Resources to Aid Implementation of Workforce
System Innovations: Lessons from the Virginia
Financial Success Network Experience
Implementation Insight Report
Michael J. Polzin and Colleen E. Graber

Introduction
The U.S. Department of Labor (DOL), Employment
and Training Administration (ETA) has invested
significantly in innovative programs designed to
improve outcomes for employers and jobseekers
through its Workforce Innovation Fund (WIF)
grants. DOL has been particularly interested in
those program designs that endeavor to assess the
factors that contribute to program effectiveness and
to bring workforce innovations to scale. While
workforce boards are tasked with drawing from the
evidence base when designing program
innovations, often overlooked is the need to also
focus on factors that can aid the process of
implementation.
Successful innovations require more intentional
focus on the process of implementation than
innovation designers or program planners
sometimes acknowledge.1 Those innovation
interventions that have multiple components,
involve several implementation agents, and/or
require collaboration across lines of authority are
particularly challenged to maintain consistency and
fidelity to the innovation’s model. Program
developers might consider that even if the
intervention or practice has been demonstrated to
be effective by research, it could fail (or at least be
sub-optimized) if it is implemented improperly or
lacks fidelity to the established model.

The Virginia Financial
Success Network, a project
adapted from the Working
Families Success Network
concept developed by the
Annie E. Casey Foundation, is
being implemented in six
Local Workforce Investment
Areas (LWIAs) in Virginia,
each with multiple job centers
serving customers. The VFSN
expands income supports and
adds financial coaching to the
usual employment and training
services provided to
Workforce Innovation and
Opportunity Act (WIOA)
participants. The VFSN began
recruiting and service delivery
in October 2015.

Robert P. Franks, "Implementation Science: What Do We Know and Where Do We Go from
Here?" Child Health and Development Institute of Connecticut, Inc., accessed February 28, 2017,
http://www.researchconnections.org/files/childcare/pdf/FranksPresentation.pdf.
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This implementation insight report highlights some resources that can help to enhance the
implementation of workforce innovations. While these resources are not new, they provide a
means of adding perspective and structure to the efforts of program implementers. Examples
to illustrate the application of these resources are drawn from Public Policy Associates’ (PPA)
evaluation of the Virginia Community College System’s (VCCS) WIF Round Two grant, the
Virginia Financial Success Network (VFSN).

Constancy of Purpose
W. Edwards Deming, one of the most influential proponents of Total Quality Management
(TQM),2 recommended that management of organizations “create a constancy of purpose
toward improvement of product and service.”3 This is particularly relevant to those operating
within the public workforce system, where a decentralized structure makes it challenging to
synchronize the implementation of new programs across multiple sites and develop cohesive
strategies that provide integrated services to customers in a seamless manner.
Constancy of purpose, when applied to the introduction of an innovation in the workforce
system, means ensuring that all involved—the workforce board and its staff, as well as
contractors and their staff—develop a shared understanding of the rationale behind the
program goals, are thoroughly knowledgeable of and skilled in fulfilling program
requirements, and are accountable for effective implementation. Integration and cohesiveness
are enhanced and program effectiveness increased when this occurs. A common purpose unites
and helps to ensure that the right things are done well.4
From the beginning, VCCS has worked to inject a constancy of purpose into the VFSN project.
VCCS first created a logic model to build a shared understanding of the required inputs,
activities, outputs, and desired participant outcomes among all practitioners engaged in the
implementation of the VFSN. Every local workforce investment area (LWIA) across the state
was informed of the program’s rationale and goals, and was encouraged to apply for selection
to implement the VFSN. Memoranda of Understanding (MOUs) were negotiated with each
selected LWIA to outline the responsibilities of each party in implementing the grant as well as
VCCS’ expectations for the contributions that each would need to make to achieve overall
grant-performance targets. Financial coaches were hired and trained. VCCS set up several
communication mechanisms so that program leaders and coaches could share resources and
confer on techniques for recruitment and retention.
Columbia Business School, "The W. Edwards Deming Center for Quality, Productivity, and
Competitiveness," accessed February 28, 2017, https://www8.gsb.columbia.edu/deming/about/history.
3 John Hunter, "The W. Edwards Deming Institute Blog: Create Constancy of Purpose—
September 21, 2015," The W. Edwards Deming Institute, accessed February 28, 2017,
https://blog.deming.org/2015/09/create-constancy-of-purpose/.
4 Merv Wyeth, "APM Blog: The Importance of Creating Constancy of Purpose to Programme
Success: February 3, 2015," Association for Project Management, accessed February 28, 2017,
https://www.apm.org.uk/blog/the-importance-of-creating-constancy-of-purpose-to-programme-success/.
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Over time, however, VCCS leaders came to realize
that their focus on constancy of purpose did not
extend broadly enough. Workforce Center
managers, case managers, and eligibility specialists
from the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity
Act (WIOA) service side were all needed to play
vital roles in VFSN recruitment, yet did not receive
the same degree of training and attention as did
LWIA leaders and financial coaches. This has since
been addressed through increased communication
between coaches and the center staff and between
the LWIAs and the center operators.

