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FOREWORD

The chapters in this book comprise findings from original research, arguments
from theoretical papers, and thoughts on the current and future directions of so-
cial work practice. They were written by colleagues and former students of Pro-
fessor Elsie M. Pinkston to commemorate her retirement from the University of
Chicago School of Social Service Administration (SSA). During her twenty-nine
years at the University of Chicago, Elsie demonstrated in her research and teach-
ing the themes reflected in this book—an evidence-based approach to learning
and discovery, adherence to reliable scientific methods, and the pursuit of so-
cially relevant applications to extend practitioner knowledge within a cogent and
consistent theoretical framework. The range of topics considered in this book
parallels Elsie’s varied interests and spans the developmental spectrum, from par-
ent training to work with the elderly, and touches on a wide array of social issues.

Elsie’s career began at the University of Kansas, where she earned under-
graduate and advanced degrees in human development and child psychology
from the Department of Human Development and Family Life. She was awarded
fellowships from the National Institute of Mental Health and the National Insti-
tute of Child Health and Human Development in support of her research on the
effectiveness of parent training procedures. After earning her doctorate in 1973,
she joined the SSA faculty as cochair of the new Behavior Analysis Sequence and
was instrumental in developing new fieldwork sites in mental health, school, and
gerontology settings. This early focus on setting an innovative direction for train-
ing and service characterizes her career contributions to the field of clinical so-
cial work practice.

Elsie divided her time between teaching at the master’s and doctoral levels
and applied clinical research with families, children, and the elderly. Her contri-
butions to the development of the SSA curriculum in direct practice focused on
expanding the applications of behavioral treatment methods to specialized pop-
ulations and using empirical methods to assess treatment effectiveness. Her re-
search, supported by various federal, state, and private grants and often pursued
in collaboration with doctoral students, resulted in several significant publica-
tions. She is the primary author of two books. The first, Effective Social Work
Practice, demonstrates the integration of behavioral methods with social work
applications. The second, Care of the Elderly: A Family Approach, outlines inno-
vative techniques of working with the elderly. She is also coeditor of Environ-
ment and Behavior, and her collaborative service with the Office of the Inspec-
tor General of the Illinois Department of Children and Family Services resulted
in the development of an ethics manual, Ethical Child Welfare Practice, Volume
1: Clinical Issues, published by the Child Welfare League of America. Elsie’s re-
cent research involves an evaluation of the system variables and the ensuing con-
sequences involved in using “sexual aggression” as a category for treatment of
children who are wards of the state.
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Elsie’s care toward, respect for, and nurturing of her students cannot be di-
rectly conveyed by these chapters, which were developed independently as ex-
amples of scholarship at the invitation of the editors. She has been an informal
mentor for countless doctoral students and a direct supervisor for more than thirty
doctoral dissertations. This volume as a whole stands as a testament to the in-
spiration she has given to those who have gone on to become accomplished so-
cial work professionals.

On April 4, 2003, SSA hosted a public research symposium, “Bridging the
Gap between Research and Practice,” in honor of Elsie’s retirement. Many of the
contributors to this book joined SSA faculty members and other social work pro-
fessionals in a discussion of the implications of the work presented here on cur-
rent and future social work practices. It is our hope that these chapters will ex-
tend Elsie’s vision and inspire continuing debate and progress in the field of
social work.

Ben Friedman
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INTRODUCTION

USING EVIDENCE IN YOUR PRACTICE

Tina L. Rzepnicki and
Harold E. Briggs

This book focuses on the art and science of using evidence to help people
change. It provides a framework for considering the relationship of ethics, evi-
dence, and theory to behavioral social work practice, a discussion of some of the
technical aspects of implementation, and illustrations of evidence-based behav-
ioral practice in a range of settings and with a variety of client problems. As an
anthology, it is not meant to be comprehensive. Instead, the chapters in part 1
raise questions and provoke discussion about ethics, the nature of evidence, and
the role of theory. The chapters in part 2 serve as models for developing practice
to address particular problems and client populations on the basis of empirical
evidence and behavioral theory. The chapters in part 3 raise practical issues in
implementation.

Compiling these chapters has given me cause to remember my time as a
graduate student; I was a little nervous about what I was plunging into but very
excited about having the opportunity to learn about the field and profession of
social work in a challenging academic environment with world-class professors.1

I tried to remember, as best I could (it was a long time ago), what my initial rea-
sons were for wanting a master’s degree in social work. In fact, the memory is
quite vivid because my reason for seeking a professional education continues to
be one of my driving goals today as an educator and a researcher.

