
IN RECENT YEARS, schools have increas-ingly been expected to play a role in
supporting children’s emotional educa-

tion and development (Greenberg, 2010;
Weare, 2010). Specifically, there has been a
particular focus on the benefits of social and
emotional learning (SEL) programmes,
which aim to improve learning, promote
emotional well-being and prevent problem
behaviours through the development of
social and emotional competencies (Elias et
al., 2001; Greenberg et al., 2003). Although
SEL programmes vary widely in their
emphasis on the relative importance of these
competencies, it is generally acknowledged
that there are five crucial, inter-related,
cognitive, affective and behavioural compe-
tencies: self-awareness, self-management,
social awareness, relationship skills and
responsible decision-making (Collaborative
for Academic, Social and Emotional
Learning, 2002). Recent meta-analyses in the
US and the Netherlands have suggested that
high quality, well-implemented universal
SEL interventions, in which all children
participate in practices designed to facilitate

their intra- and inter-personal competence,
may impact on a range of pertinent
outcomes, including social and emotional
skills, mental health difficulties, school atti-
tudes and academic performance (Wilson &
Lipsey, 2007; Durlak et al., 2011; Sklad et al.,
2012). This broad range of expected
outcomes has led to the use of school-based
SEL programmes across the world including
in the US (e.g. Greenberg et al., 1995),
Australia (e.g. Graetz et al., 2008), across
Europe (e.g. Holsen, Smith & Frey, 2008),
and in the UK (e.g. DfES, 2007).

Despite the success reported in the meta-
analyses (Wilson & Lipsey, 2007; Durlak et
al., 2011; Sklad et al., 2012), SEL
programmes are not always able to produce
the same impressive results when adopted
and implemented by practitioners in schools
(Social and Character Development
Research Consortium, 2010). Research in
prevention science suggests a number of
possible reasons for this, including imple-
mentation failure (Durlak & DuPre, 2008), 
a reliance on the results of efficacy trials
(Flay et al., 2005), developer involvement in
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trials (Eisner, 2009) and a lack of cultural
transferability of interventions (Castro,
Barrera & Martinez, 2004). Although the
importance of implementation fidelity is
increasingly acknowledged as critical and
was included as a factor in Durlak et al.’s
meta-analysis (2011), there has as yet been
little consideration of the other factors. This
paper will now consider these issues and
discuss the implications for research.

Stage of evaluation: 
Efficacy vs. effectiveness
An intervention should be tested at several
stages between its initial development and its
broad dissemination into routine practice
(Greenberg et al., 2005). Frameworks for
complex heath interventions provide a ‘road-
map’ for this journey, and draw important
distinctions between various key stages in
developing and implementing an initiative.
Campbell et al. (2000) provide guidance on
specific sequential phases for developing
complex interventions: developing theory
(pre-phase), modelling empirical relation-
ships consistent with intended outcomes
(phase I), exploratory trialling (phase II),
randomised control trials under optimum
conditions (phase III) and long-term imple-
mentation in uncontrolled settings (phase
IV). Ideally, an intervention should pass
through all phases to be considered truly
effective and evidence-based. Of particular
relevance to SEL interventions are the differ-
ences between phases III and IV. Phase III is
evidenced by efficacy or ‘pilot’ studies which
are typically conducted by the programme
developers under highly controlled and
optimal conditions in order to maximise
outcomes (Durlak, 1998; Dusenbury et al.,
2003) and demonstrate the efficacy and
internal validity of a programme. Phase IV
may be represented by effectiveness trials,
which should be conducted in multiple natu-
ralistic settings, using just the staff and
resources that would be normally available
(Dane & Schneider, 1998) to test whether
and how an intervention works in real-world
contexts (Durlak, 1998; Greenberg et al.,

2005). Effectiveness trials, which may also be
described as ‘Type Two translational
research’, should also identify factors that
may influence the successful adoption, imple-
mentation and sustainability of interventions
when they ‘go to scale’ (Greenberg, 2010). 

