were shared with the process evaluation coordinator after every relevant
meeting. These sources were scanned for any discussions pertaining to the impact of social and pol-
itical context on implementation. Semi-structured (group) interviews (one per country at each time
point) with local stakeholders involved in the implementation (researchers and liaisons with the
participating centres (present in all countries); trainers (Mexico and Peru)) were conducted at
three different time points during the project: prior to implementation of the intervention (Colom-
bia (N = 2) and Mexico (N = 5) in May 2019), in Peru the interviews were not feasible due to time
constraints; midway through the implementation period (Colombia (N = 2), Mexico (N = 4) and
Peru (N = 2) in November/December 2020); and at the end of the implementation period (Colom-
bia (N = 2), Mexico (N = 5), and Peru (N = 3) in August/September 2021). Group interviewing
rather than focus group discussion was chosen as there was focus on sharing their experiences
and perceptions rather than on the group interaction (Morgan, 1996). The initial topic guides
(before the start of the project) for the interviews covered issues regarding general changes in
the socio-political context, as well as any specific factors influencing project implementation, the
general (non-tailored) materials are available as supplementary material in the protocol (Kokole
et al., 2023). Later topic guides were tailored to each country based on the information obtained
through logbooks and project documentation, to enable the exploration of any issues pertaining
to country and policy context that had emerged during project implementation. Interviews were
conducted in Spanish by the process evaluation coordinator, PhD candidate in background in psy-
chology and health promotion, audio recorded, transcribed, and translated into English. The inter-
views ranged between 30 and 90 min in length. A complete overview of the data collection process is
summarised in Figure 2.

To describe the number of alcohol screenings over time, the number of tally sheets collected
throughout the study period was considered, namely the number of alcohol screenings (appli-
cations of AUDIT-C questionnaire (Babor et al., 2001)) by country and month, as well as the num-
ber of providers applying the questionnaire at least once. Only data from the intervention arms
were considered (not from the control arm), as we assumed that the implementation of the tested
implementation strategies was comparable between the countries (despite some timing and

Figure 2. Overview of data collection process.
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execution differences), thus the remaining differences in the outcomes could be attributed to non-
implementation related factors.

Data analysis

The qualitative data obtained through the sources described above were analysed through a com-
bination of inductive and deductive coding (National Institutes of Health, 2018). The analysis was
done in collaboration between one researcher from outside the countries and the research teams
within the countries. First, one researcher (DK) thematically analysed the qualitative data sources
for the country and policy factors that were discussed as impacting alcohol screening during the
implementation period, and mapped those factors to the main framework (as depicted in Figure
1) (Ysa et al., 2014). Any available explanation on how those factors were purported to have
influenced alcohol screening practices was also extracted, as was categorisation of factors as having
a predicted positive (+) or negative (–) impact on the outcome. The identified factors and assess-
ment of mechanisms and direction of the impact on country level were then additionally checked
and validated by the research teams from each of the studied countries.

Next, SPSS and Excel were used to analyse and present the available outcome data (overall and
monthly number of alcohol screenings and screening providers). Quantitative and qualitative data
were merged for analysis through data transformation (Fetters et al., 2013) (qualitative factors cate-
gorised as having positive or negative impact, and then compared with the quantitative outcomes)
and further comparedwith the construction of joint display, with both categories of findings presented
side-by-side (Guetterman et al., 2015). Initial assessment and interpretation were done by one
researcher, which were then again validated by the research teams from each of the studied countries.

Ethics

The SCALA study, including the process evaluation plan, has been reviewed and approved by the
research ethics board at the TU Dresden, Germany (registration number: ‘EK 90032018’), and by
the ethics boards in Colombia, Mexico, and Peru. All the interviewed participants provided
informed consent to participation.