Prior to enrolling in graduate school, I worked for several years at the House
of the Good Shepherd, a residential treatment center in Chicago for abused, neg-
lected, and dependent teenage girls. The job came with a lot of responsibility. I
had a caseload of twenty girls. My charge was to help them get along better in
their placement, at school, and with their families. I wanted to do well by them,
but, having majored in sociology as an undergraduate, I had taken on professional
social work duties without the requisite credentials and with very little knowledge
or skills. I was constantly frustrated by not knowing if I was really being helpful
to my clients; even when they said I was, I was doubtful. And although I recog-
nized that the impact of my work was rarely dramatic, I simply did not have the
skills to know if small but important changes were occurring in my clients’ lives.

The House of the Good Shepherd had two consultants, both of whom were

ix
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very dynamic individuals with impressive reputations. One was a psychiatrist
who brought a strong psychoanalytic perspective to the table and wrote pre-
scriptions for the girls. The other was a behavioral psychologist who encouraged
the use of behavioral contracts and the rearrangement of environmental contin-
gencies. I had no basis on which to select the guidance of one over that of the
other. And because their theoretical frameworks were so different, it was nearly
impossible to integrate their advice.

I visited the library and the bookstores searching for material that would teach
me how to do my job more effectively, without really knowing or even ques-
tioning whether the theories and strategies I found were scientifically sound or
not. I believed that the books and articles written by experts would certainly clar-
ify the best ways of proceeding. But, in truth, I really had no way to evaluate the
knowledge contained in those publications.

My frustrations led me to graduate school with an explicit set of goals in
mind: to be exposed to current knowledge relevant to social work; to learn ways
of thinking that would enable me to use this knowledge wisely (effectively) in
professional decision making; and, most important, to learn how to assess the
value of information by evaluating its relevance, integrity, and usefulness. These
goals may be different from yours, but they are primary objectives of professional
education. They represent elements of critical thinking. They are also core ele-
ments of evidence-based practice, and their application will help you become a
competent professional.

PANNING FOR GOLD

Neil Browne and Stuart Keeley, in their book Asking the Right Questions: A Guide
to Critical Thinking (2001), apply two noteworthy metaphors to describe ap-
proaches to learning. The first is a sponge metaphor, which represents the pro-
cess of absorbing as much information as possible, without judging its worth.
This is a rather passive approach based on the assumption that the more infor-
mation you acquire, the more capable you are of understanding its complexities.
A disadvantage is that there is no method for deciding which information and
opinions to believe and which to reject. The sponge approach requires good con-
centration and memory. Although the approach is useful in the initial stages of
knowledge acquisition, eventually one needs a way to sort information. The sec-
ond metaphor they use is “panning for gold.” The panning-for-gold approach to
learning is much more active than the sponge approach. It involves some level
of interaction between the speaker and the listener (or the author and the
reader). It requires ways to figure out what information is gold and what is gravel.
Panning strategies include asking the right questions to identify deficiencies in
the information. As Browne and Keeley state, “The two approaches complement
each other. To pan for intellectual gold, there must be something in your pan to
evaluate. To evaluate arguments, you must possess knowledge” (p. 4).

This book is meant to highlight the importance of knowing how to “pan for
gold,” emphasizing the use of critical thinking skills for evaluating and using
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knowledge for practice. The chapters, written by prominent social work scholars
and practitioners, embrace four principles related to this emphasis:

1. Critical thinking is essential to your development as a social work profes-
sional.

2. Social work practice should be guided by the best available evidence.

3. Social work practitioners have an obligation to monitor client progress.

4. Social work practitioners build their own practice models based on their ex-
perience and the experience of others.

CRITICAL THINKING FOR THE SOCIAL WORK PROFESSIONAL

In chapter 1, Eileen Gambrill states, “Critical thinking involves the careful ap-
praisal of beliefs and actions to arrive at well-reasoned ones that maximize the
likelihood of helping clients and avoiding harm. . . . It requires clarity of expres-
sion, critical appraisal of evidence and reasons, and consideration of well-argued
alternative points of view” (p. 3). Two basic assumptions of critical thinking are
that not all knowledge is equally useful and that even knowledge that has a firm
empirical basis is tentative and subject to revision. If we attempt to engage in
helping on the basis of bad information, our judgments about client needs and
interventions will be wrong and our actions ineffective or, worse, harmful. We
need critical-thinking skills to sort through what is useful knowledge and what
is not. Skepticism, which stands squarely between gullibility at one extreme and
cynicism at the other, is essential to the thinking process.

