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Establishing a 
Fidelity Threshold

Introduction
A fidelity threshold score is important for 
understanding whether practitioners are implementing 
practices sufficiently to achieve intended child and 
family outcomes. A threshold score is a predetermined 
level on a fidelity tool that distinguishes between 
practitioners not demonstrating and those 
demonstrating adequate practice implementation. 
This enables you to identify practitioners who may 
need more support and practice to reach fidelity and 
those whose support could be reduced. Using a fidelity 
tool repeatedly can also identify practitioners whose 
practice implementation has drifted from acceptable to 
unacceptable levels over time. 

Some practices have associated fidelity tools with 
thresholds that the developer established while 
conducting research to form the evidence base for 
the practice. Unfortunately, many evidence-based 
practices do not have such a research-based fidelity 
threshold score. If you are using a tool that does 
have an associated fidelity threshold score, use that 
threshold; if you are using an existing fidelity tool 
without a threshold score, work with the tool developer 
to determine an appropriate threshold score.

This tip sheet offers considerations for selecting a 
fidelity threshold when one has not been provided. 
Use the resources listed or consult with evaluation or 
research experts for additional guidance.

Where to Start?
Before you begin:

• Start with a high-quality fidelity tool. A fidelity 
threshold score will be useful only if the associated 
tool provides accurate and reliable information on 
practice implementation.

• Assemble a team of experts. When there is no 
established fidelity threshold, deciding where to set 
the threshold requires professional judgment. The best 
decision-makers have deep knowledge of the intended 
implementation of the practice and how the practice 
contributes to intended outcomes. They can be practice 
developers and other content experts or practice 
experts from your organization who understand the 
practice and have experience supporting practitioners 
in their implementation. For example, state or local 
program directors, training providers, coaches, and 
experienced practitioners can provide valuable input 
on selecting a meaningful threshold score.

Guiding Questions
There are many approaches to establishing threshold 
scores. Answering the following questions will help you 
select the best approach for your state or organization:

• How many fidelity levels do you need? A common 
approach is to use a single threshold to indicate two 
results: The practitioner reached the fidelity threshold 
or did not reach it. Another option is to set multiple 
threshold levels, such as “does not meet fidelity,” 
“meets fidelity,” and “expert,” to identify practitioners 
needing more support and those who might serve as 
coaches or mentors. This decision depends on your 
goals for the fidelity assessment and how you plan to 
use the results.
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• Are some practice components more important 
than others? If so, consider giving more weight 
in the scoring to items related to the more 
important practice components. Or if your expert 
team believes that certain practice components 
are essential to producing the desired outcomes, 
designate particular items or sections of the tool 
as “must pass” in order for practitioners to reach 
fidelity. These approaches account for differences in 
the importance of various program components for 
achieving targeted outcomes, but they require more 
complex calculations.

• How will you address variation in a practitioner’s 
scores across items on the fidelity tool? It may not 
be reasonable to expect a competent practitioner 
to score in an acceptable range on every item. A 
typical approach is to use a threshold score that 
represents an average acceptable score across all 
items. This means that a practitioner can receive a 
high score on some items and a low score on others, 
but the scores overall indicate acceptable fidelity 
of implementation. If your team believes that a low 
score on particular items would not be acceptable, 
consider the greater weighting or “must pass” 
options above.

• Does your fidelity tool have subsections with 
multiple items for different practice components or 
domains? If so, you may want to identify threshold 
scores for each component or domain. This will help 
you determine if practitioners are reaching fidelity 
on all or only some practice components. 

A Process for Identifying a 
Threshold Score
Once your team has preliminary answers to the guiding 
questions above, use a continuous improvement 
process to develop, refine, and finalize a fidelity 
threshold score (or scores).

• Identify an initial fidelity threshold score. Have your 
experts review the items on the fidelity tool and 
envision how a practitioner with the minimum level 
of acceptable practice implementation would score. 
With this hypothetical practitioner and your answers 
to the guiding questions in mind, have the experts 
identify a minimally acceptable total score (e.g., 78 
out of 100).

• Make adjustments. Review the initial threshold 
score. Set the threshold high enough that the 
acceptable level of fidelity is likely to have a 
meaningful impact on outcomes but low enough 
that all competent practitioners (not just the most 
expert) can achieve fidelity. 

• Conduct a pilot test. Have experts use the 
fidelity tool and the proposed threshold to score 
implementation of several practitioners. Then 
determine if the fidelity scores match the experts’ 
professional opinion about whether practitioners 
are implementing the practice in a way that will 
produce intended outcomes. Revise, retest, and 
reflect until the experts agree the threshold can 
distinguish between sufficient and insufficient levels 
of implementation.
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Resources
• Establish Fidelity Thresholds and Set Scores 

for “Adequate Fidelity” in the Evaluating Special 
Education Programs: Resource Toolkit. (Center 
to Improve Project Performance [CIPP], 2016)  
https://osepideasthatwork.org/sites/default/files/
Evaluating%20Special%20Education%20Programs%20
Resource%20Toolkit_Section%20508_12.pdf

• Fidelity Assessment-Measure Development section of 
the Guide to Developing, Implementing, and Assessing 
an Innovation, Volume 3 (Installation  Permanency 
Innovations Initiative Training and Technical 
Assistance Project [PII-TTAP], (2016)  https://www.
acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/documents/cb/guide_
vol3_installation.pdf

The process of setting a fidelity threshold score is 
called “standard setting” in the assessment field. Two 
resources are:

• How to Set a Cut Score. (Nora Vandi, 2015).  http://
www.fisdap.net/blog/how_set_cut_score

• A Primer on Setting Cut Scores on Tests of 
Educational Achievement (Michael Zieky & Marianne 
Perie, 2006). https://www.ets.org/Media/Research/
pdf/Cut_Scores_Primer.pdf
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