Results

Describing the country and policy factors at the beginning of implementation

The key country and policy factors identified at baseline are detailed and referenced in the Appen-
dix 1, based on the 32 identified literature sources, and briefly summarised in Table 1. The three
studied countries are similar in income level, human development and democracy, inequality, cor-
ruption perception as well as in values; therefore, these factors were unlikely to affect differences in
country screening rates. The average per capita alcohol consumption is highest in Peru and lowest
in Mexico, with marked differences between males and females in all three countries. Mexico has
official standards that require inclusion with regard to the information on alcohol use in patient’s
clinical history, and both Colombia and Mexico have standalone alcohol policies and action plans
on the implementation of the policy. In all three countries, there has been a focus on strengthening
PC through reforms, and in Peru, mental health reform was ongoing at the start and during SCALA
implementation.

Mapping impact of the country and policy factors on alcohol screening

The country and policy factors identified as potentially affecting the alcohol screening implemen-
tation in each of the countries are summarised in Table 2 and further detailed in Appendix 2,

GLOBAL PUBLIC HEALTH 5



Table 1. Summary of the country and policy factors at the beginning of the implementation and impact of COVID-19.

Colombia Mexico Peru

Country factors
(A1–11)*
Country
demographics
Political system
World values
survey
Corruption
perception index
GINI Index
Human
Development
Index

. population 48,258,494 (2018
data)

. presidential democratic
republic

. upper middle income

. high human development

. values emphasising the
importance of religion,
parent-child ties, deference to
authority and traditional
family values, as well as
economic and physical
security

. higher inequality

. higher public sector
corruption

. population 119,938,473
(2015 data)

. Unitary semi-residential
representative democratic
republic

. upper middle income

. high human development

. values emphasising the
importance of religion,
parent-child ties, deference
to authority and traditional
family values, as well as
economic and physical
security

. higher inequality

. higher public sector
corruption

. Population 31,237,385 (2017
data)

. Federal presidential
representative democratic
republic

. upper middle income

. high human development

. values emphasising the
importance of religion,
parent-child ties, deference
to authority and traditional
family values, as well as
economic and physical
security

. higher inequality

. higher public sector
corruption

Policy factors:
country profile
(A12–18)
Alcohol
consumption
prevalence
Existing alcohol
screening
guidelines and
practice

Total alcohol consumption 15+
(in litres of pure alcohol): 5.5
[4.4, 6.6]
Males: 8.8 [7.2, 10.9]
Females: 2.3 [1.8, 2.8]
Alcohol and depression early
detection recommendation
guidelines exist, but no
indication of their use in
practice

Total alcohol consumption 15+
(in litres of pure alcohol): 5.0
[4.0, 6.3]
Males: 8.1 [6.5, 10.3]
Females: 2.2 [1.7, 2.7]
Official standards (NOM-028-
SSA2-1999) and (NOM-004-
SSA3-2012) stipulate inclusion
of information on alcohol use
in patients’ clinical history,
application of AUDIT can
count towards productivity
for some types of
professionals

Total alcohol consumption 15+
(in litres of pure alcohol): 6.8
[5.7, 8.0]
Males: 10.4 [8.8, 12.3]
Females: 3.2 [2.7, 3.9]
No existing guidelines, mental-
related health screening can
count towards productivity

Policy factors:
structures
(A19–25)
Organisation of
health system
Organisation of
primary care

Sistema General de Seguridad
Social en Salud (SGSSS, General
System of Social Security in
Health). Most people are
affiliated with the SGSSS
through contributory regime or
the subsidised regime. There is
also the special benefit regime
and private insurance.
In 2016, the new
Comprehensive Health Care
Model (Modelo Integral de
Atención en Salud, MIAS) was
introduced, with the aim to
strengthen primary health care
delivery and improve
population access to
healthcare, through increasing
the responsibility and decision-
making capacity of health
teams.

Mexican health care works by
three-tier system: a mix of
social insurance schemes, a
voluntary public programme
for the uninsured, and private
insurance.
In 2015, a Comprehensive
Health Care model (MAI) was
introduced in order to
standardise health care
services, optimise health
resources and infrastructure,
and promote citizens’
participation, which placed
PHC one of the most
important strategies for
healthcare in Mexico.

