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Abstract
Background

Interdisciplinary collaboration and stakeholder engagement are key ingredients in implementation science research.

However, effective and efficient collaboration can be limited by the complexity of implementation science terms. In

this article, we argue that the development and use of plain language implementation science terms is an essential

step to facilitate collaboration and engagement.

Method
We present an example of plain language development to portray the process and the potential benefits plain lan-

guage can have on implementation science research. Implementation scientists and intervention experts codeve-

loped plain language implementation terms as a part of an implementation-effectiveness trial in western Kenya

and in preparation for a stakeholder collaborative design meeting.

Results
The developed plain language terms facilitated wider stakeholder understanding and integration of implementation

science findings that could inform the design of a stakeholder-led implementation coaching program.

Conclusions
We encourage the use of the plain language terms presented in this article, further translation, and additional devel-

opment of other plain language terms for implementation science constructs.

Plain Language Summary: Implementation science jargon can limit research collaborations with community and

research partners. This article describes the importance of using plain language in implementation research and provides

readers with an example of plain language terms used in a global implementation research project. We encourage imple-

mentation scientists and practitioners to use plain language when describing implementation science constructs to

improve research and practice collaboration.
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Introduction
One goal of implementation science is to reduce the
knowledge-practice gap so that effective interventions are
delivered successfully in real-world settings. To address
the gap, scientists have developed strategies to support
implementation. Generally, our field agrees that
interdisciplinary partnership and collaboration with
communities and organizations delivering interventions
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are necessary to ensure strategy relevance, feasibility, and
appropriateness. However, achieving effective partnership
and collaboration requires that researchers and stake-
holders (e.g., treatment providers and youth consumers)
can communicate well with each other. While specialized
fields of science can—and do—have specialized language
for efficient communication among scientists, this specia-
lized language can impede partnership and collaboration
objectives with stakeholders and researchers with varied
backgrounds. The use of plain language—rather than spe-
cialized language—can also balance power differentials
between researchers and community members (Mulvale
et al., 2016). Westerlund et al.’s (2019) editorial calls for
further developing “practical implementation science,”
including a need for translation of scientific jargon into
easy-to-understand, plain-language terms (see also
Armson et al., 2018). As an indicator of our fields’ interest,
colleagues long encouraged Geoff Curran to publish his
simplified implementation science teaching tool that uses
plain language to describe key concepts and implementa-
tion science’s place among related fields (Curran, 2020)
(accessed > 12,000 times).

We present plain language terms we developed for
implementation science constructs. Our dissemination of
these plain language terms was motivated by two experi-
ences: (a) conference attendee enthusiasm when terms
were shared in a Society for Implementation Research
Collaboration conference plenary (Dorsey et al., 2019)
and (b) benefits of plain language terms for facilitating
communication and research collaborations among indivi-
duals with varying degrees of implementation science
training. We share our terms, process, and benefits to
encourage other plain language efforts.

Plain Language Terms

Context
Our plain language term development was part of a hybrid
implementation-effectiveness trial of a youth-focused
mental health intervention in western Kenya (Dorsey
et al., 2020). The aim of the trial, Building and
Sustaining Interventions for Children (BASIC), is to iden-
tify implementation policies and practices (IPPs) in health
and education that lead to the successful implementation of
a culturally adapted, trauma-focused cognitive-behavioral
intervention, Pamoja Tunaweza (PT). In BASIC, teachers
and community health volunteers (CHVs) were trained
and supervised to provide PT in sequential phases. Our
first step was to utilize a mixed-method approach to
identify which IPPs supported successful early implemen-
tation of PT, to guide an implementation coaching program
for future sites (REDACTED). The goal was for imple-
mentation coaching to be collaboratively delivered by
experienced lay counselors and PT experts. The PT
experts were PT lay trainers and supervisors employed

by Ace Africa (AA), the NGO that leads BASIC. The
BASIC research team, which included AA, the
University of Washington (UW), and Duke University,
wanted to collaboratively design the implementation
coaching program with lay counselors, organizational
leaders, and ministry officials. The BASIC team wanted
to present the mixed-methods study results in a way that
stakeholders with varied experiences could easily
understand and use findings to inform the implementation
coaching program.

Prior to presenting the mixed-methods study findings to
stakeholders, implementation science experts from UW
(SD, RDM, CS) and PT/intervention experts (acknowledg-
ments) from AA collaboratively developed plain language
terms and phrases that described implementation science
constructs. Over the prior year, UW, Duke, and AA
teams spent time updating implementation science con-
structs, definitions, and measures to be culturally appropri-
ate. This included one in-person, 5-day meeting in Kenya
in 2017 and additional audio/video calls. In preparation
for the 2018 stakeholder meeting, the BASIC team met
in-person in advance and reviewed findings from the
mixed-methods study. To guide plain language term devel-
opment, UW implementation science experts asked the AA
intervention experts to explain, in their own words, how
they would describe each construct to a community
member. Terms were recorded for use in the 2018 stake-
holder meeting (Table 1).

