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Sustaining Change: What Does the
Evidence Say About Sustainability?
This brief summarizes the evidence on sustainability of newly implemented prac ces or programs
(“interven ons”). The evidence shows that:
 Sustainability is possible, but successful implementa on of a new interven on does not automa cally

guarantee that it will be sustained in the long term.
 Sustainability planning should begin early in the implementa on stage of any new interven on.
 There are various frameworks and tools that can be used to understand, plan for, and evaluate

sustainability.
 Five main categories of influences on sustainability have been outlined in the research literature:

interven on, external context, internal context, resources and capacity, and processes and interac ons.
However, more research is needed to understand the most important factors aﬀec ng long‐term
sustainability. More research is also needed to determine which factors are most relevant for diﬀerent
interven ons.
 Sustainability eﬀorts can be enhanced through ongoing monitoring, evalua on, and adapta on of the

interven on and related processes, as needed.

Background
You’ve successfully implemented a new interven on – now what? In healthcare se ngs, pu ng evidence
into prac ce is one thing; sustaining it is another. While there are many defini ons of sustainability, it can be
broadly understood as the con nua on of most or all of an interven on a er it has been implemented1.
Research shows that sustaining new interven ons is possible, but successful implementa on of an
interven on does not automa cally guarantee its long‐term sustainability2,3. It is also clear from the literature
that it is more common for some aspects of an interven on to be sustained or for the interven on to be
adapted than it is for all aspects of the interven on to be sustained over me1,3,4.
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Although knowledge of how to best implement evidence‐based interven ons is rapidly expanding1,5,6,7, less is
known about how to sustain new interven ons over me2,8. Failing to maintain a beneficial new interven on
a er it has been implemented contradicts the goal of bringing eﬀec ve, evidence‐based care to people who
can benefit from it1. It can also reduce stakeholders’ mo va on to engage in future eﬀorts to implement new
programs and prac ces9.
Even though the importance of sustaining helpful new interven ons is widely acknowledged in the literature,
there are knowledge gaps around how to best sustain change. One challenge to building the knowledge base
on this topic is that the exis ng research uses diﬀerent terminology and diﬀerent methods. As a result, there is
a lack of clarity and consensus in the literature3. Another challenge arises when the desired benefits of
interven ons occur at the system or popula on level, because a long me frame (three to ten years) is o en
needed to see outcomes in these contexts1,10.
A number of frameworks, tools, and important factors are described in the literature. This informa on can
help with sustainability planning and assessment. Experts suggest that exis ng knowledge be applied in the
early stages of implementa on and used to guide ongoing monitoring, evalua on, and adapta on of the new
interven on and related implementa on processes1.

The Evidence
Sustainability Frameworks and Tools
Conceptual frameworks (or models) provide ways to understand and study sustainability, while tools oﬀer
ways to measure and evaluate it. Table 1i provides a brief overview of several frameworks and tools. It also
outlines the defini on of sustainability used by the researchers and the main topics or factors addressed in the
framework and/or tool.

Influences on Sustainability
The frameworks and tools in Table 1 show that there is a broad range of possible influences on sustainability
that need to be considered. Because the research literature has used diﬀerent defini ons of sustainability and
has studied this topic in many diﬀerent ways, it is not yet known which factors are most important for
sustainability. It is also not known if diﬀerent factors are more important for diﬀerent interven ons or
diﬀerent contexts1,18,19. Despite exis ng knowledge gaps, the research outlined below provides important
informa on for stakeholders looking to plan for and assess the sustainability of recently implemented
interven ons.
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Table 1: Overview of Sustainability Frameworks and Toolsi
Framework

Defini on of Sustainability

Program Sustainability Model9

“Program con nua on,” involving: (1)
con nued health benefits associated
with the interven on; (2) persistence
of the interven on within an
organiza on; and (3) the capacity to
maintain the interven on in the long
term.

Key Factors Addressed






Na onal Health Service Ins tute for
Innova on and Improvement’s
Sustainability Model11,12

Sustainability is achieved when new
processes or prac ces associated with
the interven on have become “the
norm.”