The Peruvian health care system
consists of four tiers:
comprehensive health
insurance of the Ministry of
Health, social security, armed
forces. national police
insurance, and private
insurance. It is decentralised:
the national level sets overall
policies and frameworks, with
regional and local authorities
being responsible for
implementation.
In 2003, the Ministry of Health
formulated and formalised the
Comprehensive Health Care
Model (Modelo de Atención
Integral de Salud, MAIS), but
with limited implementation.
In 2011, Comprehensive Health
Care Model based on Family
and Community (Modelo de
Atención Integral de Salud
basado en Familia y
Comunidad, MAIS-BFC) was
introduced to further
strengthen primary care.

Policy factors:
strategies (A26–31)

Both alcohol policy and action
plans exist

Both alcohol policy and action
plans exist

Only mental health policy and
action plan, no standalone

(Continued )
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including interview quotes for additional illustration. The identified factors were classified as gen-
eral (features of the wider environment possibly impacting the overall results of the intervention in
the countries) or time-bound (events during the implementation period that could impact the
implementation during a specific time frame). For each of the factors identified through the quali-
tative investigation, the perceived mechanism and direction of impact is also presented.

Among the general factors, country factors such as characteristics of the population in Colombia
and Peru, and political factors in Peru were identified, all of them perceived to have a negative
impact on the SCALA implementation. In Colombia, the population in the intervention municipal-
ity changed often because they were only temporarily living in the town, meaning the providers had
less opportunity to establish longer-term relationships with patients attending the centre (which
would facilitate conversations about alcohol consumption). In Peru, some patients responded
aggressively to their provider attempting to start a conversation on alcohol, particularly in centres
located in disadvantaged areas with a high crime rate. Additionally, general political instability in
the Peru was reflected also at a regional level, with five regional health authorities’ directors chan-
ging over two years, which hindered attempts to assure continuous project support from the health
authorities. The existing screening practice was perceived to have a positive impact especially in
Mexico, and to some extent in Colombia, but not in Peru. Likewise, policy priorities both in
terms of existence of alcohol policy and policy prioritisation of PC were perceived as having positive
impact in Colombia and Mexico. Healthcare system-related factors such as higher resistance to
study participation among a small subset of unionised providers in Mexico, and general fragmenta-
tion of the healthcare system in Peru were seen as having a negative impact.

Among the time-bound factors, the COVID-19 pandemic had a negative impact in all three
countries, but to a largest extent in Peru, as the activity of the healthcare centres was severely
restricted for the longest period. Other external events negatively impacting the ability of the pro-
viders to screen were anti-government protests across Colombia, including in the intervention

Table 1. Continued.

Colombia Mexico Peru

Alcohol and
mental health
policy
National strategies
and policy
priorities

alcohol policy
Mental health reform: one
pillar is strengthening the role
of primary health care centres
and general hospitals, second
pillar is focused on
establishments of the
Community Mental Health
Centres (CMHCs) to aid shift of
mental healthcare from
psychiatric hospitals to the
community level

External shocks
(added later) (A32)
COVID-19
pandemic

First case on 6 March 2020
4.91 million confirmed cases
and 124,883 confirmed deaths
as of 30st August 2021
On 17 March 2020 (Decree 417),
state of emergency was
declared, followed by national
lockdown
Centres stop regular
consultations between March
and June 2020, followed by
gradual reopening

First case of COVID-19 was
confirmed on 28 February
2020
3.34 million cases and 258,491
deaths in Mexico as of 30st
August 2021
No nation-wide lockdown,
instead relying on public
service announcement
campaign to promote social
distancing and hand washing
(Jornada de Sana Distancia).
Some restrictions on state
level
Centres shift focus but do not
stop working

First case on 6 March 2020
2.15 million cases and 198,269
deaths in Peru as of 30st
August 2021
State emergency announced
on March 15 (Supreme Decree
N° 044-2020-PCM), strict
national lockdown
Health services restricted to
emergency and COVID-19 care

*References are included in Appendix 1.
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Table 2. Overview of the country and policy factors influencing the implementation of alcohol screening.