Insights from Implementation
Science
Implementation science is a relatively new field of
Figure 1: VFSN coach working with a
study that focuses on the process of executing
customer
evidence-based programs and practices. It provides
guidance to those introducing interventions, for which some evidence of effectiveness was
obtained in laboratory-type settings, to achieve similar outcomes when applied in real-world
situations.5 It acknowledges that implementation of evidence-based programs and practices is a
complex endeavor, more complex than the policies, programs, procedures, techniques, or
technologies that are the subject of the implementation efforts.6
A thorough review of the implementation literature by faculty from the University of South
Florida resulted in identification of seven core components necessary for effective
implementation of the innovation or intervention:7
1. Recruitment and selection of all levels of staff involved in implementation
2. Pre-service and in-service training of staff and stakeholders
3. Ongoing coaching and consultation of staff
4. Staff performance assessment
5. Program evaluation, including fidelity and outcomes measurement

Robert P. Franks, "Implementation Science: What Do We Know and Where Do We Go from
Here?" Child Health and Development Institute of Connecticut, Inc. (undated), accessed February 28,
2017, http://www.researchconnections.org/files/childcare/pdf/FranksPresentation.pdf.
6 Dean L. Fixsen, Sandra F. Naoom, Karen A. Blase, Robert M. Friedman, and Frances Wallace,
Implementation Research: A Synthesis of the Literature (Tampa, Florida: University of South Florida, 2005).
7 Ibid.
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6. Supportive administration
7. Systems changes to create a conducive environment for the innovation
Implementation of the VFSN has included each of these components to some degree. The VFSN
coaches were recruited successfully. Although they have a variety of backgrounds, they have
been receiving multi-layered training to support the fulfillment of their role. As noted above,
more and earlier engagement and training of other staff could have furthered the
implementation process. The evaluation design includes recurring site visits to the six
workforce areas to determine fidelity to the program-recruitment and service-delivery
expectations; these visits have provided opportunities to correct misunderstandings where they
existed and to reinforce best practices. Preliminary outcomes have been reported at regular
intervals. Finally, VCCS has made efforts to support the program and initiate systems changes,
although such support is not independent of the next tier of leadership—the LWIBs and
contracted operators of the American Job Centers. A challenge of the VFSN is application in
settings that are diverse and governed by some of the same regulations and policies, but not
entirely. Identifying how to fit the VFSN program into the multi-layered workforce
development system has been a learning experience.

Continuous Quality Improvement
Continuous improvement is the ongoing effort to improve products or services. This approach
is particularly useful when challenges to implementation are encountered—a common
occurrence during innovations. A number of continuous quality or process improvement tools
can be helpful in identifying and making improvements.
Among the most widely used tools for continuous improvement is a four-step quality model—
the Plan-Do-Check-Act (PDCA) Cycle.8 Applying the PDCA Cycle allows an organization to
focus on one element of an implementation process and identify a feature that could benefit
from improvement (Plan), carry out a small-scale trial of what is hoped to be an improved idea
(Do), review the trial and see what has been learned (Check), take action based on what has
been learned, and either embed the change because it worked well or revisit the problem and
try something else (Act).

