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Social workers use of knowledge in an evidence-based framework:
a mixed methods study

Sosialarbeideres Kunnskapsanvendelse i et Evidensbasert
Rammeverk: En Mixed-Methods studie
Joakim Finne a, Tor-Johan Ekelandb and Ira Malmberg-Heimonen a

aDepartment of Social Work, Child Welfare and Social Policy, Oslo Metropolitan University, Oslo, Norway;
bDepartment of Social Sciences and History, Volda University College, Volda, Norway

ABSTRACT
Since the 1990s, evidence-based practice has become part of social work,
grounded in the notion that social work should be a research-based
profession. However, recent studies show that social workers struggle
with bridging research and practice. This study analysed Norwegian social
workers’ use of knowledge in their daily practice, drawing on data from a
survey consisting of 2060 social workers in different practice fields as well
as qualitative interviews with 25 social workers from social services and
child welfare services. Analyses of the quantitative data revealed that
clients, work experience, and colleagues were the three most common
sources of knowledge among the social workers. The use of knowledge
could be divided into two subgroups: (a) theory-oriented and (b)
practice-oriented. The qualitative interviews revealed that social workers
valued work experience, colleagues, supervisors, and clients as their main
sources of knowledge. Lack of time was identified as the main barrier for
engaging in research. The findings in this study are contextualised with
theories on knowledge production and translation in social work, arguing
that field instructors, supervisors, and social work education play an
essential role both in facilitating evidence-based practice and, more
broadly, in bridging the gap between research and practice.

SAMMENDRAG
Siden 1990-tallet har evidensbasert praksis blitt en del av sosialt arbeid,
forankret i en idé om at sosialt arbeid skal være en forskningsbasert
profesjon. Studier viser imidlertid til at det har vært utfordrende å
overføre forskningsresultater til praksis. Denne studien analyserer norske
sosialarbeidere sin bruk av kunnskap i deres daglige praksis, med
utgangspunkt i data fra en undersøkelse bestående av 2060
sosialarbeidere fra forskjellige praksisfelt, og kvalitative intervjuer med 30
sosialarbeidere og ledere fra NAV og barnevernet. Resultater fra de
kvantitative dataene viste at klienter, arbeidserfaring og kolleger var de
tre vanligste kunnskapskildene blant sosialarbeiderne. Deres bruk av
kunnskap i praksis kunne deles inn i to undergrupper: (a) teoriorientert
og (b) praksisorientert. De kvalitative intervjuene viste at sosialarbeidere
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verdsatte arbeidserfaring, kolleger, veiledere og klienter som deres viktigste
kunnskapskilder i praksis. Mangel på tid ble identifisert som den viktigste
barrieren for å anvende forskning i praksis. Funnene i denne studien er
kontekstualisert med teorier om kunnskapsproduksjon i sosialt arbeid, og
argumenterer for at praksisveiledere, og utdanning spiller en viktig rolle
både i å tilrettelegge for evidensbasert praksis, og for å bygge bro
mellom forskning og praksis

Introduction

Social work is a multi-disciplinary profession utilising knowledge from different disciplines and pro-
fessions, with a vast and widespread research and practice across fields and sectors. The International
Federation of Social Workers (2014) has defined social work as a ‘practice-based profession and an
academic discipline that promotes social change and development, social cohesion, and the empow-
erment and liberation of people. Principles of social justice, human rights, collective responsibility and
respect for diversities are central to social work. Underpinned by theories of social work, social
sciences, humanities and indigenous knowledges, social work engages people and structures to
address life challenges and enhance wellbeing’.

As a discipline, social work has struggled to articulate its theoretical knowledge base, and conse-
quently social workers have struggled to articulate what their knowledge is in practice. This uncer-
tainty has contributed to vigorous debates about the translation of research and knowledge to
social work practices (Skedsmo & Geirdal, 2011; Taylor & White, 2006; Trevithick, 2008). For the past
two decades, evidence-based practice (EBP) has arguably been the focal point in these debates.
EBP is considered a framework for practicing social work with an increased focus on effective and
research-based interventions, in accordance with teaching practitioners and students to critically
utilise and appraise the best available scientific evidence (Howard et al., 2003). Although there are
various definitions of EBP, the most cited is ‘the integration of best research evidence with clinical
expertise and patient values’ (Sackett et al., 2000, p. 1). The EBP is described with five steps: (1)
convert one’s need for information into an answerable question; (2) track down the best clinical evi-
dence to answer that question; (3) critically appraise that evidence in terms of its validity, clinical sig-
nificance, and usefulness; (4) integrate this critical appraisal of research evidence with one’s clinical
expertise and the patient’s values and circumstances; (5) evaluate one’s effectiveness and efficiency
in undertaking the four previous steps, and strive for self-improvement (Thyer, 2006, p. 168). EBP
has, however, been subject to critique over the past decade; for example, the concept has been
said to devalue clinical expertise as well as client values and preferences (Straus & McAlister, 2000).