In the world of social science knowledge, and in social work education in
particular, searching for right answers causes students a great deal of frustration.
When dealing with questions of human behavior, particularly the causes of be-
havior, key variables and relationships among them are so complex that it is dif-
ficult to apply rigorous standards of evidence. In fact, we usually cannot do more
than make intelligent guesses. In most instances our answers will be probabilis-
tic—they will lack the degree of certainty that would provide comfort and in-
crease confidence that we are on the right track in understanding and predicting
behavior or events (Browne & Keeley, 2001).

As you are introduced to various theories, you will be wise to become fa-
miliar with the level of empirical support for each, as well as the limits and the
overall integrity of that support, and to remember the tentativeness of knowledge
generally. This will aid in keeping you vigilant, reduce your temptation to be-
come overly confident, and encourage you to seek out multiple sources of in-
formation, as well as conflicting views, in order to make reasonable choices for
yourself. Eight guiding questions to ask as you invoke critical thinking (adapted
from Browne & Keeley, 2001) are

1. What is the issue or claim being made, in simple and direct language?

2. Are there any ambiguities or a lack of clarity in the claim?
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3. What are the underlying value and theory assumptions?

4. Is there indication of any misleading beliefs or faulty reasoning?

5. How good is the evidence presented?

6. Is any important information missing?

7. Is consideration given to alternative explanations?

8. Are the conclusions reasonable?

Possession of relevant knowledge and skills should reduce some of your un-
certainty about human behavior and how to intervene effectively to reduce prob-
lems in living. You are embarking on an educational experience that includes
classroom instruction meant to increase your understanding of the contributions
of the biological and social sciences to the broad field of social work. You are
also learning to apply this knowledge through the development of professional
skills in your fieldwork. Even though formal theories and supporting research are
not perfect or complete, they do help fill in missing pieces of a picture, so that
you can be more confident in taking particular actions.

Critical thinking is important in another aspect of learning as well. Evidence-
based practice, an approach that is gaining prominence in social work curricula,
depends on critical thinking to identify empirically validated methods for help-
ing clients. Although the term “evidence-based practice” has emerged in social
work only in the past five years or so, its principles continue social work’s long
tradition in social work of using scientific methods in practice. Although objec-
tive criteria for determining whether an approach is empirically validated are
lacking, research-based interventions seem to offer some of the best information
for selecting intervention strategies (Witkin, 1991; Klein & Bloom, 1995, cited in
Reid, 2002). Critical thinking will help you assess the quality of information you
obtain not only from the literature but also from your clients directly. Critical
thinking will help you choose the best information sources to inform your prac-
tice decision making, whether you are problem solving with clients, managing
staff, or designing new programs.

As a professional social worker, use of critical thinking skills will increase the
likelihood that you will stay current with the developing knowledge base and be
able to avoid ineffective or harmful practices. This is precisely why an education
that gives you merely a handy toolbox is not good enough for a professional life-
time of use. Some social work techniques and strategies currently in use will soon
become obsolete because of the rapidly developing scientific foundation of prac-
tice. If a toolbox were all that was required for competent practice, then in-service
training, not professional education, would address your learning needs. Gradu-
ation is not the time to put away good habits of the mind. Indeed, it is a launch-
ing into the very arena in which you will need them most. After you complete your
education, there are likely to be many continuing-education opportunities avail-
able to you. In the workplace, you may be inundated with new information and
feel pressured to conform to agency culture and norms. You may be understand-
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ably reluctant to question too much at the outset, but you can use that time to as-
sess the extent to which thoughtful employees and well-informed practice are 
valued. Seek out resources that support you in your work: the library, colleagues
whose analytic skills can be called on to supplement your own, and professional
organizations that promote well-informed practice. But also seek out professional
literature and colleagues whose perspectives conflict with yours, for they can help
you challenge your customary views and preferred approaches.

To summarize, critical thinking is an essential part of your professional de-
velopment. It requires asking the right questions to determine, for you, the value
of what you see and hear in the classroom and in the field. Obviously, you will
not be able to scrutinize fully every piece of information thrown your way. You
will have to decide which pieces are worth the effort and which will have the
biggest consequences if they are incorrect. In any case, recognize that you will
make errors but that you can learn from them. Identify what you do not know but
need to learn that is relevant to your coursework and field experience. Go after
that knowledge aggressively on your own and look for opportunities to pan for
gold wherever and whenever you can. We hope that this book will give you some
nuggets to ponder.