Dynamic Sustainability Framework13

The extent to which an interven on
delivers its intended benefits over an
extended period of me a er ini al
implementa on support is withdrawn.
To be sustainable and achieve
maximum benefit, an interven on
needs to be monitored and adapted
over me to fit the changing context.







Capacity for Sustainability
Framework14

The ability to maintain programming
and its benefits over me.





Project Design and
Implementa on – project type,
financing, dura on, eﬀec veness;
project nego a on processes;
training;

Tool Availability
A series of ques ons related to the
framework’s key factors are available
to guide sustainability planning (see
reference 9).

Organiza on – ins tu onal
strength; integra on with exis ng
programs; champions;
Broader Community Environment
– poli cal and socioeconomic
factors; community par cipa on.
A self‐assessment tool corresponding
Processes – credibility of
interven on; extent to which staﬀ to the model can be used to examine
view it as useful and sustainable; whether an interven on is likely to be
sustained and what ac ons are
Staﬀ – leadership commitment;
needed to increase sustainability11.
service provider awareness of/
The tool and addi onal informa on
involvement in change;
can be accessed here.
Organiza on – interven on fit
with organiza on’s infrastructure,
strategic aims, and culture.
Interven on – components;
prac oners; outcomes; delivery
pla orm;

No

Context (Prac ce Se ng) –
staﬃng; informa on systems;
culture; business model; training;
supervision;
Ecological System – other prac ce
se ngs; policy; regula ons;
market forces; popula on
characteris cs.
Internally‐focused domains –
organiza onal capacity; program
adapta on; evalua on; strategic
planning; communica ons;

Program Sustainability Assessment
Tool (PSAT), developed from a
literature review and expert concept
mapping. This 40‐item scale covers
the framework’s eight domains and
Externally‐focused domains –
was evaluated across programs from
funding stability; poli cal support; four diﬀerent chronic disease areas. It
is available for free here. A step‐by‐
and partnershipsii.
step sustainability planning process
using this tool has been published
(see reference 15).

i
Table 1 does not necessarily reflect a complete list of all available sustainability frameworks and tools, given that the current brief was produced under ght me constraints and involved an environmental scan of
the research and grey literature, not a systema c review of the evidence base.
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Table 1: Overview of Sustainability Frameworks and Tools (cont.)
Framework

Defini on of Sustainability

Program Sustainability Index16

The capacity of a program to
con nuously respond to community
issues, mee ng its intended goals and
serving its target audience.

Level of Ins tu onaliza on Scales17

“Ins tu onaliza on” – the viability
and integra on of innova ons in
organiza ons in the long term.

Rou niza on Interview10

The con nua on of programs.
Sustained programs are part of an
organiza on’s “rou nes” and o en
rely on/are aﬀected by ins tu onal
standards from the broader system.

Key Factors Addressed







Eﬀec ve collabora on;
Demonstra ng program results;
Strategic funding;





A 29‐item index, reduced from 53
items a er preliminary evalua on.
The authors recommend that future
work con nue to assess all 53 items
outlined in the original index.

Staﬀ involvement and integra on;
Program responsivityiii.

Factors rela ng to four organiza onal
“subsystems” (Produc ve,
Maintenance, Suppor ve, and
Managerial) are used to assess the
extent to which a program is
embedded in an organiza on.



Interven on‐specific Sustainability
Framework18

Leadership competence;

Tool Availability

Memory – shared interpreta ons
of past experiences;
Adapta on – modifica on of
ac vi es to suit the context;

A 15‐item ques onnaire, scored to
define the level of ins tu onaliza on
as low, medium, or high (see
reference 17).

A 15‐ques on interview is available to
assess the sustainability of public
health programs (see reference 10).

Values – an organiza on’s
collec ve beliefs;
Rules – the rules guiding decision‐
making and ac on around
relevant ac vi es.