Previous research on evidence-based practice and knowledge utilisation

Research on frontline practitioners’ attitudes and utilisation towards EBP suggests that one of the
major issues with EBP is the confusion that surrounds it. This confusion is due to a lack of clarity
about the concept, especially in terms of how it should be understood in relation to social work prac-
tice (Avby et al., 2014; Bergmark & Lundström, 2011; Björk, 2016; Grady et al., 2018; James et al., 2019;
Knight, 2015; Scurlock-Evans & Upton, 2015; van der Zwet et al., 2019). One explanation for the con-
fusion might be the unclear distinction between empirically supported treatments and EBP. EBP is a
model that includes the client’s preferences, the social worker’s expertise, ethical considerations, and
the availability of resources, while empirically supported treatments are interventions that exhibit
positive results when applied to the client (Thyer & Pignotti, 2011).

Studies show that education, workshops, and training courses facilitate the use of EBP (Aarons
et al., 2006; Edmond et al., 2006; Ekeland et al., 2019; Gromoske & Berger, 2017; Parrish & Oxhandler,
2015; Parrish & Rubin, 2011; Scurlock-Evans & Upton, 2015). Social work field instructors and super-
visors have been shown to play an important role (Edmond et al., 2006; Parrish & Oxhandler, 2015;
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Tennille et al., 2016; Wiechelt & Ting, 2012). In a survey carried out by Parrish and Rubin (2011) of 688
social workers of which 107 were field instructors, they found that the field workers were generally
positive, showed high levels of familiarity, low levels of perceived feasibility and engagement in EBP.
However, there was little difference between field instructors and non-field instructor’s orientation
toward EBP.

There are several studies on EBP in social work, most of them focussing on practitioners’ attitudes to
and knowledge about the concept. Fewer studies have covered social workers’ use of knowledge in
practice, but those that do indicate that social workers generally value work experience, colleagues,
and legal sources when making decisions in practice (Avby et al., 2017; Cha et al., 2006; McDermott
et al., 2017; Osmond & O’Connor, 2006). Iversen and Heggen (2016) surveyed 390 Norwegian social
workers in child welfare services regarding their use of knowledge in practice. The results revealed
that the social workers most frequently relied on colleagues, supervisors, and personal experience
as sources of knowledge; research material, studies, books, and external sources were least frequently
used. In order to understand knowledge translation within social work, there is a need to comprehend
how social workers utilise knowledge when making informed decisions in practice. We therefore con-
ducted a mixed-methods study including interviews with 30 social workers in social welfare and child
welfare services along with survey data from 2060 social workers across different practice fields. This
study has two aims: to better understand what sources of knowledge social workers use in their daily
practice, and to illustrate how social workers’ use of knowledge fits an evidence-based framework.

Evidence-based practice and knowledge production in social work

In recent decades, EBP has been a central concept in the knowledge production and utilisation
debate within social work. Gambrill (2016) argues that although the importance of EBP is widely
debated, social work is not grounded on empirical evidence; rather, the practices and policies
implemented are based on views opposite to the long-term goals of social work, such as the goal
of anti-oppressive social work practices. Accordingly, Gambrill and Parrish (2015) emphasise that
there is a gap between what research suggests is effective and the policies and practices that are
actually used. In order to secure the well-being of service users, Gambrill and Parrish (2015) advocate
the need to minimise the gap between available research findings and social work practices.

