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GENERALIZABILITY, TRANSFERABILITY, AND
SCALING EFFECTIVE PROGRAMS

This brief explores how to assess whether an intervention that worked in one context can
be successfully applied in another. It introduces key concepts such as generalizability,
transferability, and the importance of maintaining fidelity of function while adapting form.
Tools like Mid-Level Theory and J-PAL’s Generalizability Framework offer structured ways
to evaluate core mechanisms and local conditions before scaling. Through real-world case
studies—from deworming in Kenya to education reform in the UK—the brief highlights

practical lessons for adapting, testing, and expanding interventions while ensuring they
remain effective in new settings.

Understanding Generalizability and Transferability

Transferability is about how well the results of an intervention apply in new settings beyond
the original study. Some interventions—like vaccines—are widely applicable across
populations. This broader concept is known as generalizability (see Figure 1). But for most
interventions, success depends on the local context. Transferability looks at whether a
program can be adapted to a different environment while still delivering similar results.

Fig.1:Generalisability and transferability
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To scale an intervention successfully, it’s important to move through key phases of the
evidence-based intervention cycle:
1. Identifying an effective intervention — Select an approach that has been rigorously
tested and shown to be effective in other settings.
2. Assessing transferability — Examine contextual factors that may influence its
effectiveness in a new setting.
3. Adapting and implementing — Modifying the intervention while maintaining its core
causal mechanisms.
4. Evaluating and scaling — Evaluating implementation and impact, scaling with

adjustments as necessary.

Box 1: Adopt or Adapt? — Fidelity of Function vs. Fidelity of Form

When scaling an intervention, there are two main approaches:

- Fidelity of form means adopting the intervention exactly as it was designed,
without changes.

- Fidelity of function means adapting the intervention to fit a new context—while
preserving the core mechanism that makes it effective.

The goal is to keep what works, even if how it looks or is delivered needs to change.

Context plays a critical role in determining whether an intervention will work in a new
setting. Factors like population characteristics, local policies, and cultural norms all affect
how well a program performs when taken beyond its original environment.

Case Study: Deworming in Kenya

A well-known example is the Deworming Initiative in Kenya, which showed strong results in
improving children’s health and education. But when similar programs were tried in other
countries, they didn’t always achieve the same outcomes. Differences in disease levels,
public health systems, and socio-economic conditions all influenced the results—showing
that what works in one place may need adjustments elsewhere.
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Using Mid-Level Theory to Assess Transferability and Scalability
What is Mid-Level Theory?

Mid-Level Theory (MLT) bridges the gap between abstract theoretical frameworks and
specific interventions. Unlike high-level theories, which are often too abstract to guide
practice, MLT provides a structured way to assess whether an intervention’s core
mechanisms will work in different settings by identifying causal mechanisms and the
conditions in which they operate.

The figure below shows the trade-off: the more abstract a theory is, the more widely it can
apply—but it may also become too vague to be useful. Thickening a theory means making it
more specific by adding details about the intervention and its context, which helps guide
practical decisions.

Fig.2: How mid is mid-level theory?
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How Mid-Level Theory (MLT) Assesses Scalability?
When determining whether an intervention can be successfully scaled, evaluators must
consider:

- Causal mechanisms — What drives the effectiveness of the intervention?

- Supporters and derailers — Factors that enhance or hinder implementation.

- Safeguards - Intervention design elements to prevent the possible adverse impact of

derailers and to reinforce supporters
- Necessary adaptations — What elements must be modified to fit a new setting?

For example, a policy that increases parental involvement in schools might work well in a
country with a strong culture of community engagement. But in a setting where parents
have lower levels of education or limited experience interacting with schools, the same
policy may need significant adaptation—such as additional support, awareness campaigns,
or changes in communication—to be effective. MLT helps identify these contextual
differences and guides how to adjust the intervention while keeping its core purpose intact.
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Key Considerations for Transferability and Adaptation

When scaling an intervention, it’s important to understand what needs to stay the
same—and what can be adapted to fit the new environment.

- Fidelity of function vs. fidelity of form (see Box 1)
The core purpose or mechanism of the intervention should stay intact, but how it is
delivered may need to change.

- Cultural and institutional barriers
Local norms and governance structures can shape how well an intervention is
received. Understanding these factors is key to successful adaptation.

