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‘Velcro’ research

* Recent efforts to address lack of
research observing child
welfare fieldwork in UK

* 2 dimensions:

- Relevance - close to
practice

- Collaboration -
researcher and
practitioner in partnership
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RCT v practice research? ‘,|’

* Perceived polarity in ‘how’ to evaluate social interventions

 Call for robust evidence of “what works” in social work
over several decades (Goldberg and Warburton, 1979; Munro, 2004)

* Yet, limitation of RCTs: “what works”, not “what works for
whom and in what circumstances” (Pawson and Tilley, 1997)

» Unresolved tension between realist and positivist
research traditions (Bonnell et al., 2012; Marchal et al., 2013)
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What is this paper about? ‘,.’
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* lllustrating how practice research can be achieved in an
experimental study

* A focus on the collaborative processes within the study —
what helped and what hindered practice research

* The benefits of collaboration over a ‘pure’ RCT — impact
on practice, research and training

* Future directions for ‘velcro’ research
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Our study - RCT °‘plus’ “.’
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 Motivational Interviewing (MI) - strong evidence base in
other fields where clients are ambivalent about change

* RCT to test Ml in the statutory child welfare context — a
London local authority

* Collaboration between researchers and social workers
throughout
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3 core mechanisms tested \’|'
by the RCT

« Social Workers « Parent engagement » Parent and family well-

become skilled in Ml improves when being improves when
when given high allocated a social parent is engaged with
quality training worker skilled in Ml Children’s Services
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Study design

‘Child in
Need’ teams
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— MI

— Ml

— Ml

— Ml

— Ml

— Ml




Timeline: Collaboration "|, Uriversityof
Bedfordshire
at every stage

August 2012 to
December 2012

December 2012 to September 2013
July 2013 to January 2014

600 referrals Assessment of M|
randomised skill (T3)

Assessment of Mi
skill (T1, T2)

Data from: Follow-up data:

- Social Workers - Social workers

- Families Bl - Families

- Researchers - Computer records

Embedded link Training and
workers — ‘velcro’ consultations
research with control group

Training and
consultations

with MI group
Tilda Goldberg
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The collaborative processes: What
helped and what hindered the
building of bridges to enable a 2-
way flow of information?
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Helpful: Organisational “.,
commitment
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« Commitment at all levels of the organisation

» Desk space and access to resources on site — research
team of 6-8 based at local authority

* Learning culture — practitioners were curious and keen to
work collaboratively
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Helpful: Study design “.,

» Researchers as trainers enabled relationship building:
- Introductory presentations
- 3 days of initial Ml training
- 10 weeks of individual and group consultation

 Researchers ‘linked’ to social work teams — ‘velcro’
research

* ‘Practice literate’ researchers
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Helpful: Additional “.'
knowledge production

* Collaborative workshop — beginnings of a co-authored
book to document practice-based solutions

* Focus groups generated by practice research (relating to
observation and Ml implementation challenges)
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Obstacles: Individual ‘,|’
resistance

» Gatekeeping — protective of ‘vulnerable’ families
» Personal anxiety about observed practice being ‘judged’

* “What’s in it for me?” — frustration at no feedback
following observations

* Perceived status of a university researcher — but being a
social worker helped achieve 2-way relationship

* Less buy-in from some social workers in control group
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Obstacles: Organisational “.,
challenges

University of
Bedfordshire

* Variable commitment across teams — interest in
collaborating seemed linked to manager buy-in

 Overriding procedural priorities — e.g. timescales

» Other organisational initiatives diluted interest — research
fatigue?
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Impact of collaboration "., ey

SWs as
research
‘subjects’

e.g
observations

SWs engaged
as
collaborators

e.g. workshops
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Richer understanding
of practice issues
affecting ‘what works’

e.g. need for Ml focus in

supervision

Increased relevance:
‘nearing’ of research
to practice
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Summary of impact ‘,.’
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* Practice research enables us to unpick what is in the
‘black box’ as well as what comes out of it

* Generated knowledge answers RCT hypotheses AND
informs future research, policy and training

* Bridges the gap between research and practice: places
“rigour within the context of usefulness” (Fisher, 2013)
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Future directions for ".’
6 9
velcro’ research
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* Process, not ‘a study’: On-going partnerships to enable a
permanent practice research culture in social work teams

 Importance of practice literate researchers and research
literate practitioners

« Service User involvement — learn from ‘experts by
experience’ keen to collaborate - build knowledge on
what good practice looks like
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Contact details “.'

Tilda Goldberg Centre for Social Work and Social Care
University of Bedfordshire, UK

http://www.beds.ac.uk/goldbergcentre
Charlotte Waits charlotte.waits@beds.ac.uk

Donald Forrester donald.forrester@beds.ac.uk
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