Another concept related to EBP is critical appraisal, which involves professionals systematically
raising questions regarding the needs of service users, finding the best evidence to respond to
the questions, analysing the evidence, and using it in their decision-making (Sackett et al., 2000).
A systematic literature review of knowledge utilisation models (Heinsch et al., 2016) revealed that
one shortcoming of the EBP concept is that it views research and practice as separate domains.
Seen from this perspective, the core of the problem is that social workers do not use research evi-
dence when making professional decisions, and so the critical appraisal perspective of EBP is not
achieved. Within this perspective, the professionals themselves are the key actors in making evi-
dence-based decisions. Scholars also argue that the concept of EBP is too narrow for understanding
the knowledge base in social work, and that the EBP process is unrealistic in social work practice
because of limited information processing capacity, shortcuts in decision-making, and a lack of motiv-
ation from the social workers. Another criticism is the lack of randomised controlled trials (RCTs) and
meta analyses of RCTs to implement ‘the best available evidence’ in social work, not to mention the
difficulty that professionals might face when applying the research in practice (Mullen & Streiner,
2004; Okpych & Yu, 2014).

Among the scholars who argue for a broader knowledge base in social work is Serbati (2020), who
advocates for going beyond the understanding of ‘what works’, to examine how knowledge influ-
ences the practitioner and in what contexts these processes occur. The first form of knowledge is
external evidence, which is considered technical and instrumental, in that it focuses on ‘what
works’. For example, RCTs are often considered to be the gold standard for evaluating interventions
and promoting what many scholars consider to be ‘the best available evidence’. The second
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component of knowledge is internal evidence, which describes what governs the practitioner’s
internal actions and decision-making. Serbati (2020) argues that although the aim of external evi-
dence, finding ‘what works’ is common when evaluating theoretical science, in social work it is the
practitioner who guides the actions. This creates a need to understand what conditions can
enhance the practitioner’s decision-making, in order to change their actions. Agreement between
external and internal evidence requires reasoning and dialogue, which occur in the third knowledge
component, communicative evidence. Here, the external and internal evidence are intertwined
through dialogues where one discusses the use of evidence in practice. For instance, the social
worker and the client can work together to challenge practical theories and together establish suit-
able strategies to tackle the client’s needs.

Data and methods

Data collection procedure

This study was based on a survey carried out by Ekeland et al. (2019) in 2014–2015 along with 30
qualitative in-depth interviews with social workers in social and child welfare services carried out
in 2019. The research was conducted in accordance with national norms of research ethics. In this
study, child welfare workers and social workers were defined as social workers.1 The survey data
covered 2060 social workers from four different counties in Norway. The social workers were regis-
tered members of the Norwegian Union of Social Educators and Social Workers, which includes
70–80% of all social workers in Norway. Ekeland et al. (2019) contacted 5668 social workers
through Questback and received a response from 2060 of the informants, comprising 36.3% of the
initial sample. Responses were transmitted via encrypted email. The sample in this study consisted
of 83% women and 17% men (Table 1). Almost half of the participants (51.5%) had further education
beyond their bachelor’s degree in social work, and 8.9% of the participants had a master’s degree.
The participants worked in a variety of different fields, but the largest group (23.5%) worked in
child welfare services and the second largest (14.6%) in social services.

The qualitative data comprised 30 semi-structured interviews with social workers in social and child
welfare services, collected in 16 child welfare and social service offices located in five Norwegian

Table 1. Sample characteristics (N=2060).

Frequency Percentage

Gender
Female 1688 81.9
Male 346 16.8

Education
No continuing education 1354 48.5
Continuing education 1054 51.5
Master’s degree 183 8.9
PhD 3 0.1

Area of practice
Social services 220 10.7
Mental health care 290 14.6
Drug counselling 142 6.9
Child welfare 484 23.5
Family counselling 23 1.1
Correctional service 15 0.7
Refugees and asylum seekers 40 1.9
Rehabilitation/habilitation 247 12.0
Geriatric social work 26 1.3
Educational psychology 12 0.6
Environmental therapist in school 100 4.9
Education/research 82 4.0
Other 299 14.5
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counties. The social workers were selected with the aim of achieving variation in education, field of
practice, gender, and geographic location. The counties were also selected based on themanagement
and the social workers willingness to participate in the study, and travel distance from the researchers.

