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xv

Dear Students and Instructors,

Thank you in advance for taking the time to examine or purchase this text. Of course, maybe it is 
required and you have no choice but to buy it or use it. However you arrived here, I’m glad to give you 

a little information about the design of this book. And I want to involve you as a partner. I hope you will 
feel free to contact me to let me know what parts of the book work for you and those that don’t.

Having taught research methods for many years, I know that many students aren’t interested in the 
topic, others fear the subject matter, and others want to get on with the business of learning how to help 
those who are in tough life situations. Sometimes, these attitudes make it challenging for the student to 
learn and the faculty member to communicate how a knowledge of research can benefit the practitioner 
and his or her clients.

To maneuver around attitudes opposed to learning research methods, I have tried something in this 
text that makes it unique and different from other texts. I’m introducing two characters, Sophia and 
Bill, who are social work students in an internship—perhaps just like you. There is not a lot of personal 
information about what they look like, so you can fill in the blanks and see them as you want them to be. 
Perhaps Sophia has silky black hair and Bill’s is cut military style. At any rate, they differ somewhat in their 
style and approach to things. But most importantly, they will be exploring the research methods content 
the same as every reader. Occasionally, I will have them share literature that they found or an instrument 
they created (of course, I did all the work). I’m hoping this will make the book more interesting for you.

Research Methods in Social Work attempts to make direct applications to social work practice, to prepare 
you to think in terms of evidence-based practice, and most importantly, to show you recent and relevant 
studies that you can read on your own to further your knowledge about research methodology. I don’t 
believe any other research text provides as many references to current and actual research in every chapter 
as this one does. I’ve spent a great deal of time locating research examples, and I hope you take the time 
to investigate some of them—it just might convince you that research can be interesting and relevant. 
Useful studies are almost always available if one makes the effort to find them.

Also, in this edition you’ll find that, unlike previous editions of this book, the emphasis of Chapter 13 
has changed slightly. It is now focused on your understanding the statistical symbols and findings that you 
are likely to encounter in research publications. Some instructors may wish to supplement the material 
in Chapter 13 by having you also learn how to enter data or analyze it with the IBM Statistical Program 
for Social Services (SPSS). And I fully support that idea. However, other instructors may simply see the 
importance of that chapter as helping you to become an intelligent consumer of research and statistical 
findings. These instructors may not emphasize hands-on practice with statistical software. I have tried 
to make the book friendly and useful for whichever way your instructor wants you to learn about basic 
statistical procedures and what they communicate.

Preface
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While it may not be all that unique, I have also tried to help you master the contents of this book by 
providing self-review questions and anxiety checks in most chapters. You can test your knowledge of the 
material by responding to these items and checking your answers at the end of the book.

Last, I’ve used the APA format for listing the references used. In many, if not most, of the papers you 
will be required to write in your social work courses, APA is the expected style. I have followed it with this 
exception: when I have known the issue number of a journal, I have shown it in parentheses, as I believe 
that it makes it easier for the reader to locate the article he or she is looking for. A good resource if you 
have questions about APA formatting is the Purdue Online Writing Lab (https://owl.english.purdue.edu/
owl/resource/560/01/). You might also want to consult the American Psychological Association’s website 
for free assistance: https://apastyle.apa.org/?_ga=2.23989619.898651929.1564431171-374531821.1564431171.

I trust your research course will make an important contribution to your thinking and knowledge as 
a social worker. Don’t forget to let me know what parts of the book you enjoy and what parts you’d like 
to see expanded or explained better. 

Best wishes,
David Royse
droyse@uky.edu
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Sophia and Bill met at the coffee shop before starting the first day in their new practicum. She, always 
the early one, was checking her phone to see why he might be running late as he sat down with his cup.

“How’s it going?” he asked, as he stirred copious amounts of sugar into his coffee.
“I’m fine,” she said. Just a little nervous. There’s a lot I don’t know about incarcerated women.”
“Guess we’ll learn together.” Bill tried a sip of his coffee. “They can’t be all that different. Can they?”
“Well, unlike last semester, we won’t be creating activities for their children.”
“I’m okay with that,” Bill said, pulling a crayon out of one of his jacket pockets. “I find them everywhere.”
“Finish your coffee, Bill. I’m anxious to get there and meet the new field instructor and learn what we 

might be assigned to do.” 
After a short walk, Bill and Sophia arrived at the city’s prison. They emptied their pockets, walked 

through a metal detector, and presented their identification to the guard, who then escorted them to a 
small room where they waited for their field instructor. 