USING EVIDENCE TO GUIDE SOCIAL WORK PRACTICE

All social workers form a perspective about the clients and systems they serve.
That perspective includes a definition of problems in need of resolution, desir-
able outcomes, and ways to proceed with intervention. The targets of practice
(selected problems and goals) open the door for the practitioner to use theory
that explains them as a guide for intervention planning and as the focus for eval-
uating change. Ideally, the target serves as a thread that binds theories of human
behavior to intervention method and evaluation schemes as if they were joined
as links in a chain. Theory provides the conceptual blueprint of what needs at-
tention, what can be done about it, and how the practitioner will know when the
situation has been resolved.

Practitioners who work in theory-based practices and have techniques that
are not derived from empirical findings or accompanied by scientific methods are
faced with a significant challenge. When practitioners do not document their in-
tervention process using reliable and valid methods of assessment, including
tracking procedures, they do not have a database to inform case decision mak-
ing or to determine outcomes. Knowledge that can be derived from their expe-
rience cannot be easily discerned and then added to a knowledge base for con-
tinued use. It becomes impossible to know which strategies are helpful and which
should be discarded. If practitioners cannot demonstrate that what they do is
beneficial to clients, then they will not be able to replicate their success when
helping other clients.

Evidence-based social work practice has been described in this way: “Plac-
ing the client’s benefits first, evidence-based practitioners adopt a process of 
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lifelong learning that involves continually posing specific questions of direct
practical importance to clients, searching objectively and efficiently for the cur-
rent best evidence relative to each question, and taking appropriate action
guided by evidence” (Gibbs, 2003, p. 6). Taking appropriate action guided by ev-
idence includes ensuring that data on intervention and case progress are sys-
tematically collected and used to make decisions on whether to continue, revise,
or discontinue the problem-solving effort. Important practice principles identi-
fied by Reid (2002) include informing clients “about the evidence supporting
interventions so that they can make informed decisions about the kind of ser-
vices they will choose to receive” and replacing the practitioner’s authority “with
openly shared knowledge about the efficacy of the interventions at the practi-
tioner’s disposal” (p. 12). As can be seen from these conceptualizations, an evi-
dence-based approach integrates three aspects of practice: the client’s prefer-
ences, the practitioner’s individual expertise, and the best external evidence
available (Gibbs, 2003; Sackett, Strauss, Richardson, Rosenberg, & Haynes, 2000).
Their importance is reflected in the National Association of Social Workers’ Code
of Ethics (National Association of Social Workers, 1999). Specific sections of the
code that apply (Gibbs, 2003, p. 16) are

■ “Social workers’ primary responsibility is to promote the well-being of
clients” (section 1.01).

■ “Social workers respect and promote the right of clients to self-
determination and assist clients in their efforts to identify and clarify their
goals [with notable exceptions regarding harm to self and to others]” (sec-
tion 1.02: Self-Determination).

■ “Social workers practice within their areas of competence and develop
and enhance their professional expertise” (section 1.04: Competence).

■ “Social workers should critically examine and keep current with emerg-
ing knowledge relevant to social work and fully use evaluation and re-
search evidence in their professional practice” (section 5.02: Evaluation
and Research).

We acknowledge, however, that at present there are enormous gaps in the
empirical knowledge base and that, for many decisions, practitioners will find it
“insufficient for guiding practice” (Berlin & Marsh, 1993, p. 15; Marsh, chapter 2,
this volume). How, then, can we blend theory and empirical findings to inform
practice? There are many social workers who choose to use methods derived
from science and practitioners who use science as a part of their community or-
ganizing practice (e.g., the works of Friesen and colleagues on family support in
children’s mental health (Friesen, 1993). The chapters in part 2 of this volume
present many applications of applied behavior analysis and other scientifically
derived interventions that highlight the integration of empirical and theoretical
knowledge as a basis for framing practitioner hunches, guesses, and critical per-
spectives. Given the definition of problem targets, the practitioner develops a set
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of hypotheses or hunches that describe what should be done for successful prob-
lem reduction or goal attainment. In the best of worlds, practice hunches are de-
rived from a literature review that includes empirical evidence suggesting best
practices in order to address a particular issue as well as from a firm under-
standing of the limits of current knowledge regarding the efficacy and effective-
ness of possible solutions. You will have to decide for yourself if evidence-based
practice represents a true shift in emphasis or “old wine in new bottles,” as Thyer
suggests (chapter 5, this volume).