The first author sent an invitation letter and a description of the study to relevant social welfare
and child welfare offices and private child welfare organisations in Norway. The requirement to par-
ticipate in the study was that the social worker had to work in the field of child welfare or social
welfare, or as an environmental therapist in child welfare institutions. The study was approved by
the Norwegian Centre for Research Data (ref: 839506). Prior to their participation, the social
workers received written information about the project and gave their written consent to participate
and to be audiotaped. The first author transcribed 22 of the interviews using HyperTRANSCRIBE, and a
research assistant transcribed the remaining eight. The transcribed interviews were kept anonymous,
and the audio files were encrypted and stored on a secure server. The sample consisted of 25 social
workers, 11 of whom worked in social services and 14 of whom worked in child welfare services
(Table 2). The majority of the sample were female, and most of them were educated as social
workers. Four of the informants were not educated social workers, yet worked within social services
or child welfare services. One reason for this might be that these positions had not previously
required higher education as a social worker.

Quantitative and qualitative data

This study use a mixed-methods approach, that combines qualitative interviews with quantitative
survey data in order to strengthen and expand the study’s validity and conclusions, and to
achieve a greater integration of the data which allows for a more confident conclusion (O’Cathain
et al., 2007; Schoonenboom & Johnson, 2017). We believe that the mixed-methods approach
creates a broader understanding of how social workers use knowledge in practice by elaborating
on quantitative and qualitative results, allowing a greater generalisation of the findings. The research
questions of the qualitative and quantitative data are congruent, both exploring social workers per-
ception of EBP and their use of knowledge in practice.

Measures
The quantitative data were drawn from a survey of 2060 social workers, all of whom were registered
members of the Norwegian Union of Social Educators and Social Workers. The survey was developed
to increase knowledge of Norwegian social workers’ attitudes and opinions about different aspects
within the social work field, and included 70 questions regarding the social workers’ theoretical
approaches within social sciences, attitudes towards EBP, knowledge utilisation, work conflicts, leader-
ship, supervision, and demographic information. Ten items were used to assess the social workers’
sources of knowledge (Table 3), using the question ‘How important are the different sources of

Table 2. Sample characteristics (N = 25)

Sample characteristics Number of informants

Gender
Female 22
Male 3

Education
Bachelor of Social Work 5
Bachelor of Child Welfare 6
Continuing education in social work 7
Master’s degree 4
Other education 3

Area of practice
Social services 11
Child welfare 14
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knowledge listed below for you to be able to do your job?’ with four response alternatives: 1 = ‘not
important’, 2 = ‘somewhat important’, 3 = ‘important’, and 4 = ‘very important’. Frequency of reading
professional and research literaturewas assessed by asking ‘Howoften do you read research literature?’,
and ‘How often do you read professional literature?’with four response alternatives: 1 = ‘almost never’,
2 = ‘a couple of times a year’, 3 = ‘once amonth’, and 4 = ‘at least once a week’. Of the 2060 participants
in the study, between 1880 and 1897 responded to the various items, thus the percentage of internal
missing values was between 9% and 10% depending on the item in question.

The interview guide
The qualitative data in this study were drawn from qualitative interviews with 30 social workers in
child welfare and social services in Norway. The interview guide aimed at gathering data on the
social workers’ attitudes towards EBP and knowledge utilisation in practice. The interview guide
was divided into three main themes: (1) background and workplace, work position, education, job
description, and motivation for working as a social worker, (2) decision-making processes in recent
cases and sources of knowledge in practice, and (3) EBP, empirically supported treatments, and util-
isation of manuals, standardised procedures, and use of knowledge in practice.

Analysis

Quantitative analyses
Statistical analyses were performed using version 25 of IBM SPSS Statistics. Descriptive statistics were
calculated to show the participants’ characteristics and background variables (Table 3), and principal

Table 3. Mean and standard deviations of the 10 items used to measure the social workers’ sources of knowledge in practice,
sorted in descending order

Item N Mean SD

1. The clients 1885 3.79 0.45
2. My own work experience 1880 3.58 0.53
3. Colleagues 1887 3.35 0.59
4. My education 1887 3.26 0.66
5. Courses/training programmes 1887 3.06 0.71
6. Supervisors 1881 3.05 0.74
7. Scientific journals and research material 1881 2.89 0.69
8. State guidelines and governance documents 1878 2.74 0.76
9. Reports after inspections, audits, revisions, and projects 1879 2.60 0.79
10. The Internet and social media 1882 2.35 0.80

Note: 1=very important; 2= important; 3=somewhat important; 1=not important

Table 4. Pattern matrix of principal component analyses with varimax rotation on 10 items for the social workers’ sources of
knowledge in practice.