The con nued use of an interven on Provides hypotheses about the factors No
a er an ini al implementa on period. that could aﬀect the sustainability of
(Note: Reference 18 provides an
six types of interven ons:
extensive discussion of the various
 Implemented by individual service
defini ons of sustainability and the
providers;
related implica ons.)
 Requiring coordina on among
mul ple staﬀ within an
organiza on;






Consis ng of new policies,
procedures, or technologies;
Focused on capacity or
infrastructure building;
Consis ng of collabora ve
partnerships or coali ons;
Involving broad‐scale system
change.

ii

A ninth domain, Public Health Impacts, was eliminated from the model a er evalua on and is excluded from the Program Sustainability Assessment Tool (PSAT). Because this specific
domain was eliminated, the authors conclude that the PSAT is a reliable scale for assessing sustainability capacity outside of Public Health program se ngs.

Iii

A seventh element, Understanding the Community, was eliminated from the Program Sustainability Index a er preliminary evalua on.
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Sustainability of Interven ons within Organiza ons
A recent literature review19 looked at the factors that influence sustainability and iden fied five broad
categories of influences:
 Interven on characteris cs (e.g., fit with organiza on, eﬀec veness);
 External context (e.g., policies, system support);
 Internal context (e.g., leadership support, climate);
 Resources/capacity (e.g., funding, workforce);
 Processes and interac ons (e.g., training, feedback, adapta on).

These diﬀerent types of influences tend to overlap in the real world. The specific factors that are most
important to consider depend on both the interven on and the context in which it is implemented3,18. The
importance of diﬀerent influences may also shi over me, depending on changes in the organiza on, the
system, and the broader environment13.
Table 2 (next page) provides a detailed list of the specific influences in each of the five categories.

Sustainability of Collabora ve Bodies and System‐level Ini a ves
Most of the research described above focused on the sustainability of evidence‐based programs or prac ces
within organiza ons. A much smaller body of research has looked at the sustainability of collabora ve bodies
and system‐level ini a ves20,21,22. This research does not provide conclusive results, but suggests that the
following factors are likely to play a role:
 A history of collabora on;
 Interagency partnerships/mul ‐sectoral involvement;
 Involving a mix of grassroots and professional organiza ons;
 Suppor ve leadership/champions;
 A clear vision with well‐defined guidelines and role clarity, along with a commitment to the goals and

vision of the ini a ve;
 Diversified and suﬃcient resources and funding;
 Using evalua on data to inform ac vi es.
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Table 2: Influences on Sustainability
Interven on
Characteris cs

 Fit with context

 Eﬀec veness or benefit

 Added value/cost eﬀec veness

 Flexibility

 Ability to maintain fidelity

 Ability to be modified

 Climate

 Readiness

 System/policy change/support

 Culture

 Mo va on

 Alignment/integra on (i.e.,

 Leadership

 Lack of opposi on

 Role clarity

 Se ng characteris cs (structure,

 Complexity
Context (internal
and external)

program need and priority
alignment)

policy)
Resources/Capacity  Champions (internal or external)

 Funding
 Workforce (staﬃng, a ributes)

Processes and
Interac ons

 Resources
 Community/stakeholder
support/involvement

 Informa on technology systems
and support

 Allocated me

 Engagement/rela onship‐building

 Evalua on and feedback

 Ongoing support

 Shared decision‐making among

 Training and educa on

 Planning

 Collabora on/partnership

 Publicizing results

 Naviga ng compe ng demands

 Developing local exper se

stakeholders

 Adapta on/alignment
 Integra on of rules/policies
Source: Adapted from references 1 and 19.

According to a recent research ar cle, assessing the sustainability of collabora ve partnerships requires good
measurement of rela onships formed within the ini a ve, as well as an examina on of how rela onships
within a collabora ve body change over me23. The ar cle also suggests that it is important to look at how
changes in collabora on over me are related to the goals of the ini a ve23.