Objections

Opposition to evidence-based practice has been raised on several grounds,
many of which have their origins in its application to medical practice but also
have been identified as pertaining to social work. Major objections (italicized) are
briefly described below. You are encouraged to seek out additional discussion of
these points and consider others that may be raised as you read this book and in
your practice.

Evidence-based practice limits professional autonomy. Those raising this
objection are perhaps reluctant to give up their reliance on traditional authority
structures and presumed expertise (e.g., that of a supervisor) in favor of practice
informed by the most current social science knowledge (Reynolds, 2000). This
leads to the next objection.

Evidence-based practice relies on a biased and partial version of science that
depends heavily on randomized experiments as the only legitimate source of ev-
idence (Reynolds, 2000). It is widely believed that evidence-based practice is
only concerned with randomized clinical trials that do not answer clinical ques-
tions and cannot be applied to complex personal, social, and organizational en-
vironments in which both clients and practitioners operate (Geddes, 2000;
Trinder, 2000). If that were the case, then there would be very little acceptable
evidence for use in social work practice. But that perspective does not allow for
the rich body of research that makes use of a variety of designs (including qual-
itative methods) and methodological compromises. It does not recognize the
value of single-case methods as most appropriate in developing new interven-
tions and programs. Furthermore, it does not recognize that other, less rigorous
research can contribute important insights into practice that are superior to ap-
proaches that do not make use of any empirical evidence. Fortune and Reid
(1999) refer to this as relying on the “best available knowledge” and Klein and
Bloom (1995), the “best available information” (Kirk & Reid, 2002, p. 199).

Evidence-based practice is nothing new; it merely represents what good prac-
titioners do anyway (Geddes, 2000). That is, for years social work education has
taught practitioners to draw on the professional knowledge base to inform their
practice, and, presumably, good practitioners do so. Yet, routine use of social sci-
ence knowledge does not seem to happen. Why?

Obstacles that Reynolds (2000) mentions include the difficulties that a
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practitioner is likely to experience when attempting to identify clinical research
questions that are relevant to the client’s situation and can inform professional
decisions. Although social work education teaches the four domains of inquiry—
the cause of the problem, diagnosis/assessment procedures, intervention op-
tions, and appropriate outcomes against which specific actions can be tested—
practitioners may not be skilled at articulating their specific information needs at
a particular decision point. Even if an appropriate question is identified, finding
the evidence related to the specific question may be problematic. There are far
too many sources of useful information (professional journals, books, and re-
search reports) for the average practitioner to search effectively, especially within
strict time constraints. Fortunately, guidelines have been developed to help pro-
fessionals conduct thorough and efficient computer searches and to assist them
in evaluating the quality of the evidence they find (e.g., Gibbs, 2003).

THE OBLIGATION TO MONITOR CLIENT PROGRESS

The main reasons for tracking client progress are to inform case decision mak-
ing, to demonstrate to stakeholders (e.g., the client and his or her significant oth-
ers, other authorities in the client’s life, the practitioner, supervisors, agency fund-
ing sources) the results of problem-solving efforts, and to build knowledge for
practice. Strategies to monitor client progress exist on a continuum of informal
to formal and rigorous case evaluation. Most practitioners track changes at least
informally. Systematic measurements to track progress and guide decision mak-
ing can help you be a more effective helper by providing less biased indications
of progress and feedback to help you know when you need to change your ap-
proach and by allowing clients to attribute changes in the problem situation to
their own efforts. In addition, the collection of evaluative data from multiple
sources potentially provides corroboration, which increases confidence in the re-
sults obtained. The practitioner who relies primarily on instincts and subjective
judgments is like the lost sea captain in a large vessel, sailing alone in the fog
without the proper support of navigation equipment, visual aids, or time to steer
the ship free of dangerous waters.

As with any profession, social work’s credibility relies on the ability to mon-
itor and regulate the activities of its members. Practitioners have an overarching
ethical responsibility to their clients to provide the most effective assessment,
treatment, and referral, and this requires an ongoing critical examination of prac-
tice. Consistent with the National Association of Social Workers’ Code of Ethics
(National Association of Social Workers, 1999), “Social workers should monitor
and evaluate policies, the implementation of programs, and practice interven-
tions” (section 5.02).