Item
Factor one Theory-oriented

knowledge
Factor two Practice-oriented

knowledge

1. Reports after inspections, audits, revisions, and
projects

0.789

2. State guidelines and governance documents 0.783
3. Courses/training programmes 0.633
4. The Internet and social media 0.594
5. Supervisors 0.548
6. Scientific journals and research material 0.492 0.399
7. My education 0.462
8. My own work experience 0.716
9. The clients 0.688
10. Colleagues 0.572
Eigenvalue
Explained variance %

3.168
31.68

1.329
13.29
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component analysis with varimax rotation was performed to identify patterns in the social workers’
knowledge utilisation (Table 4). Prior to the principal factor analysis, we tested the suitability of the
data using the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure of sampling adequacy and Bartlett’s test of spheri-
city. The KMO value was 0.814, which is considered high enough to perform factor analysis (Kaiser,
1974), and Bartlett’s test of sphericity gave a significance level of p<0.001, again indicating that
the data were suitable for principal factor analysis. Cronbach’s alpha was 0.755 for the 10 items, indi-
cating sufficient internal consistency. Correlation analyses was used to study associations between
background variables, use of knowledge and the two subscales derived from the factor analyses.

Qualitative analyses
The first author analysed the data from the interviews using thematic analysis as described by Braun
and Clarke (2006). A deductive and semantic thematic analysis was considered a suitable approach,
as we had two distinct aims that clearly identified main themes in the analysis: ‘What are the sources
of knowledge that social workers use in their daily practice, and how does social workers’ knowledge
utilisation fit an evidence-based framework?’ The results from the survey data served as a premise for
the qualitative analyses, allowing us to elaborate on specific areas. The interpretation of the interview
data was semantic, meaning that the intention of the analysis was to describe the social workers’
statements rather than to make any interpretations beyond what they expressed.

The qualitative data collection was performed in six steps. The first step involved becoming fam-
iliar with the data material. During this phase, the first author wrote down immediate associations
and thoughts while reading through the data. In the second step, NVivo 12 was used to develop
the initial codes, resulting in 95 codes representing analytical perspectives on the data such as
time management, education level, managers’ attitudes towards EBP, politics, past experiences, dis-
cretion, motivation, attitudes towards research, knowledge about empirically supported treatments,
work-related courses, critical attitudes, positive attitudes, confusion, and terminology. The third step
involved searching for initial themes in the coded material which produced 20 themes from the 95
codes; for example, colleagues and supervisors as sources of knowledge in practice were re-coded
into a single theme. In the fourth step, these 20 themes were reviewed to see whether each
theme was supported sufficiently by its data, or whether the data were too wide-ranging for a
single theme. The theme that included educational level did not have enough data to support any
claims, and was therefore removed from the analysis. The fifth step of the analysis comprised
naming and defining the themes, and the sixth and final step involved the production and reporting
of the findings.

Social workers’ use of knowledge

To examine how frequently the informants read research and professional literature, they were asked
‘How often do you read research literature?’ and ‘How often do you read professional literature?’. The
informants read research literature less often than professional literature, with the majority of them
(42%) reporting that they read research literature a couple of times a year and 22% reporting that
they almost never read research literature. Figure 1.

Table 3 demonstrate that the social workers most often valued their clients, their work experience,
and their colleagues when making informed decisions in practice. The least frequently used sources
were reports after inspections, audits, revisions, and projects; and the Internet and social media.

