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Overview of NIRN Stages 

 

An implementation framework will help you understand and manage the steps necessary for 

creating sustainable change. NCWWI has chosen the framework developed by the National 

Implementation Research Network, also referred to as NIRN. 

 

Implementation moves forward through some predictable stages, but sometimes we move on 

and quickly discover the need to address something we missed in an earlier stage. The back-

and-forth nature of things is normal, unless the team is stuck in a loop that never moves on. 

 Exploration Stage: The purpose of this stage is to assess the potential match between 

community needs, the new practice or innovation requirements, and community 

resources and to make a decision to proceed (or not). In addition, potential barriers to 

implementation are assessed, relating to funding, staffing, referrals, and system 

changes. The result of the exploration stage is a clear implementation plan with tasks 

and timelines to facilitate the installation and initial implementation of the program. 

 Installation Stage: After a decision is made to begin implementing a new practice or 

innovation, certain tasks need to be accomplished before the change in practice begins. 

These activities define this stage of implementation. This stage requires the resources 

and structural supports (e.g. funding streams, human resource strategies, policy/ 

procedure development, referral mechanisms, reporting frameworks, etc.) necessary to 

initiate the new practice, innovation, or policy. These activities and their associated 

“startup costs” are necessary first steps to begin any new human service endeavor, 

including the implementation of a new practice or innovation in a county or any 

community setting. 

 Initial Implementation Stage: During this stage, the compelling forces of fear of 

change, inertia, and investment in the status quo combine with the difficult and 

complex work of implementing something new. The overarching goal is to survive this 

awkward stage of high expectations and a very bumpy highway.  Hand in hand with 

survival is the ability to learn from mistakes and develop system solutions when 

appropriate rather than allowing problems to re-emerge and re-occur. 

 Full Implementation Stage: An innovation can occur once the new learning becomes 

integrated into practitioner, organizational, and community practices, policies, and 

procedures. Over time, the innovation becomes “accepted practice” and a new 

operationalization of “business as usual” takes its place in the community (Faggin, 

1985). 
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 Innovation & Sustainability: These are essential activities that must occur through 

all the stages of implementation. Be sure to adequately define the innovation and to 

maintain fidelity before making any adjustments or modifications. The more fidelity you 

maintain, the more you are able to detect changes, obstacles, and the facilitators that 

either inhibit or make implementation easier to accomplish. Once you’ve identified the 

intervening variables, you can then modify or adapt the innovation. The innovation 

should be clearly built into how the agency sees itself and how it goes about its work in 

order for it to be sustainable. New things may come along and be integrated, but the 

core features of this innovation remain. The agency very carefully considers any 

challenges to these core features because the innovation is no longer an innovation, but 

a way of working. 

For more information go to the National Implementation Research Network (NIRN) 

website. 

 

Readiness Planning During Exploration Stage 

 

How can you invest in exploration activities which will develop your internal and external 

stakeholder readiness? Here are a few specific items to consider: 

 

Problem Specification 

 What is the level of awareness for needing this new approach? 

 What do stakeholders know about the issues in the agency and community leading up to 

this change in practice? 

 What research or evidence has been shared demonstrating the problem? 

 

Intervention/New Practice 

 What research or evidence has been gathered and shared about the success of the 

proposed intervention? 

 How clearly has the What (the focus/solution of the implementation) been defined? 

– What will look different than current practice? How will it get better outcomes? Why 

does THIS intervention seem like a good way to solve the problem? 

– What will child welfare staff, supervisors, managers, leaders and partner agency 

personnel be saying and doing more often? Less often? 

– Which activities and processes will be affected? 

 

Garnering Support “Thinking Politically” 

 What are the questions your internal and external stakeholders will pose at this early 

stage? 

 How can you discover the real fears, losses and opinions for internal and external 

stakeholders at the practitioner level?  Agency level?  Community level? 

 What supports and resources will be utilized to implement the new practice? 
 

 

http://www.fpg.unc.edu/
http://www.fpg.unc.edu/
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Adaptive Leadership Behaviors in Each Implementation Stage 

 

In today’s world of child welfare, many issues are complex and require collaboration with 

multiple systems and stakeholders. Adaptive Leadership (Heifetz, Grashow, Linsky, 2009) is 

the ability to mobilize stakeholders and resources in and outside the agency to address complex 

issues. The seven behaviors of Adaptive Leadership will help you address challenges 

successfully and manage change. Below we’ve indicated which behaviors are the most critical 

in each stage. To learn about each of the seven behaviors of adaptive leadership, view these 

microlearnings on MyNCWWI, http://bit.ly/2bjB8me. 

 Exploration Stage: In this phase, all key stakeholders need to be involved in a sincere 

and realistic examination of opportunities and obstacles presented by the Change 

Initiative. Exploration is about “thinking together” with multiple stakeholders and 

constituencies. Therefore the following behaviors of adaptive leaders are critical: 

– Getting on the balcony 

– Thinking politically 

– Being open to all voices 

 Installation Stage: This is not a comfortable stage, as you are asking people to change 

their practice, but the pathways forward aren’t completely clear. In some cases, you are 

asking people to change their underlying beliefs about their practice. Careful planning 

and great communication will ease some of these responses. People’s confidence 

increases when they know the path, and when strategies exist to address potential 

concerns. 

– Regulating distress 

– Orchestrating conflict 

 Initial Implementation Stage: All of your leadership skills come into play during this 

stage. The implementation team needs to sustain the vision and focus on the desired 

goals; lead in a calm, determined way; and help the organization deal with the 

difficulties of change. It will also be important to learn from mistakes and focus on 

developing system solutions rather than having individuals or small groups adapt in 

their own way. Set up regular feedback loops with the field (engage the field in 

providing feedback) so you can attend to implementation challenges in a timely way, not 

allowing them to grow or become entrenched. 

– Regulate distress 

– Orchestrate conflict 

– Be open to all voices  

– Hold steady 

 Full Implementation Stage: In this stage, all of the adaptive behaviors are useful, 

but perhaps most useful are: 

– Give the work back to the people 

– Hold steady 

 

 

http://bit.ly/2bjB8me
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