Factor Colombia Mexico Peru

General factors

Country factors Population Displaced population in the intervention
municipality (population changes often)

→ less opportunity for the providers to
establish longer-term relationships with
attending patients that would facilitate
conversations about alcohol

(–) High crime rates in some areas
→ in one centre, patients responded
aggressively to additional questions,
impeded providers starting conversations
around alcohol

(–)

Country factors Political factors General political instability in the country
reflected also on the regional level with five
regional health authorities’ directors
changing over two years

→ due to constant changes, it is difficult to
ensure continuous support from health
authorities

–

Policy factors:
country profile

Existing
practice

Alcohol early detection recommendation
guidelines exist, but no indication of their use
in practice

→ some providers familiar with AUDIT and
concept of alcohol screening, facilitating its
application in practice

(+) Official standards stipulate inclusion of
information on alcohol use in patients’
clinical history

→ majority of providers familiar with
AUDIT and using it in practice at least
occasionally, facilitating its application
in practice

+ No existing general guidelines, screening
considered as a domain of psychologists (as
they are trained for it)

→ majority of providers (who are not
psychologists) not familiar with AUDIT or
concept of alcohol screening, impeding its
introduction in practice

–

Policy factors:
strategies

Policy priorities In policy documents, alcohol framed as public
health issue, and there is standalone alcohol
policy

→ population approaches such as alcohol
screening better accepted by authorities and
providers

+ In policy documents, alcohol framed as
public health issue, and there is
standalone alcohol policy

→ population approaches such as alcohol
screening better accepted by
authorities and providers

+ In policy documents, alcohol is framed as an
addiction/medical issue, and there is no
standalone alcohol policy

→ leads to authorities and providers’
perception that alcohol problems should be
dealt by specialists on individual level, rather
than by primary care providers

–

Policy factors:
strategies

Policy priorities In policy documents, there is emphasis on
strengthening of primary care

→ support for the project from the regional
authorities as it fits well with the primary care
focus

+ In policy documents, there is emphasis on
strengthening of primary care

→ support for the project from the
regional authorities as it fits well with
the primary care focus

+ Ongoing mental health reform: focus is on
development of community mental health
centres (but not on strengthening primary
care level)

→ lack of support for the project from the
regional authorities as there are other
priorities

–
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Policy factors:
strategies

Policy priorities Focus on primary care also means competition
of other promotion and prevention projects

→ primary care institutions can select between
several possible preventive activities, alcohol
screening not always priority

(–) Focus on primary care also means
competition of other promotion and
prevention projects, there are other
trainings for providers to attend

→ providers can select between several
possible preventive activities, alcohol
screening not always priority

(–) Tuberculosis screening competition on in
primary care

→ providers have to select between activities
(Screening for tuberculosis must be carried
out if patients ask for that service), alcohol
screening not always priority

(–)

Policy factors:
structures

Healthcare
system

Higher resistance for participation in
additional activities among the
unionised providers

→ unionisation providing protection
against additional workload

(–) Fragmentation of the healthcare system and
vertical integration

→ because the main entry point in the
healthcare system (to recruit the centres)
was only through the regional health
authorities, it was in practice difficult to
obtain access to the centres because of the
leadership instability within the regional
health authorities

–

Time-bound factors

Existing healthcare system Temporary contracts as part of obligatory ‘año
rural’ (rural internship year)

→ When participating providers contracts
expire, generally by the end of the year, they
very often have to leave the centre and their
position

– Implementation of new insurance scheme
(INSABI) covering larger part of
population (starting from January 2020
but with delayed implementation due
to COVID-19)

→ more patients eligible to attend the
centres, new providers employed by the
centres (and some joining the project)

+

Impact of COVID-19 restrictions Centres not open for non-urgent consultations
between March-August 2020

After August 2020 reorganisation of the centres
to accommodate new covid-19 related tasks