We performed principal component analysis to allow deeper study of the various forms of knowl-
edge. A factor analysis was conducted with the 10 items using varimax rotation, and principal com-
ponent analysis was used to identify subgroups of the items. Based on the eigenvalues and the scree
plot, we selected a two-factor solution which is demonstrated in Table 4. However, one of the items
(‘Scientific journals and research material’) cross-loaded on both factors, indicating some complexity
among the included items and suggesting that the factor measures several concepts.
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The results from the factor analysis indicate that the social workers’ sources of knowledge can be
categorised into two subgroups. Factor one, which we labelled ‘theory-oriented knowledge’, consists
of eight items. This factor is a combination of written sources of knowledge in practice, and can be
understood as comprising competence-oriented measures in social work, such as courses and train-
ing programmes, scientific journals, the use of supervisors, and reports. The second factor, which we
labelled ‘practice-oriented knowledge’, consists of four items: colleagues, clients, work experience,
and scientific journals. Theory-oriented knowledge has an explained variance of 31.68%, while prac-
tice-oriented knowledge has an explained variance of 13.29%. This suggest that the independent
variables in theory-oriented knowledge better explain the theoretical concept. Pearson’s correlation
analyses revealed a positive correlation between these two factors (r = 0.528, n = 1864, p = 0.01), indi-
cating that the social workers valued various forms of knowledge from the two components as impor-
tant, rather than solely taking a theory-oriented or practice-oriented perspective.

Table 5 includes the mean, values, standard deviations and correlation coefficients for the 10 study
variables included in the analyses. Short work experience comprises social workers with less than five
years of experience, and long work experience include those with more than 20 years of work experi-
ence. The rest of the age groups have been used as a reference category. Those practicing in family
counselling, correctional service, with refugees and asylum seekers, in geriatric social work and edu-
cational psychology are treated as reference categories in the analyses due to the low number of
informants in the respective groups.

The analyses reveal that working in drug counselling is positively correlated with theory-oriented
knowledge r = 0.057, p < 0.05, and theory-oriented knowledge is negatively correlated with short
work experience r =−0.051, p < 0.05. Being a child welfare worker is negatively correlated with prac-
tice-oriented knowledge r= −0.069, p < 0.05, and practice-oriented knowledge positively correlated
with long work experience r = 0.049, p < 0.05. The correlations are low, yet they suggest that social
workers in drug counselling are associated with theory-oriented knowledge, and practice-oriented
knowledge is associated with social workers with longer work experience.

Work experience as a source of knowledge

The most common sources of knowledge mentioned in the interviews were work experience, col-
leagues, supervisors, and clients. Work experience was particularly highly valued by the social

Figure 1. Frequency of reading professional- and research literature n = 1897.

8 J. FINNE ET AL.



Table 5. Correlations among field of practice, tenure, and knowledge orientation (N = 1834).

Variable M(SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Theory-oriented 15.0 (3.31) 1
2. Practice-oriented 6.37 (1.47) 0.528** 1
3. Mental health care 0.14 (0.34) −0.007 −0.025 1
4. Drug counselling 0.06 (0.25) 0.057* 0.006 −0.110** 1
5. Child welfare 0.23 (0.42) −0.28 −0.069** −0.224** −0.151** 1
6. Social services 0.10 (0.30) −0.017 −0.032 −0.140** −0.094** −0.192** 1
7. Rehabilitation/habilitation 0.11 (0.32) −0.044 −0.004 −0.149** −0.100** −0.205** −0.128** 1
8. Environmental therapist in school 0.04 (0.21) −0.015 −0.024 −0.091** −0.061** −0.125** −0.078** −0.083** 1
9. Short work experience 0.16 (0.37) −0.051* −0.026 −0.007 0.039 0.025 −0.018 0.029 0.040
10. Long work experience 0.90 (1.92) 0.023 0.049* 0.038 −0.048* 0.037 −0.040 0.020 −0.042
Notes: ***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05.
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workers. Many explained that they valued work experience because they had worked in the field for
many years and had obtained knowledge about the Norwegian welfare system as well as interperso-
nal skills that allowed them to make informed decisions with the clients and regarding their cases.
The voice of the client was regularly emphasised as an important source of knowledge in the
decision-making process:

We discuss issues at the team meeting and with the manager, then we go into detail on what we’ve done in the
case, what we’ve seen, what we’ve received as information. The office is dependent on information from other
agencies, otherwise we’d never have been able to get in touch with family and helped. […] It’s hard to know
if we make things 100% right in every case, but we do the best we can. It’s justified by our experience, based
on what we see, what we get in, the knowledge we have, the manuals we use, and to a great extent what the
clients themselves say. (Social worker in child welfare services)

The social worker above referenced several sources of knowledge when describing the decision-
making process in practice. Experience was valuable, but decisions were also based on written infor-
mation about the client, the client’s voice, and the social worker’s use of manuals or standardised
procedures.