The importance of both efficacy and
effectiveness trials for determining the utility
of an intervention is recognised across disci-
plines, including health (Campbell et al.,
2000) and social and emotional learning
(Flay et al., 2005). Despite calls for preven-
tion programmes to be tested in multiple
contexts before they are described as
‘evidence-based’ (Kumpfer et al., 2012), the
validation of an intervention at just efficacy
stage is sometimes enough to achieve ‘exem-
plary’ or ‘gold-standard’ designation
(Greenberg et al., 2005) and inclusion on a
register of recommended programmes.
However, the adoption and implementation
of such a ‘model’ programme by a school
does not guarantee that the outcomes
achieved in an efficacy trial will be replicated
(Elliott & Mihalic, 2004). Research indicates
that practitioners in ‘real-world’ settings are
generally unable to duplicate the favourable
conditions and access the technical expertise
and resources that were available to
researchers and programme developers at
the efficacy stage (Hallfors & Godette, 2002;
Greenberg et al., 2005) and thus fail to
implement programmes to the same stan-
dard. This reduced quality and level of
implementation is related to a failure to
achieve the intended outcomes (Durlak &
Du Pre, 2008). An example of this is an effec-
tiveness trial of the Promoting Alternative
Thinking Strategies (PATHS) curriculum in
the Netherlands (Goossens et al., 2012),
which failed to replicate the high levels of
implementation and the successful
outcomes demonstrated in earlier efficacy
trials conducted by the programme devel-
opers (Greenberg et al., 1995). 

The stage at which an intervention is
evaluated and classed as ‘successful’ is thus
critical. There is, as yet, however, little clarifi-
cation in the SEL literature, including the
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major reviews, regarding the stage of evalua-
tion of programmes and whether those clas-
sified as ‘successful’ or ‘exemplary’, have
achieved this status on the basis of efficacy
(phase III) trials alone or have also under-
gone effectiveness (phase IV) trials. This has
implications not only for the classification of
SEL programmes as effective, but also for
practitioners who need to make informed
choices about which programmes may be
successfully adopted and implemented in
their own context. 

In summary, a lack of adherence to a
clear road map in establishing the stage of
evaluation at which a SEL programme has
been deemed ‘effective’, means that the
potential success of long term implementa-
tion of some programmes is unclear. 
A comparison of the effects of programmes
at both efficacy and effectiveness stages is
required in order to fully understand how
interventions should be implemented in
order to achieve the intended outcomes in
real world contexts. Evaluation studies
should be more explicit about the type of
support that was available in both efficacy
and effectiveness trials so that practitioners
may make more informed decisions about
their capacity to create optimal conditions
for successfully implementing interventions
in their own settings. 

The involvement of programme
developers
It is logical, and perhaps inevitable, that effi-
cacy trials (which are intended to explore the
feasibility and internal validity of an interven-
tion) are typically conducted by its devel-
opers. However, evidence suggests that this
may lead to inflated outcomes. In fields such
as criminology, psychiatry and substance
abuse education which, like SEL, make use of
prevention programmes, interventions
appear to achieve considerably larger effect
sizes when programme developers are
involved in evaluation studies (Eisner, 2009).
For example, in a review of psychiatric inter-
ventions, studies where a conflict of interest
was disclosed (e.g. programme developers

were directly involved in the study) were
nearly five times more likely to report positive
results when compared to truly ‘indepen-
dent’ trials (Perlis et al., 2005). An inde-
pendent effectiveness study of Project
ALERT, a substance abuse prevention
programme, failed to find positive outcomes,
despite successful efficacy and effectiveness
studies conducted by the programme devel-
oper (St. Pierre et al., 2005). Eisner (2009)
offers two explanations for the startling
differences in outcomes of these two types of
study. The cynical view proposes that the more
favourable results in developer-led trials stem
from systematic biases that influence deci-
sion-making during a study. The high fidelity
view argues that implementation of a given
intervention is of a higher quality in studies
in which the programme developer is
involved, leading to better results. In either
case, developer involvement leads to an infla-
tion of outcome effect sizes compared to that
which might be be expected from a ‘real
world’ implementation of a given
programme. The high fidelity view also has
implications for the scalability of interven-
tions. If the intended outcomes of an inter-
vention may only be achieved if the
programme developer is available to enforce
the highest levels of fidelity, then its broad
dissemination and sustainability across
multiple setting is unlikely to be feasible. This
reinforces the need for effectiveness studies,
designed to demonstrate the validity of a
programme under natural conditions, to be
conducted by independent research teams. 