Higher workload for providers, focus on dealing
with COVID-19-related issues

→ no opportunity for providers to perform
alcohol screening in this period

– Centres continue operating, albeit in
restricted manner

Refocus of providers work to deal with
COVID-19 (testing, later vaccinations),
decreased patient attendance

Vulnerable providers not coming to work,
high workload for remaining providers

Medical interns are not allowed to work in
the centres anymore

→ centres are able to choose whether to
continue with alcohol screening, 6
centres continue with tally sheet
application in period March-August
2020

Loss of trained providers as interns not
allowed to work in centres anymore

– Centres not open for non-urgent consultations
March 2020–May 2021

Vulnerable providers not coming to work
Healthcare system collapsing under pressure
→ focusing on healthcare system survival and
dealing with COVID-19 more important than
alcohol screening, therefore non-urgent
matters were not prioritised

–

(Continued )
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Table 2. Continued.

Factor Colombia Mexico Peru

Time-bound factors

Interaction of COVID-19 impact with
other factors

Regional elections contributing to project
champion ending her term on influential
position in intervention municipality – but
they are able to stay on the influential
position longer as mandate extended due to
COVID-19-related restrictions (November
2020 instead of April 2020)

→ during their term, the project champion had
influence on setting goals and encouraging
applications of screening in the centres

–/+

External shocks Politically motivated protests across Colombia,
including Soacha in April/May 2021

→ less patients attending the centre due to
traffic disruption and violence on the streets

– Measles outbreak in Mexico City in
February/March 2020

→ some providers have to redirect their
work on measles outbreak prevention
(surveillance, vaccination)

–

Notes: Factor→mechanism by which the factor would impact the outcome. Direction of impact: + : positive impact likely associated with outcome; – negative impact likely associated with outcome
(can explain the examined outcomes). (+): positive impact possibly associated with outcome; (–) negative impact possibly associated with outcome (but cannot be ascertained from the examined
outcome).
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municipality of Soacha in the end of April 2021 (through decreasing patient attendance in the
centres), and a measles outbreak in Mexico in February/March 2020 (through redirecting providers’
priorities to manage the outbreak). Some time-bound factors related to existing healthcare systems
were also identified as relevant, such as yearly termination of providers contracts in Colombia, and
introduction of the new insurance scheme in Mexico (Instituto de Salud para el Bienestar), which
through increased coverage increased patient attendance, and allowed some centres to employ new
providers (some of which ended up joining the study). Finally, a combination of political factors
and COVID-19-related changes affected the length of the term of the project champion on the
influential position in Colombia: initially, the project champion would have to end her term in
April 2020 due to election-related changes of personnel, but this was then delayed due to
COVID-19, so the project champion was able to stay in the (influential) position five additional
months. In conclusion, in Peru, all of the identified contextual factors negatively impacted the
implementation, whereas in Mexico and Colombia, both facilitating and hindering factors were
identified.

Association with the outcome – general factors

In the previous section, we presented the factors identified through qualitative data collection and
their perceived direction of impact. In this section, we used those factors to help explain the quan-
titative results of the study. While the large majority of screenings should be primarily attributed to
the implemented activities related to training and community support in each of the countries,
which despite the local tailoring represented comparable amount of implementation dosage (for
detailed list of implemented activities, see Appendix 3), the overall country differences can (at
least partially) be attributed to the specifics of the country contexts.

Figure 3 presents some key outcomes in each of the countries and uses the identified policy fac-
tors to help explain the comparative country differences. The general positive factors possibly
explaining the comparatively higher overall numbers of screenings in Colombia and Mexico
were the prioritisation of PC and the consideration of alcohol as public health issue, meaning
that the project fitted well within wider policy priorities, leading to support from the (regional)
health authorities. On the other hand, the comparatively lower number of screenings in Peru
could be explained by a combination of: a weak PC system and implementation of a mental health
reform redirecting the priorities away from PC; the framing of alcohol as an addiction (leading to
perception that that alcohol problems should be dealt by specialists on individual level, rather than
by PC providers), general political instability in the country which trickled down to regional health
authorities, and the COVID-19 bringing the already under-resourced healthcare system to the
brink of collapse.