Colleagues and supervisors as a source of knowledge

The social workers had frequent meetings with their colleagues, where they presented and discussed
cases. They also had weekly follow-up meetings with their supervisor where they discussed the pro-
gress and obstacles in their cases. The social workers described these meetings as meaningful, as pro-
viding insight into the development of their cases, and as an important source of knowledge when
making informed decisions in practice. They were regularly given the opportunity to attend work-
related courses, although a lack of time was the biggest obstacle to doing so. The social workers, par-
ticularly the case workers, regularly referred to the client’s professional network as a source of
knowledge.

We have professional meetings at the office […] to exchange knowledge and discuss issues or meetings we’ve
had, we have a very open dialogue, and it’s essential for quick follow-up and results. When I have a question about
something, I can directly approach the right department and get an answer. I’m not asked to take an e-learning
course, things are done right away, and that’s important, even though I take it for granted here in the office, I
don’t think everyone has such open knowledge sharing. It’s become a culture, and people see that it’s
working. (Social worker in social services)

The social workers valued being able to freely speak with colleagues and managers, and several of
them described how different caseworkers had different competences in different areas of practice.

Research literature as a source of knowledge

Few of the social workers reported that they actively kept up-to-date on new literature in their daily
work. Most stated that ideally, they would like to spend time on reading literature, but the interviews
suggested that they rarely had the time to do so. Some, particularly social workers in child welfare,
stated that they used literature when they had to write reports that required research terminology;
however, it was not specified whether this literature was categorised as research literature or pro-
fessional literature.

It can be difficult when there’s a lot of work to do. The time is always a problem, we always talk about the time
issue… it’s a big challenge in child welfare services. (Social worker in child welfare services)

There was, however, a distinction between the social workers in child welfare and those in social ser-
vices when asked about whether they read literature at their workplace. The social welfare workers
reported that they spent time keeping up-to-date with changes in office-related or state-related pro-
tocols and routines.
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Yes, I do [read research literature]. I’m so forgetful that I often have to look at my document with amendments.
The law changes so fast, it’s important to stay up-to-date. (Social worker in social services)

Many of the social workers in social services were unclear on what was defined as research literature.
When the interviewer made a distinction between research literature and amendments, protocols,
and internal routines, most of the social workers stated that they did not read research literature
on a regular basis. Some social workers did say they kept up-to-date with new research, but most
of the time the information was presented orally or by colleagues who had been to field-related
courses or lectures.

Discussion

The main findings from the survey were that the social workers most frequently relied on clients, work
experience, and colleagues when making decisions in practice, while the least common sources of
knowledge were state guidelines, governance documents, reports after inspections, audits, revisions,
and projects, and the Internet and social media. The social workers’ use of knowledge fell into two
subgroups: theory-oriented knowledge and practice-oriented knowledge. Correlation analyses
revealed a positive relationship between these two components, indicating that the social workers
valued these various forms of knowledge. The analyses revealed that those with longer work experi-
ence to a higher degree value practice-oriented knowledge. It suggested that social workers in child
welfare might be, while social workers in drug counselling were positively correlated with theory-
oriented knowledge. The correlations are, however, low and warrant caution.

Themain findings from the interviews were similar to those from the survey data. The social workers
valued work experience, colleagues, supervisors, and clients as sources of knowledge when making
decisions in practice. They explained that they had obtained particular skills that assisted them
when making informed decisions in practice, and that this form of knowledge was achieved
through their personal and professional lives. The client was important as a source of knowledge, as
was the client’s network; perhaps because case workers in child welfare services request information
from the client’s doctor, the police, and other parties when opening and assessing a client’s case.