Why, then, do practitioners resist careful examination of their practices? Of-
ten, social workers have little or no professional incentive to examine their prac-
tices, and they view requests to do so as intrusive. Reasons for lack of motivation
are likely due to collegial mistrust, logistical realities, and philosophical differ-
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ences (Galassi & Gersh, 1993; Levy, 1996; Wong, 1996). Use of data requires that
practitioners take the time to track patterns of change, make decisions based on
the data, and continue to monitor client reactions to intervention. Documenta-
tion of these activities increases vulnerability to third-party scrutiny by supervi-
sors, funders, and collateral resources. Additional scrutiny may threaten the prac-
titioner’s sense of autonomy.

Participating in knowledge development exposes practitioners and their
practices to the scrutiny of their colleagues and clients. To be fair, this may be a
scary proposition, but, in fact, it is exactly what social workers ask of their clients.
Practitioners develop and nurture trusting relationships with their clients as a
matter of course, for without this trust, very little can be accomplished. Practi-
tioners foster this trust by responding to their clients with courtesy, respect, and
reassurance; this same kind of trusting relationship needs to be developed be-
tween the practitioner and his or her professional colleagues. Through the es-
tablishment of supportive work environments, individual practitioners can be en-
couraged to participate in knowledge development and to expect considered,
respectful responses from their colleagues. Mistakes and missteps in practice are
viewed as indications of exploration and developing knowledge; if there are no
mistakes, no misunderstandings, then there is probably no significant learning
going on. Practitioners must learn to value themselves as worthwhile participants
in the development of their profession; what they know, what they do, and how
they do it constitute the very substance of social work.

Lack of funding and understaffing continually strain scarce resources and
create logistical concerns. Chief among these concerns is a lack of adequate time
to accomplish necessary tasks. How is a practitioner to fit more work into an al-
ready overtaxed schedule? This is a legitimate concern because, with few excep-
tions, social service providers operate under tight time constraints, and it is dif-
ficult for them to imagine adding more tasks. Practitioners may need to rethink
how they use their time in practice in order to avoid acting impulsively and with
too much subjectivity.

Finally, some practitioners may have philosophical objections to systematic
tracking of case progress. They may fear that collecting data eventually leads to
forming theories, theories that then contribute principles to more definitive prac-
tice models. Some practitioners fear that theory leads to a one-size-fits-all practice
approach that carries little meaning at the individual level. Polarizing theory-based
and theory-free practice and casting them as adversaries completely dismisses a
more useful and more realistic relationship that exists between the two; namely,
theory and practice inform and modify each other. The relationship between the
two is not linear, not cause and effect, but rather recursive and mutually interac-
tive. Case evaluation is not simply an important component to this recursive ac-
tivity; it is essential. Marsh significantly extends this discussion in chapter 2, which
focuses on the utility and benefits of theory-based practice and research.

As practitioners employ theoretically based practices, the practices become
tempered and modified by experience and intuition. This trial and error is not
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without merit—experience and intuition are powerful sources of knowledge; nev-
ertheless, practitioners are often confused when sometimes an approach works,
yet other times it does not. The crucial point to note here is that often there is no
way to know or to understand why this happens. To be sure, much data exist in
client files, agency reports, and client information databases, but these data are
rarely compiled and analyzed in any comprehensive manner beyond providing
statistics for funding sources. In recent years there has been an increased push for
agencies to focus on outcomes as a basis for management decisions, but rarely
have client outcomes been used to guide supervision or alter practice at the level
of direct line staff. This may be because the data collected are not necessarily the
data that would best inform intervention activities. The outcomes selected may
not be particularly relevant at the individual case level. For example, data col-
lected on out-of-home placement of a child may provide evidence of program fail-
ure at an administrative level, if the goal of the program is to keep children safe
in their own homes. However, it may not represent a failure for a particular fam-
ily whose child could be protected only through placement in foster care. Data,
systematically collected on key dimensions of a case and its interventions, con-
stitute a potentially rich source of information for program evaluation and for ul-
timately providing the best services available to individual families.

In general, evaluation efforts focus on phenomena that are observable and
thus can be recorded. However, there are phenomena that, although they are not
observable, can nonetheless be recorded, compiled, categorized, analyzed, eval-
uated, and used as a basis for case decision making and program evaluation (e.g.,
practitioners’ and clients’ beliefs, attitudes, expectations, and intuitions). Social
work practitioners and their clients represent rich sources of data for both client
and program evaluation. The information they posses must be collected system-
atically in order for it to be useful for individual case or program monitoring and
development. These data can also become the grist for the mills of theory as
helping knowledge.