In Mexico, the existing alcohol practice and guidelines (official standards stipulating inclusion of
alcohol use in patient’s medical file), could explain both the comparatively high number of provi-
ders conducting screening, as well as the high number of screenings at baseline; providers were (at
least occasionally) already using the instrument in their daily practice. When considering the aver-
age number of screened patients however, we can observe that Colombian providers on average
screened a much higher number of patients compared to their Mexican and Peruvian counterparts.
One possible explanation of this finding could be that in case of Colombia, the community support-
related activities implemented as part of SCALA (such as involving an individual in an influential
position as a project champion, regular communication with providers through in-person contact,
setting targets and monitoring screening numbers, and small financial incentives for the highest
screening providers), could have contributed to the higher average number of screened patients
per provider, and ultimately to the highest number of patients screened (despite the lower number
of screening providers among the three countries).

Finally, there was one similarity between the countries: in all three, a small number of providers
was responsible for conducting a large proportion of screening: the top five screening providers in
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Figure 3. Explanation of country differences in number of alcohol screenings and screening providers.

12 D. KOKOLE ET AL.



each of the countries (representing 7%, 4% and 10% of all screeners respectively in Colombia, Mex-
ico and Peru) screened 46% (Colombia), 39% (Mexico) and 42% (Peru) patients. This could be
explained by the Pareto principle, a version of power law which in which the majority of conse-
quences can be attributed to a small number of causes (Pareto, 2014).

Association with the outcome – time-bound factors

Figure 4 presents the monthly number of screenings and screening providers by country and over-
lays the time-bound factors identified in Table 2 to see if they could contribute to the explanation of
the screening numbers throughout the implementation period. Periods in which the providers were
trained are also noted, as training has been shown to have an impact on screening practices (Ander-
son et al., 2021), explaining the general increase in the screening uptakes after the training period.

Figure 4. Month-by-month trajectory of screenings, the screening providers and influential events.
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In Colombia, a decrease in the number of providers and screenings was observed in December
and January every year, which may be due to the end of contracts as described above (although the
decrease in December can also be partially attributed also to holiday-related decreased patient
attendance). Between March and August 2020, providers were not screening because of COVID-
19-related restrictions. After restarting the project in August 2020, screenings again increased,
until November 2020 when a decrease can be observed after the departure of the project champion.
This was mitigated by the next round of training (as well as community support activities described
in the previous section), and the number of screenings culminated in April 2021, with further
decreases possibly related to the anti-governmental protests (as described in Appendix 2) starting
at the end of April and continuing in May, in combination with a new COVID-19 wave.

In Mexico, there were fewer external factors influencing the monthly trajectory of screening.
After the training and booster session-related increases in screening numbers in the first months
of the implementation period, the number of screenings started decreasing in March 2020, likely
due to a combination of preparation for the COVID-19 pandemic and response to the measles out-
break. While small number of providers continued with screening in the early months of the pan-
demic, the number of screenings and screening providers only picked up with the next round of
training. The subsequent increase could partially be attributed also to new providers joining the
project after being employed due to the expansion of the new insurance scheme (INSABI, described
in Appendix 2).

Finally, in Peru, COVID-19 had the greatest impact, making it impossible to conduct any alcohol
screening between March 2020 and May 2021, due to the impact of the pandemic on the whole
country and its healthcare system.

Discussion

This paper describes the country and policy context of Colombia, Mexico and Peru, and explores
which country and policy factors appear to have contributed to alcohol screening rates by the PC
providers in these three countries.

Our findings reveal that the country factors did not substantially differ between the three
countries in question, and were therefore unlikely to explain country differences in the alcohol
screening numbers, apart from the political factors, such as general political instability in Peru
and (regional) governmental election leading to changes on the organisational level of the Colom-
bian centres. Policy factors, on the other hand, especially existing practice, policy priorities and
healthcare system structure were likely to contribute to country differences in the study outcome
(alcohol screening numbers). External shocks (including COVID-19 pandemic) also negatively
impacted the number of screenings.