Few of the social workers were up-to-date on the recent research literature, and many struggled to
differentiate professional literature from research literature. Similar results were found in the quanti-
tative data, with more than half (64%) of the social workers reporting that they read research litera-
ture a couple of times a year or almost never. As previously suggested, one of the core problems in
practicing EBP is the social workers’ critical appraisal of research evidence (Heinsch et al., 2016). This
study confirms the findings of other recent studies, in particular that social workers tend to value pro-
fessional experience when making decisions, and that research literature is seldom used as a source
of knowledge in practice. For instance, the results from the survey data were similar to those found by
Iversen and Heggen (2016), where 390 social workers in child welfare most often valued colleagues,
supervisors, and professional experience, while journal articles, textbooks, and external sources were
least frequently used. The present study demonstrates that social workers generally value a multitude
of sources when making decisions in practice, but that research evidence is not considered essential
in decision-making, meaning that the critical appraisal of the EBP model as described by Sackett et al.
(2000) is not fulfilled. To this, Rosen et al. (2003) have argued that social workers’ lack of research util-
isation could be addressed by introducing practice guidelines developed by researchers. In this way,
social workers would be presented with evidence that is suitable for interventions without having to
conduct searches and evaluate research evidence themselves.

Although practice guidelines might serve as quality assurance in social work practice, this idea
raises several questions regarding the standardisation of the professional social worker, and
whether a further push toward an instrumental EBP is beneficial. EBP has been suggested to be
both technical and instrumental, with a focus on ‘what works’. However, the core of EBP lies
within the practitioner’s ability to critically appraise the EBP steps. The practice itself is therefore
deemed internal, and the use of EBP will not be achieved without what Serbati (2020) describes as
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communicative dialogues, where one discusses the practical use of EBP and finds suitable strategies
for its use. Recent research shows that social workers are still confused about the EBP concept
(Ekeland et al., 2019; Grady et al., 2018; James et al., 2019; van der Zwet et al., 2019), arguably
showing that externalised practice has yet to become internalised. In order to establish communica-
tive dialogues to bridge the internal and external knowledge, there is a need to convey knowledge
about EBP to social work practitioners. Research has demonstrated that higher education and work
courses focussing on EBP have increased EBP behaviour and attitudes (Aarons et al., 2006; Ekeland
et al., 2019; Gromoske & Berger, 2017; Parrish & Rubin, 2011; Scurlock-Evans & Upton, 2015). Social
work supervisors and field instructors have been suggested to play an important part as EBP facilita-
tors (Edmond et al., 2006; Parrish & Oxhandler, 2015; Tennille et al., 2016; Wiechelt & Ting, 2012).

Two main strategies are therefore suggested. First, there is a need for more evidence-based train-
ing courses in social work education so that students learn how to interpret and use research in their
practice. This is important because there is too little knowledge about research and scientific thinking
in social work education, and this must be the basis for practicing EBP, as well as a critical appraisal of
the model. This strengthening of scientific thinking and research methods is also in line with rec-
ommendation from The Ministry of Higher Education in Norway.

Second, employers and fieldwork instructors can play an important role in facilitating social
workers’ use of research in practice. For this to happen, the field instructors themselves must
receive training in the EBP process. For example, Parrish and Rubin (2011) demonstrated that it is
possible to increase EBP awareness with a one-day continuing education training in EBP processes,
with an increase in attitudes, perceived feasibility, intentions to engage in the EBP process, self-
reported engagement in the EBP process, and knowledge about EBP; this was furthermore shown
to be effective over time. However, it is essential that the integration of EBP practices occurs via com-
municative dialogues among and with the practitioners, in order not only to facilitate external change
by implementing EBP and practices that are deemed suitable by scholars or governing authorities,
but also to involve the practitioner in a way that enables internal change.

Limitations

This study has some limitations. Firstly, only 2060 out of 5668 social workers participated in the
survey, producing a response rate of 31–32%. This low response rate in combination with internal
missing might indicate that the questionnaire was too comprehensive, causing informants not to par-
ticipate or to skip questions. Secondly, there were cross-loadings in the principal component ana-
lyses, indicating that some of the items were highly correlated. Thirdly, the data from the
qualitative interviews were collected in only 5 of the 18 counties in eastern Norway, thus social
workers in the remaining 13 counties were not represented. Finally, the survey data were gathered
in 2014–2015 while the qualitative data were collected in 2019, meaning that there might be a gap
between the results from the interviews and the survey. However, we believe that the mixed-
methods approach in this article strengthens the validity of the results, as the findings from the
survey data were used as a basis for the qualitative interviews, thus increasing our possibilities to
understand the social workers’ use of knowledge.

Note

1. In Norway, there are two options for professional education leading to a career as a social worker: a bachelor’s
degree in social work, or one in child welfare. Social workers from both programs are commonly employed in
a range of different fields and often intertwine across practices.
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