American Society for Quality, "Plan-Do-Check-Act (PDCA) Cycle," accessed February 28, 2017,
http://asq.org/learn-about-quality/project-planning-tools/overview/pdca-cycle.html.
8
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Figure 2: The Plan-Do-Check-Act Cycle9

Foundational to continuous improvement is knowing when and how frequently a challenge to
implementation occurs, the circumstances under which it occurs, and the factors that can affect
whether it does or does not occur. Without that information, program staff can spend a lot of
time trying to solve either the wrong problem or something that is not a problem at all.
Collecting data is a common and required activity in the workforce system, but for continuous
improvement, the data must be regularly analyzed and presented back to stakeholders in order
to better understand if or how programs are working as intended.
Although the leadership team does not call it by name, VCCS has been applying an informal
version of the PDCA Cycle to the VFSN, particularly with respect to recruiting WIOA
participants to enroll in the program. Across all regions, initial enrollments lagged far behind
projections. As part of its troubleshooting process, VCCS has identified new data to collect as
needed to better understand VFSN participant recruitment, flow, and retention and is
continuing to learn how the available data can help the continuous improvement process.
VCCS established a number of new codes in its management information system to capture
from the field instances of outreach effort to better understand how many customers of the
centers were approached about the VFSN opportunity. In examining the resulting data, VCCS
learned that many customers who learn about the program are interested, but they also
concluded that a significant number of customers were not getting the information and that onsite efforts needed to be increased. After discussions with the sites and evaluation team, new
approaches were brainstormed. Sites are now further integrating the program offering into
their course of business, and VCCS and PPA continue to monitor the progress.

9

Adapted from American Society for Quality. Ibid.
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Personal Stories and Relationships
Typically, people within the same system do not adopt new ideas at the same time or rate.
Several qualities influence the rate at which innovations are adopted: perceived relative
advantage; compatibility with existing values and practices; simplicity and ease of adoption;
ability to try out the innovation before commitment; and observable results.10 Impersonal
marketing methods like advertising and media stories may spread information about new
innovations, but conversations spread adoption. Innovations are often moved toward the
mainstream by early adopters who are most willing to try new ideas, products, and services,
and who communicate their experiences to others. Slowly, the speed of adoption increases until
the innovation is embedded within the social system.11

Figure 3: Innovation Diffusion12

The experience of those involved in the VFSN lends additional credibility to lessons learned
from diffusion of innovation theory. While VCCS expended a great deal of time and resources
in disseminating marketing materials (video, flyers, press releases, etc.), the greatest gains in
recruitment came as a result of personal contact from program staff, whose enthusiasm for the
program and faith in its usefulness to their clients has helped to significantly increase the
number of people enrolled in the VFSN. VCCS is also collecting stories from each region’s
program participants about how they have benefitted from the financial coaching and supports
they received. Sharing those stories with prospective enrollees could also help to increase
interest and participation in the VFSN. These stories also help to reinforce the support of the
case managers and other staff needed to facilitate program recruitment and retention.

Les Robinson, "A Summary of Diffusion of Innovations," Changeology: Enabling You to
Change the World, accessed February 28, 2017, http://www.enablingchange.com.au/.
11 Ibid.
12 June Kaminski, "Theory in Nursing Informatics Column: Diffusion of Innovation Theory."
Canadian Journal of Nursing Informatics 6, no. 2 (June 19, 2011), http://cjni.net/journal/?p=1444.
10
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Conclusion
The treatment provided in this paper of innovation implementation resources is not exhaustive.
Much more information about these resources can be found in the references provided below.
Those charged with designing, planning, and implementing program innovations must
recognize that the evidence base supporting an innovation is only one key factor; that alone will
not be sufficient to ensure successful application of the innovation in the new setting. As noted
by Joan Petersilia, “The ideas embodied in innovative social programs are not self-executing.”13
The experience that VCCS has had to date in implementing the VFSN illustrates that there is
much more to implementing innovation than incorporating new program elements into a
workforce center’s portfolio of services. What is needed is an approach that focuses on program
processes and the actions of those who convert the innovation into practice as the keys to
success or failure.

Joan Petersilia, "Conditions that permit intensive supervision," Crime and Delinquency 36, no. 1
(1990) in Dean L. Fixsen, Sandra F. Naoom, Karen A. Blase, Robert M. Friedman, and Frances Wallace,
Implementation Research: A Synthesis of the Literature (Tampa, Florida: University of South Florida, 2005).
13
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