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What are they?

Interventions



Interventions

A set of actions with a coherent 

objective to bring about change or 

produce identifiable outcomes. 

Actions may include policy, regulatory 

initiatives, single strategy projects or 

multicomponent programmes. 

Rychetnik et al, 2002



Latin roots, 

venire, to come 

and 

inter, between, 

to disturb the “natural” order of things 

or a foreseeable sequence of events.

Hawe and Potvin, 2009



Public health interventions

Public health interventions are intended to 

promote or protect health or prevent ill 

health in communities or populations. They 

are distinguished from clinical 

interventions, which are intended to 

prevent or treat illness in individuals. 

Rychetnik et al, 2002



Funder-led

• CIHR

• NIH

• MRC



What is it?

Intervention Research





Interventions

Policies, programs, actions that shift the 

distribution of risk by addressing underlying 

social, economic and environmental 

conditions. 

Hawe and Potvin, 2009



Evaluation Research

Evaluation of interventions, that is 

policies, programs, actions that shift the 

distribution of risk (or some type of action) 

by addressing underlying social, 

economic and environmental conditions

Hawe and Potvin, 2009



Intervention Research

Intervention research attempts to capture 

the value and differential effect of  

interventions, the processes by which 

they bring about change and the contexts 

within which they work best.

Hawe and Potvin, 2009



But

Not all Intervention Research is the same

– Country, behaviour, population, 

– Level of control, randomization, measurement

– Society, groups of two or more people. 

Families, kinship groups, communities

Intervention Research



intervention 

research can be 

understood by the 

intentionality of 

the intervention. 





intervention 

research can be 

understood by the 

causal inference

of the intervention. 



A question of interventions is

Can an intentional

intervention cause a 

change in the distribution 

of risk?



Balance

Intervention 
Research

Evaluation 
Research



Challenges

• Systematized

• Standardized

• Sequenced

• Causal

• Experimental (Often, but there are other 

methods also)

Hawe and Potvin, 2009



Two issues 

Limiting interventions to specific 

periods of time (social world 

change doesn’t always adhere)

When is an outcome associated 

with an intervention, rather than 

another factor(s)



Social world does not provide  

controlled laboratory conditions.

Intervention effects can be messy 

to measure.



Ask of interventions:

1. Is the research good enough to decide  to 

implement it, the intervention

2. What are the research outcomes? 

3. Is the research transferable to the 

potential recipients of the intervention?

Rychetnik et al, 2002



Before

During

After

Pitfalls



Possible Pitfalls (before)

Is the intervention 

evaluable?

timed correctly?

informed by stakeholders?

pretested?

are evaluators properly trained?
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Kippax’s focus

Practical issues

• Randomization and generalizability

• Isolating experimental and control groups

• Cost and time concerns

Conceptual issues

• Focus on behaviour rather than social 

practice

• Failure to treat individuals as social beings



RCT

For many the classic random control trial 

design (RCT) is the best study design to 

show any causal relation between 

an intervention 

outcomes of an intervention



Proponents  argue the randomized 

control trial can bypass the complexities 

of the social world by distributing social 

characteristics between experimental 

and control groups.



Interpretation of 

Kippax’s argument

• People do not ‘behave’

• People act with reference to meaning

• Ways of knowing



HIV is unlike many other diseases

Why?

Because it is transmitted through 

complex human practices

Kippax, 1998



People do not ‘behave’, 

they act in terms of social practices 

and are made intelligible with 

reference to shared discourses. 

Kippax, 1998



People act with reference to meaning. 

‘They do not engage in sexual 

behaviours 

they enact sexual practices 

These enactions have meanings

Kippax, 2003



HIV transmission is 

profoundly social

as are the responses of 

individuals, communities 

and governments to it.

Kippax, 2012



ways of 
knowing

Giovan Battista (Giambattista) Vico 

1668 –1744 



EVIDENCE AND 

KNOWING IN 

SEXUAL and 

SUBSTANCE 

HEALTH 

interventions 



Fluid contexts

Meaning through shared contexts is fluid

How do interventions aimed at changing 

practices address shared meanings as they 

are lived, produced and reproduced

Kippax, 2003



Rather than experimental programmes of 

intervention Kippax supports observational 

studies that rely on descriptive evidence.

Kippax, 2003

Observation



Evidence

The evaluation of evidence needs distinguish 

between research evaluation that detects the 

success or failure of an intervention versus 

the success or failure of the intervention itself. 



In unsuccessful interventions, evaluation 

research should help us understand if 

a) the intervention was inherently faulty 

b) or not well delivered

c) or not well received

When an intervention is 

unsuccessful



Ethics

Evidence Theory

Interventions

Tannahill, 2008



Ethics

Evidence Theory

Doing



Doing



interventions are

• Difficult to design

• Difficult to evaluate

• Difficult in a social world

interventions are

• Complex



COMPLEX 
INTERVENTIONS



Some dimensions of complexity



Some dimensions of complexity

• Number of and interactions between 

components within the experimental and control 

interventions
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Some dimensions of complexity

• Number of and interactions between 

components within the experimental and control 

interventions

± Number and difficulty of behaviours required 

by those delivering or receiving the intervention

± Number of groups or organisational levels 

targeted by the intervention

± Number and variability of outcomes

± Degree of flexibility or tailoring of the 

intervention permitted

MRC, 2008



Multiplication 

of complexity





Confronted with intervention 

complexities, ask of yourself



3 Questions



Are you clear about 

what you are trying to do?

what outcome you are aiming for?

how you will bring about change?

MRC, 2008



effective

interventions

ARE not only 

Methodologically 

sound

BUT INSIGHTFUL





Community-based 

Interventions