In Colombia and Mexico, the policy context was overall supportive, facilitating the alcohol
screening implementation. Policy framing of alcohol as a public health rather than medical issue
likely contributed to better acceptance of alcohol screening as a population health approach
among the PC providers and managers, which could explain our previous findings that doctors
were more likely to both participate compared to other professional roles (nurses, psychologists
etc) (Kokole et al., 2022). Presence of national policy plans or programmes has previously been
shown to facilitate implementation of mental health-related programmes in PC in low- and
middle-income countries (Esponda et al., 2019). Another important factor was existing alcohol
screening practice, which can explain the higher number of providers participating in Mexico, as
they were already familiar with using AUDIT due to the official standards stipulating inclusion
of alcohol use information in patient history. The existence of experienced providers can also
explain the high levels of alcohol screening-related self-efficacy at baseline in Mexico compared
to other participating countries, and its association with higher likelihood of screening (Kokole,
Jané-Llopis, et al., 2021). However, despite the existing practice, the average number of screenings
per provider was similar in Mexico and Peru, potentially indicating the impact of commonly
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mentioned barriers such as lack of time in consultation on practice (Rosário et al., 2021). Alterna-
tively, in Colombia, the comparatively smaller number of screening providers that contributed to
the overall highest number of screenings suggests the exceptionally strong impact of the community
support activities implemented as part of SCALA, and their interaction with both the wider
environment and the organisational context. Despite the existence of the supportive policy context
in the both Mexico and Colombia, however, effects of unforeseen events on the alcohol screening
could still be noticed on smaller time-scale: disease outbreaks served to redirect providers work pri-
orities in Mexico, and anti-government protests in Colombia led to decreased patient attendance.
External shocks such as political events and disease outbreaks have previously been identified to
negatively impact the resilience of health workers and health systems (Sripad et al., 2021).

In Peru however, the context was very unsupportive already before COVID-19 pandemic hit due
to a mix of political (instability among the regional health authorities) and policy-related factors
(decentralisation of the healthcare system, lack of focus on strengthening PC, and alcohol being
seen as an addiction rather than a public health issue). This policy context also explains some of
our previously published process evaluation findings, for example, the perceived lack of guidelines
and available screening instruments as a barrier (Kokole, Mercken, et al., 2021) and higher proportion
of participating and screening psychologists in comparison to other professional roles (Kokole et al.,
2022). Furthermore, the lack of external encouragement to participate in the study, as well as lack of
previous education in alcohol prevention provision, could explain their comparatively higher thera-
peutic commitment (Kokole, Jané-Llopis, et al., 2021) and very high appreciation of the training ses-
sions (Kokole et al., 2022). More simply put, in this unsupportive environment, the Peruvian
providers who ended up joining the SCALA study were those with higher intrinsic motivation to
learn about the alcohol prevention provision, but less previous education in it.

Implications for research and practice

The main implication of this study is the necessity of considering the wider environment in which
an intervention is to be implemented, especially when seeking to scale relatively novel healthcare
practices. Several reviews evaluating implementation strategies, both in the field of alcohol screen-
ing and other alcohol and mental health interventions (Louie et al., 2021; Piat et al., 2021; Williams
et al., 2011), found few or no implementation strategies targeting the wider environment, likely
because they are difficult to target – although some factors can be considered more modifiable
than others (Bruns et al., 2019). When it comes to modifiable factors such as introducing policies
(on healthcare level or broader), strategies such as knowledge brokering, policy briefs, workshops or
targeted messaging can be used, although more research is necessary into their effectiveness, taking
into account that low resource intensity might be better suited (Sarkies et al., 2017). While the need
for such research is increasingly being recognised (Emmons & Chambers, 2021), as a starting point,
researchers and implementers should at least map the relevant characteristics, especially policy-
related factors (e.g. policy priorities related to the intervention, or structure and incentives of the
broader healthcare system in case of a healthcare innovation) at baseline, and plan to capture
any changes throughout the implementation phase.