BUILDING PRACTICE MODELS BASED ON EXPERIENCE AND
WHAT CAN BE LEARNED FROM OTHERS

Now we have come full circle. From our experiences in applying critical think-
ing to theory and empirical evidence, in monitoring and evaluating client pro-
gress to get a sense of what, in our own experience, works best for whom, we
build knowledge for practice—for ourselves and potentially for others. The Na-
tional Association of Social Workers’ Code of Ethics (National Association of So-
cial Workers, 1999) puts forth the following principle: “Social workers should
contribute to the knowledge base of social work and share with colleagues their
knowledge related to practice, research, and ethics. Social workers should seek
to contribute to the profession’s literature and to share their knowledge at pro-
fessional meetings and conferences” (section 5.01).

The purpose of this particular standard is, at the very least, to encourage the
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social work practitioner to systematically build a personal repertoire of skills—a
personal model of practice (Mullen, 1994). However, without an exchange of
these ideas, strategies, and approaches, social work practice risks becoming stag-
nant, ineffectual, and even dangerous.

Drawing on the work of Rothman and Thomas (1994) and Mullen (1994),
one can say that the process of building intervention knowledge involves con-
verting research findings into social interventions for particular clients or target
populations. Practitioners can design interventions, develop practice guidelines,
and test and refine those guidelines over time in their own practice. Building
knowledge for personal use does not require the use of sophisticated research
design. In fact, focusing on a single case can provide rich information that is use-
ful for tailoring intervention strategies to clients’ needs in a way that group de-
signs do not permit. Several social work scholars have emphasized the utility of
pilot testing using single cases or groups as a means of determining whether an
intervention is on the right track with respect to the initial stages of building help-
ing knowledge (e.g., Fawcett, Suarez-Balcazar, Balcazar, White, Paine, Blanchard,
& Embree, 1994; Kirk & Reid, 2002; Rothman & Tumblin, 1994; Thomas, 1984).
Questions to be answered at this early stage of development include, Can the in-
tervention be successfully implemented and, if so, can it achieve desired out-
comes? In chapter 9, Shibano provides an illustration of the design and develop-
ment paradigm applied to a parent-training program in Japan.

Intervention knowledge is also reflected in practice wisdom learned over re-
peated trials. It can be found in the body of evidence gathered from permanent
products, such as information routinely recorded in agency files. It includes data
that points to the client’s responses to treatment, lessons learned from practice,
and unintended consequences observed during intervention, as well as specific
design, development, and testing of particular intervention strategies. Thus, in-
tervention knowledge is that class of information that represents what we cur-
rently know about how to help. It is the codification, classification, and func-
tional analysis of human systems and their responses to social work intervention.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

This introduction highlighted the importance of knowing how to “pan for gold,”
emphasizing the use of critical-thinking skills for evaluating and using knowl-
edge for practice. We addressed four principles related to this emphasis:

1. Critical thinking is essential to your development as a social work profes-
sional.

2. Social work practice should be guided by the best available evidence.

3. Social work practitioners have an obligation to monitor client progress.

4. Social work practitioners build their own practice models based on their ex-
perience and the experience of others.
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Although these principles form a foundation for the rest of the book, it is im-
portant to recognize that there are important benefits, as well as challenges, to
using evidence in social work practice.

Benefits

Evidence-based practice helps you link what your client wants (regardless
of whether your client is an individual, a family, an organization, or a commu-
nity) with your professional expertise and the best evidence available to inform
your work together. It has the potential to enhance your credibility, the thera-
peutic alliance, and client outcomes (Sackett et al., 2000).

Evidence-based practice is consistent with professional standards of practice
as expressed in the National Association of Social Workers’ Code of Ethics (Na-
tional Association of Social Workers, 1997). In chapter 1, Gambrill discusses the
ways in which evidence-based practice assists the practitioner in meeting these
ethical responsibilities. Thyer (chapter 5) offers suggestions for expanding the
Code of Ethics to more directly support evidence-based practice.