The recent reviews and meta-analyses of
SEL programmes do not distinguish between
evaluations conducted by external
researchers and those led by, or with the
involvement of, programme developers or
their representatives. There is thus a need
for future literature to explicitly state who is
involved in a study to allow comparison of
effect sizes obtained in different types of
evaluations. Moreover, reports of evaluations
studies should be required to be more
explicit about the role of developers and
other interested parties. 
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Cultural transferability 
As discussed above, the reduced effective-
ness of programmes outside efficacy trials
may relate to differences between the
context of validation and that of later imple-
mentation. Further to this, studies of
programmes transferred across contexts
within the US have indicated that they are
unlikely to succeed if they do not fit with the
cultural needs, values and expectations of
the adopters (Castro, Barrera & Martinez,
2004). Given that research suggests that vari-
ations in cultural contexts within countries
may impact on effectiveness (ibid), this raises
questions around the extent to which
programmes can achieve the intended
outcomes when transported to countries
with different education systems, cultural
beliefs and expectations of the roles of
teachers and pupils. This has been identified
as a potential problem for other prevention
and promotion interventions such as anti-
bullying programmes (Ttofi, Farrington &
Baldry, 2008) and sex and drugs education
(Wiggins et al., 2009) both of which report
null results for US programmes transported
into the UK. Similarly, lack of impact has
been reported for some SEL initiatives in
some contexts. Little et al. (2012) failed to
find an effect for either PATHS (Greenberg
& Kusché, 2002) or Triple-P (Bodenman et
al., 2008), despite an established interna-
tional literature base supporting these
programmes. Findings are mixed, however;
some positive effects for PATHS have been
found in Switzerland (Malti, Ribeaud &
Eisner, 2011) and the SEL programme
‘Second Step’ (Committee for Children,
2011) has been shown to have positive effects
across several sites in the US (e.g. Frey et al.,
2005; Cooke, et al., 2007) and in Europe
(Holsen et al., 2008). 

A major factor in the successful trans-
portability of interventions is their adapt-
ability (Castro et al., 2004). Adaptations vary
however, and although surface level changes
(e.g. modified vocabulary, photographs or
names) may be beneficial and enhance
cultural acceptability, deeper structural

modifications, (e.g. different pedagogical
approaches or modified programme
delivery), may compromise the successful
implementation of the critical components
of an intervention. This may have serious
negative consequences, to the extent that
change is not triggered and the outcomes of
the programme are not achieved. Indeed,
there is arguably the potential for
programmes to be adapted to cultural
contexts to such an extent that they become,
in effect, new programmes requiring re-vali-
dation, ideally through the use of an
evidence framework, such as Campbell et
al’s. (2000) in order to test the underlying
programme theory and internal validity.

Issues of cultural transferability have
particular implications for SEL programmes.
Many have been developed and tested in the
US and their perceived success has resulted
in their rapid global dissemination and
adoption. For example, in England, the
failure of national strategies such as the
social and emotional aspects of learning
(SEAL) programme has led to an increasing
interest in the adoption of evidence-based
approaches developed outside the UK, often
at considerable expense (for example, the
National Lottery Fund’s recent £7m invest-
ment through the Realising Ambition
project). 

Despite the adoption of SEL
programmes around the world, however, the
vast majority of the SEL literature originates
from the US and it is noteworthy that around
90 per cent of the studies included in Wilson
and Lipsey’s (2007) and Durlak et al.’s
(2011) reviews originated there. Although
some of the more established programmes
with strong evidence bases in the US, such as
Promoting Alternative Thinking Strategies
(PATHS) (Greenberg & Kusché, 2002),
Second Step (Committee for Children,
2011) and Incredible Years (Webster-
Stratton, 2011) have been adopted and
implemented across the world (e.g. Holsen
et al., 2008; Malti, Ribeaud & Eisner, 2011;
Henningham, 2013), the varying levels of
success and the extent to which this may be
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due to adaptations or poor fit with cultural
contexts is not yet clear. This suggests that
there is a need for future research to care-
fully examine the extent to which
programmes implemented outside their
country of origin are able to achieve their
expected outcomes with or without adapta-
tions and explicitly report any modifications
that are made

Conclusion 
In summary, although recent reviews of SEL
programmes have indicated that they may be
effective in the achievement of a broad
range of outcomes (Wilson & Lipsey, 2007;
Durlak et al., 2011; Sklad et al., 2012),
questions remain about the basis of these
claims. The influence of factors such as stage
and type of evaluation, level of developer
involvement, and cultural transferability is,
as yet, unclear. An examination of the
possible impact of these factors is vital and
may offer significant insight into current
tensions around inconsistent findings. This
is especially true given the potential for
interaction between these factors. For
example, the involvement of a programme
developer in an effectiveness evaluation may
mediate issues associated with transferability
and scalability of an intervention, or over-

adaptation to fit cultural contexts may result
in a ‘new’ programme that requires efficacy
trials to assess feasibility and internal validity.
This highlights the importance of examining
these issues, not only in future research, but
also when reviewing existing studies. To this
end, the authors are currently conducting a
systematic review and meta-analysis of the
SEL literature base with a specific focus on
the issues highlighted in this paper. The
findings of this project, alongside similar
considerations embedded in future studies,
should present an advancement in the
knowledge base and serve to deepen under-
standing of the potential of SEL to effect
positive change in the lives of children and
young people.
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