- Infrastructure and resource availability
An intervention that relies on technology might not work in settings with limited
infrastructure—for example, distributing laptops where electricity is unreliable, or
mobile-based programs where there’s no network coverage.

Example: The Nurse Family Partnership Program

This home-visiting program for young mothers, developed in the U.S., showed strong
positive outcomes for child development. But when it was implemented in the UK, it had no
added effect—Ilargely because the UK’s existing healthcare system already provided similar
support. This case underscores the importance of assessing what services already exist
before introducing or scaling a new intervention.

Case study - Planning for Scale: Raising the Age of Participation in Education in the
United Kingdom

One of the most significant recent education reforms in the United Kingdom was raising the

mandatory age for participation in education or training to 18. The policy aimed to improve

employability, reduce youth unemployment, and boost educational attainment. Scaling such
a major policy required careful and phased implementation.

Key Factors in Scaling the Policy

- Political will and public support
Securing buy-in from parents, students, educators, and other stakeholders was
essential.

- Piloting and planning
The policy was introduced in phases across the country, allowing early lessons to
shape national rollout and implementation strategies.

- Infrastructure readiness
The government expanded vocational training and apprenticeship options to support
students with diverse needs.
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- Support systems for NEET youth
Mechanisms were put in place to identify young people not in education,
employment, or training (NEET), and connect them with support services.

- Addressing equity
Extra care was taken to ensure that marginalized groups would not face additional
barriers in complying with the new requirements.

Lessons from the UK Experience
- System-wide reforms need long-term planning and phased implementation.

- Compulsory policies should be backed by incentives and support to avoid unintended
effects like increased dropout rates.

- Ongoing stakeholder engagement is vital to ensure acceptance and sustainability.

This case shows the importance of not just designing a good policy—but also planning
carefully for how it will scale, taking into account both logistical capacity and political
realities.

Abdul Latif Jameel Poverty Action Lab (J-PAL)’s Generalizability Framework

The Abdul Latif Jameel Poverty Action Lab (J-PAL) offers a practical framework for thinking
about scale. Rather than copying an intervention exactly, J-PAL focuses on whether the core
causal mechanism behind the intervention will still work in a new context. This aligns with
the idea of maintaining fidelity of function—keeping what makes the intervention effective,
even if the form changes.

JPAL framework: A summary of Four Steps to Assess Generalizability:

1. Identify the core causal mechanism
What'’s the key reason the intervention worked?
2. Assess local conditions
Do similar challenges and enabling factors exist in the new setting?
3. Test feasibility and adaptability
Run small pilots to see how well the intervention can be delivered and adapted.
4. Scale with ongoing learning
Monitor results and make adjustments during implementation to ensure
continued effectiveness.
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Example: Conditional Cash Transfers (CCTs)

In Mexico, the Progresa program (later renamed Oportunidades) provided cash transfers to
low-income families on the condition that their children attended school and received
regular healthcare. The core causal mechanism was straightforward: financial incentives
encouraged families to prioritise education and health. When similar programs were
introduced in other countries, their success varied depending on factors like school
availability, the strength of local healthcare systems, and cultural attitudes toward
education—highlighting the importance of adapting interventions to local context.

Applying Abdul Latif Jameel Poverty Action Lab (J-PAL)’s Framework to Other
Policies

J-PAL's focus on causal mechanisms rather than fixed designs has made it easier to adapt
interventions across countries and sectors.

- Education:
The Teaching at the Right Level (TaRL) approach in India grouped students by learning
level instead of age. This core idea was successfully adapted in other countries by
adjusting how the program was delivered—while keeping the mechanism the same.

- Health:
In India, small incentives like lentils were offered to encourage child vaccinations.

- The principle—that small, immediate rewards boost uptake of preventive care—was
later tested and adapted in places like Sierra Leone, showing how the same
mechanism can work across contexts.

Why J-PAL’s Framework Matters?

- It shifts the focus from whether an intervention works to why it works

- It supports adaptation while keeping effectiveness intact

- It builds in continuous learning, making scaling efforts more responsive and
sustainable
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Abdul Latif Jameel Poverty Action Lab (J-PAL) presentation
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Policy, J-PAL Global:
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ility _Fahey.pdf
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