Searching for the best available evidence to inform your practice will provide
direct exposure to critical thinking and knowledge use. It will shape a critical ap-
proach to the investigative process that combines problem analysis, problem solv-
ing, and scientific methods. It enables you to generate informed theoretical as-
sumptions and sound operational hypotheses that can guide practice and research
alike (Marsh, chapter 2, this volume).

Compared to time-consuming manual searches, electronic searches may ac-
tually reduce the amount of time it takes to locate good and useful information
without sacrificing quality. In fact, new strategies for more efficient searching may
also enhance the quality of the information found (Gibbs, 1991; for electronic
search guidelines, see Gibbs, 2003).

Application of critical thinking and research tools enables you to track inter-
vention effectiveness. When you do this, you directly experience well-grounded
lessons on the synergy and important links between research and practice and 
a set of tools for you to use routinely in practice. The tools range from simple
tracking mechanisms to more rigorous evaluation methods of single-subject or
program-evaluation designs. Practitioners can pick and choose those that are most
suitable to their clients and the service environment. In chapter 19, Briggs, Feyer-
ham, and Gingerich discuss the application of single-subject designs in practice.

Use of evidence in practice is a knowledge development process. The best
available evidence (including external social science knowledge and professional
expertise), as well as client interests and the problem situation, informs selection
of particular intervention strategies. Practitioners track intervention strategies
and measure relevant outcomes to provide evidence of their effectiveness, rather
than relying on claims alone. Use of evidence in these different ways enhances
the quality of work by ensuring that data continuously inform practice decisions,
which enables the practitioner to revise and refine interventions and maximize
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the likelihood of obtaining desired outcomes. This knowledge also contributes
to the development of the social worker’s personal repertoire of skills and tech-
niques that can be called on in the future and in similar situations.

Finally, using evidence in your practice replaces notions of practice intuition
as the primary means for judging outcomes and implementation processes. This
is simultaneously a benefit and a challenge.

Challenges

By understanding the barriers to evidence-based practice (see earlier dis-
cussion), we can identify some of the challenges social work faces in achieving
its widespread adoption. Many chapters in parts 1 and 3 of this volume address
these issues in detail. Additional challenges are identified below.

First, social science knowledge must be more readily available and acces-
sible to practitioners. Better dissemination and communication of research find-
ings to practitioners remains a major hurdle, as do organizational barriers.

Motivation to engage in evidence-based practice can be increased through
leadership and example, which requires support at supervisory and higher ad-
ministrative levels. McCracken and Corrigan address this issue in depth in their
chapter on staff development in mental health (chapter 14). Let it be said here
that practitioners must have sufficient time to engage in the activities required by
this approach. Additional resources may be necessary to revise data-collection
strategies and documentation forms to better fit with practice needs. Administra-
tive databases may need to be revamped and made more accessible to practi-
tioners to provide information useful for case decision making. Enhanced sup-
port may also require resources for additional staff and training.

The development of staff competencies related to evidence-based practice
will likely be necessary. In-service training should focus on skills for identifying
relevant clinical questions to guide the search for useful evidence, for appraising
different research methods and the quality of evidence, and for evaluating one’s
practice. Some of these competencies are discussed by Green and Washington
(chapter 11), McCracken and Corrigan (chapter 14), Rzepnicki (chapter 16), and
Briggs et al. (chapter 19). Practitioners would also greatly benefit from the de-
velopment of computer search skills that can help them quickly access useful in-
formation without time-consuming library visits and inefficient, hit or miss man-
ual search strategies.

Teachers of social work practice will need to work with field instructors to
gain a better understanding of constraints and figure out ways to adapt empiri-
cally supported strategies to the realities of practice. At the same time, as advo-
cates for evidence-based practice methods, they can contribute to the retooling
of field instructors to better serve students. This can only happen, of course, if
participants are willing to learn from one another in a negotiated process with
compromises and adaptation by each along the way. An approach to the accom-
plishment of a successful partnership is through linking schools of social work
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and the administrators and field staff of social service agencies for joint curricu-
lum planning and implementation in both the classroom and field. Such efforts
may discourage continued reliance on practice intuition as the popular barome-
ter of practice effectiveness (Gerdes, Edmonds, Haslam, & McCartney, 1996).

Overcoming the structural, skill, and attitudinal challenges to implement ev-
idence-based practice requires the establishment of a culture in which the values
and practices discussed here are embraced. Other steps may also be necessary.
With that in mind, we hope this book stimulates your thinking about the poten-
tial of evidence-based practice to improve the quality of social work interven-
tions and to produce better outcomes for clients.
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