To better clarify this process, we provide an example of
how “implementation leadership” was transformed into
plain language. We use this example throughout to
describe how we used plain language terms in our

Table 1
Plain Language Terms

Original implementation

science terma Plain language terms

Implementation leadership Leaders who are supportive,

passionate, and positive about

Pamoja Tunawezab

Implementation climate A workplace that is supportive,

passionate, and positive about

Pamoja Tunawezab

Organizational climate Supportive/unsupportive working

environment

Commitment to the

intervention

Counselors who are passionate

about Pamoja Tunawezab

Note. UW = University of Washington; BASIC = building and sustaining

interventions for children; IPP = implementation policies and practice.
aTwo other plain language terms were developed by UW implementation

science experts on the BASIC research team, but are not included here

because they were not developed through the described collaborative

process with intervention experts. These terms are “goal” for a specific

IPP and its function, and “solution” for specific forms an IPP might take.
bDifferent program names or “the program” could replace “Pamoja

Tunaweza.”
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collaboration. Strategic implementation leadership
describes leadership that is strategically focused on achiev-
ing successful implementation and encompasses leadership
behaviors that indicate knowledge of the intervention and
support for the implementation process and the interven-
tion implementers (Aarons et al., 2014). Results from the
mixed-methods study suggested that higher implementa-
tion leadership by school leaders was associated with
teacher-counselors’ receiving more intervention support
from other teachers (e.g., releasing children from
extracurricular activities). Coded qualitative interviews
identified leadership strategically focused on implementa-
tion, including supportive behaviors by leaders and per-
ceived attitudinal aspects that aligned with the concept of
inspiring motivation, conceptually part of transformational
leadership (Bass & Avolio, 1993). Counselors described
their motivation when school leaders talked passionately
about PT or attended PT supervision. In this way, strategic
implementation leadership consisted of both behavioral
and attitudinal aspects of leadership. While this leader
involvement aligns with the concept of knowledgeable
leadership, the described effect was that counselors were
inspired to practice and be more committed to PT.

After we shared results and discussed findings, inter-
vention experts discussed variations in construct wording
among themselves, deciding upon: “leaders who are sup-
portive, passionate, and positive about Pamoja
Tunaweza,” a plain language term encapsulating leader-
ship support and inspiring motivation, conveying how a
leader impacts PT delivery. Intervention experts similarly
reported observing this kind of leadership, which they
described as leading to counselor behavior change.

We followed the same steps for other terms that required
translation (Table 1), sharing and discussing results, consid-
ering wording variations, and deciding on the best term. AA
team members then used these plain language terms to
present study findings to stakeholders on the first day of
the in-person stakeholder meeting. Continuing with our
example, we were able to present findings at the stakeholder
meeting in a way that allowed all stakeholders to consider
how to incentivize and support high implementation leader-
ship at new sites. Immediately following the presentation of
study findings, stakeholders were using plain language
terms to discuss findings, integrating them into their own
points about how to implement an effective implementation
coaching program to support PT. We observed stakeholders
prompting others to brainstorm how to work with school
leaders from the first coaching meeting to ensure that
leaders are supportive, passionate, and positive and that
other teachers would support PT. BASIC team members
and stakeholders consistently used the same plain language
terms throughout small group design work for the imple-
mentation coaching program.

The plain language terms guided stakeholders in devel-
oping a six-meeting, approximately 1-hr implementation
coaching program. The first coaching meeting with new

sites was 1–2 months before PT training (preparation
phase), with the additional five coaching meetings at
important intervals during implementation (e.g., posttrain-
ing and predelivery) and early sustainment (Aarons et al.,
2011). During Day 3 of the stakeholder meeting, experi-
enced counselors who would codeliver implementation
coaching were rehearsing delivery using role-plays. They
scheduled all initial coaching meetings for the immediately
following 2 weeks. A UW team member who is an imple-
mentation expert, Kenyan, and Kiswahili-speaking
attended two coaching meetings and directly observed
the experienced counselors persuasively conducting the
coaching meeting and using plain language terms.

Impact
The BASIC research team was energized by the mea-
ningful, rich, and productive conversations during the
stakeholder meeting, facilitated by plain language use.
Stakeholders discussed the importance of leadership and
work environment (vs. focusing only on providers). They
discussed ways to ensure leaders’ involvement in coaching
and levels of leadership (e.g., head teachers and deputy tea-
chers). We hope others can use our terms in their work and/
or engage with partners to develop their own terms. We
recognize terms presented in this article were created in
and for the BASIC context and may need revision for
other contexts. However, we believe that having examples
of plain language terms can ignite creative thinking among
other teams.

Accomplishing our research objectives necessitated
development of plain language terms. A recent review
characterizing stakeholder engagement found that stake-
holders were most often engaged with limited depth and
were rarely given decision-making power (Triplett
et al., 2022). Our experience suggests that translation
can help empower a higher level of engagement. We
acknowledge these efforts require time, resources, and
trusting relationships between researchers and commu-
nity partners.

Plain language terms can have benefits that extend
beyond community partnership collaborations.
Implementation specialists are often engaged in collabor-
ation with scientists outside our field. If we aim to have
an impact, the more efficiently (e.g., understanding one
another quickly) and effectively (e.g., communications
lead to shared benefit for objectives) we communicate
the greater our potential impact. Translation may be par-
ticularly important for collaborations with scientists in
regions that have traditionally limited access to formal
implementation science training. Transparent and collab-
orative communication is key in ensuring equitable part-
nerships in global health research. Allocating time and
resources to building plain language terminology to facili-
tate stronger communication can further propel global part-
nerships and research.

Dorsey et al. 3



Conclusion
Plain language implementation science terms facilitated
stakeholder and community engagement in the develop-
ment of a program to support successful implementation
of a mental health intervention in western Kenya.
We encourage the development, use, and sharing of
plain language terms for effective communication and
collaboration.
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