A related question is how should the assessment of the wider environment impact the attempts
to scale-up; are the countries identified as having an unsupportive implementation context auto-
matically excluded, knowing that much more effort will be needed for a (comparatively) smaller
output? We would advise against that, as scale-up should primarily be based on the need, followed
by the availability of the resources. Examination of the wider environment (in combination with
assessment of the local stakeholder network and locally relevant factors) can aid in knowing how
to best use those resources and, in line with systems approaches, which leverage points should
be targeted to achieve the largest change (e.g. Meadows, 1999).

A theoretical implication based on the examination of existing literature in this field is the need
for greater clarity on how the term ‘context’ is used. While all definitions (Moore et al., 2014; Nilsen
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& Bernhardsson, 2019; Pfadenhauer et al., 2017; Steckler & Linnan, 2002) include the wider
environment, some are broader, and include also additional factors beyond the wider environment
as described in the introduction (e.g. Moore et al., 2014; Nilsen & Bernhardsson, 2019). This can
hinder search for the relevant literature, e.g. sometimes individual attitudes are already framed
as ‘contextual factors’ (Rogers et al., 2020). There is an increasing number of studies recognising
the importance of the wider environment, especially in low- and middle-income countries, but
there is no consistent term that is used across literature – terms ‘wider environment’ (Nilsen &
Bernhardsson, 2019), ‘macro context’ (Willging et al., 2021) or simply ‘context’ are used inter-
changeably, and concepts such as ‘outer setting’ (Damschroder et al., 2009, 2022) or ‘social, legal
and political factors’ (Flottorp et al., 2013) are used in the implementation frameworks to denote
this category.

Limitations

The main limitation is that due to the explicit contextual nature of the research, it is not possible to
generalise the findings to other settings. For example, while the country context was largely similar
in the three Latin American countries and did not appear to contribute to country differences in this
study, this might not be the case in multi-country studies with a differing country context. Further-
more, the identified general factors are not static and reflect the situation during the study period
(in the years 2018–2021). Rather than providing absolute claims about the factors relevant across all
contexts, our aim is to point towards categories to consider when implementing future interven-
tions, as well as to provide an approach that can be used to assess the country and policy contexts
and their contribution to outcome, which will inevitably show up in differing constellations in other
studies. Related to this, the outcome data came from single regions rather than from the entire
country, and the impact of the same contextual factors might be different in other regions within
the same country. Secondly, the data collected for the qualitative part to certain extent reflected per-
ceptions of the implementers in the three countries and might be therefore be criticised of for being
overly subjective (especially the interpretation of the event impact, rather than the event itself). To
mitigate this possibility, we interviewed at least two people in each country. Additionally, the results
were analysed by a researcher not living in any of the studied countries, which provided an oppor-
tunity to balance the internal (in the countries) and external (outside the countries) perspectives.
Integration with the quantitative outcome data also allowed us to confirm the hypothesised direc-
tion of the impact at least for some of the identified factors. Finally, in terms of the initial baseline
context description, we had to limit our scope and decided to focus on certain set of country and
policy factors, as it would be too time- and resource-intensive to consider all possible wider
environmental factors. This means we may have missed the description of some baseline factors
that could also be relevant for better situating our study. However, we allowed any additional factors
to emerge with the subsequent qualitative investigation.

Conclusion

Country factors could not explain the outcome differences between countries as the three countries
were comparatively similar in many of the relevant dimensions. The only exception was political
factors, which impeded alcohol screening, particularly in Peru. Policy factors such as the prioritisa-
tion of primary care, framing alcohol as a public health issue, and existing alcohol screening prac-
tice, helped to facilitate the implementation of alcohol screening on a larger scale, as seen in
Colombia and Mexico. External shocks (including COVID-19 pandemic) substantially and
adversely affected alcohol screening. Wider environmental factors should be captured and moni-
tored in future implementation interventions, and better conceptualised within the field of the
implementation science.
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