Recommenda ons for Future Work on Sustainability
To maximize the likelihood that interven ons will be sustained, it is important to use the exis ng evidence to
plan and carry out sustainability ac vi es. It is also important to carefully monitor, document, and assess
these ac vi es on a consistent and ongoing basis. This will help fill exis ng knowledge gaps and enhance the
likelihood of sustainability1.
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S rman et al.1 make the following specific recommenda ons for future work in this area:
(1) Use an opera onal defini on/conceptual framework
Sustainability planning and evalua on eﬀorts should address and document:
 whether, and the degree to which, the core elements of the interven on (those most closely linked to the

desired benefit) are maintained;
 the extent, nature, and impact of modifica ons to the interven on;
 the extent to which desired benefits are maintained/improved a er ini al implementa on supports are

withdrawn; and
 the capacity needed to maintain the desired benefits in the long term.

(2) Define the sustainability goals of the interven on
Both the desired impact and benefits of the interven on should be clearly iden fied in reference to long‐term
sustainability goals.
(3) Choose an appropriate meframe for assessing sustainability
There is no clear standard in the literature for defining when an interven on can be considered “sustained”1.
Most studies use at least two years a er implementa on as a reasonable meframe to examine sustainability.
However, because it can be diﬃcult to define when implementa on has ended, and because some
interven ons are never fully implemented as originally intended, sustainability is best assessed over several
years rather than at a single point in me1.
(4) Document fidelity and adapta on of the interven on
Not much is known about how evidence‐based interven ons are changed during/a er implementa on and
the impact of these changes on sustainability. Advancing knowledge in this area requires more informa on on
the nature of changes made to interven ons, the reasons for the changes, the processes associated with
making changes, and the impact of these changes on health‐related outcomes1,13,24,iv. This informa on should
be carefully documented throughout and a er implementa on.
(5) Conceptualize, measure, and assess influences on sustainability
Another knowledge gap is the importance of diﬀerent influences on sustainability. Researchers say that it is
important to con nue to develop and test measures of sustainability. They also state that both quan ta ve
iv

S rman et al.24 provide a framework for documen ng adapta ons to evidence‐based interven ons that can help guide
documenta on of changes.
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and qualita ve methods should be used to examine influences on sustainability. This will contribute to the
exis ng knowledge base and inform the development of strategies to promote sustainability.

Conclusion
While the evidence provides some guidance on what is needed to sustain new interven ons, it does not
clearly define how sustainability can be achieved. Exis ng work in this area suggests that it is important to
understand the possible factors that could influence sustainability, and to pay close a en on to these factors
when planning for and carrying out sustainability ac vi es. The evidence also recommends using frameworks
and tools on an ongoing basis to help with sustainability planning and evalua on. Careful documenta on of
changes to the various factors outlined in this brief, along with the impact of these changes on outcomes, will
help increase the knowledge base and enhance stakeholders’ sustainability ac vi es.
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About This Brief
This evidence brief was developed by Andrea Flynn, PhD, with Evidence Exchange Network (EENet). The infor‐
ma on is a summary of available evidence and is designed to give readers a star ng point in considering the cur‐
rent evidence rela ng to the sustainability of interven ons. It is based on select peer reviewed and grey litera‐
ture. To iden fy relevant literature, we used PubMed, PsycINFO, Google Scholar, and Cochrane Review search
pla orms. Search terms included “sustainability,” “sustainment,” “con nua on” and “maintenance” in reference
to “interven ons,” “innova ons,” and “programs.” The search was limited to English language publica ons.
Other evidence briefs prepared by The Provincial System Support Program at the Centre for Addic on and Men‐
tal Health (CAMH) are available at h p://eenet.ca/products‐tools/?
search_term=&cat_dropdown=0&pt_sub_=other&pt_cb=other.
While care has been taken in the prepara on of the materials included in this publica on, the search for relevant
literature was not exhaus ve due to me constraints. As a result, informa on relevant to this topic may have
been uninten onally missed.
If you have any comments or feedback about this Evidence Brief, please contact us at eenet@camh.ca.
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