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How do we find the right fit when 
selecting an evidence based program?
Child welfare agencies have an interest in providing the most effective programs 
available for the children and families they serve. Toward that end, child welfare 
administrators are expanding their use of evidence based practices (EBP) and 
reliance on evidence when making programming and policy decisions.1,2 Using 
programs with reliable research evidence can help child welfare leaders use resources 
more efficiently, increase client satisfaction, and improve safety and permanency 
outcomes for children and families involved with child welfare.3,1 However, achieving 
these outcomes happens only if the program addresses an identified need and is 
compatible with, or “fits,” your agency context. Deciding what EBP to integrate into 
your agency or system requires analyzing existing data and clearly understanding the 
need or issue you are attempting to address.

Why is it important to find the right fit? 
While many programs have been proven to be effective at improving safety and 
permanency for children and families involved with the child welfare system, the 
research may apply only to certain populations of children, to families with specific 
characteristics, or to a subset of specific agency contexts. Other factors that 
contribute to determining a program’s suitability include the specific issue the 
program addresses, cultural appropriateness for the population served, the fit of the 
program within the culture of your agency, logistical challenges that may be pertinent 
to delivering the intervention, and agency resources.4 Improving the fit between an 
EBP and the agency implementing it increases the likelihood of an EBP’s adoption.5 
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What strategies can be used to help select  
a program?
You can improve your selection of an EBP by taking 
the time to identify a specific problem you want to 
solve and the target population you want to serve, 
understand how different sources present evidence of 
effectiveness, and examine the fit between the agency 
and the EBP. The following strategies can help you 
make the best possible decision for your agency. 

Identify a problem you want to solve or a service 
need to address, including what client population 
is in need. The first step is to identify a specific issue 
to address. As the administrator of an agency, you 
may have some sense of the outcomes you would 
like to improve, but it is important to analyze data to 
determine whether existing practices or programs 
are meeting agency goals and for which groups or 
clients. Possible data sources include internal agency 
monitoring and review data, federal monitoring or other 
external oversight data, and data obtained during an 
investigation.6 For example, recent studies in Illinois, 
Montana, Ohio, and Texas have identified specific 
sub-groups or clusters of youth with distinct patterns 
of need to enable those states to better match child 
needs with the right interventions.

Identify why the issue or service need exists. After 
identifying the issue, your next step is to figure out the 
root cause(s), or why the issue or service need exists. 
You must understand the root cause(s) of the issue 
before being able to address it. One element of this 
process of finding the root cause involves determining 
whether your agency or system can address that 
cause.6 You can perform this analysis by continuing to 
ask why an issue or service need exists and examining 
the data to figure out the factors associated with the 
problem. In addition to SACWIS data, possible data 
sources include literature reviews, focus groups, 
surveys, and case record reviews. 

Understand how different sources present 
evidence of effectiveness. Selecting a program 
requires you to examine the evidence of effectiveness 
of various programs. To help you learn more about 
evidence based programs, there are multiple websites 
or clearinghouses designed to help you search for 
a program that addresses your identified issue.7 
Searching for possible programs can be challenging, 
as each website presents and rates the evidence 
of effectiveness differently.7,2 Some clearinghouses 
simply present the evidence that exists, while others 
have defined standards of evidence and provide a 
rating for the program based on those standards.  For 
example, some clearinghouses rate programs that 
were evaluated multiple times with rigorous evaluations 
as “evidence-based,” while those that have been 
evaluated using a less rigorous design are called 
“promising practices.”1 

Ask what the use of a particular EBP would mean 
in your jurisdiction. Does it fit? Using information 
about the effectiveness of programs to decide which 
EBP would work best in your agency or system is not 
enough. Additional information about the environmental 
context, the implementation methods, or adapting the 
program to diverse contexts and populations are also 
necessary to inform your decision.7 

KEY QUESTIONS 

●● What data can we analyze/do we need to 
better understand the root cause of the issue?

●● What are the core components that have 
been found to improve outcomes and must 
be implemented for a potential EBP to be 
successful? 

●● What components of the EBP can be adapted 
to better fit our context?
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SAMPLE “FIT” QUESTIONS

●● Does the program address the identified issue?

●● Does my staff meet program delivery 
qualifications? If not, could they be trained? 

●● Can our agency provide quality assurance 
oversight? 

●● Can the program be adapted for use with the 
population served by our agency? 

●● Do we have the money to implement this program? 
If not, can we get the money for implementation? 

●● Is the program sustainable? For example, how 
might the program be affected by leadership 
change and staff turnover?  And how much does 
it cost to keep the program running in terms of 
materials, staff coaching, fidelity assessment, 
and accreditation and certification?

However, information about how different contextual 
variables affect outcomes is not often available from 
clearinghouses.7 As a result, you must take the 
additional step of examining how each program would 
work in your context.2,4 This may entail interviewing 
the program developer to gather these details before 
committing to the implementation of an EBP. Another 
suggestion is to consult with a jurisdiction that has 
implemented the EBP you are considering.

Conclusion 
There is no proven method that ensures every program 
you implement is a perfect fit for your agency. Likewise, 
there are no assurances that a chosen program will 
improve outcomes. But clearly identifying the issue 
and the root cause, using practices and programs with 
reliable research evidence, and ensuring the chosen 
program fits your agency are necessary steps when 
trying to improve safety and permanency for children 
and families.  
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