“It feels like we’ve been locked up, doesn’t it?” Bill said as he paced the room. “That click of the security 
door behind us gave me the chills.” 

After a few minutes, Mrs. Simpson, a licensed clinical social worker with a sunny smile, greeted them 
and shook their hands with a surprisingly strong grip. “Let’s go to my conference room,” she said. “Have 
any trouble getting in?”

“Nope,” said Bill with a grin. “And I hope we don’t have any getting out.”
Once they were settled in what looked like a small classroom with tiny shatterproof windows and bars, 

Mrs. Simpson said simply, “What I need for you to do this semester is to design an evidence-based HIV/
STI prevention program for our women.” 

“What’s STI?” Bill blurted.
“Sexually transmitted infection.” Sophia quickly responded, not wanting Mrs. Simpson to think that 

she was as uninformed as her friend and classmate.
“Chlamydia, gonorrhea, syphilis, and others. We’re especially concerned about sex workers and those 

injecting drugs being exposed to and transmitting HIV.” Mrs. Simpson added, looking at Bill. 
“A lot of your prisoners are sex workers?”
“Not currently, Bill.” Mrs. Simpson smiled. “But many of them have worked in the trade and have sub-

stance abuse issues—which, as you can imagine, complicates HIV/STI prevention programs.”
She paused for a moment and then asked, “What do you think? Could you design a program for our 

inmates during the semester? We’d like to implement it around the first of the year.”
Bill nervously glanced at his watch as if it could help answer the question. It was 8:50 a.m.
Sophia took charge. “Sure, we can do it. Right, Bill?”
“Uh, well … I’m thinking that maybe … okay, sure. We can, uh, at least outline a program for you.”

Introduction: Where Does 
Research Start?

CHAPTER 1



2 | Research Methods in Social Work

“Great!” said Mrs. Simpson, pushing her chair back from the table. “We want to do it right—evi-
dence-based practice and all that. Do a thorough literature review, then make a recommendation for an 
intervention. When that’s agreed upon, you’ll need to prepare an evaluation design. If we do a good job, 
maybe there will be a conference presentation in your future, or perhaps an article we can write.”

“Will we have individual clients, too?” Sophia asked.
“I’m not thinking you will,” said Mrs. Simpson. “But we’ll see how things go.”
“When do people eat lunch around here?” Bill asked, almost immediately feeling Sophia’s scowl.
“Whenever you want. Some staff go early, and some go late,” Mrs. Simpson said. “Sorry I can’t stay 

longer to help you get started, but I’m slammed with meetings this week.” She again smiled at the interns 
as she started walking toward the door. She turned, then said, “Let’s meet each Friday at 1:00 and you can 
update me with your progress. Of course, come see me before that if you have questions.”

As soon as she closed the door, Bill turned to Sophia and said, “What do we do? Where do we start?” 

Where Would You Start?

Take a few seconds to actually think about how you might respond to this question. Problems like this 
are often presented to social workers in real life. Sometimes, even students are asked to design a research 
project or a new intervention because they have access to resources (e.g., the university’s library and fac-
ulty) and time that other staff don’t. Truthfully, there is more than one way to start, but … what would 
you do first? Here are a couple of options:

Path 1: Sophia and Bill could get on the Internet with the idea of trying to find an expert who has already 
created an HIV/STI prevention program for incarcerated women. They could then talk to that person and 
request information on the program or see if the expert has written any articles on the program. Sadly, 
sometimes agencies have created programs but failed to really evaluate them so that it is difficult to know 
how successful they are or whether they have good results, say, for longer than two or three months. They 
might consider knocking on Mrs. Simpson’s door and asking if she knows of someone who has created a 
program like she’s envisioned that they could talk to. However, if she knew of that person already, wouldn’t 
she have told them? She didn’t seem like someone who was trying to trick them.

Path 2: Sophia and Bill could have a discussion about evidence-based practice (EBP) and what it would 
entail. In their research methods class just yesterday, the instructor had spent the whole period talking 
about EBP. Here were the steps they knew they needed to begin right away. Other steps would be taken 
a bit later. 

• Step 1—developing an answerable question. 
• Step 2—looking for the best evidence to answer their question.
• Step 3—critically evaluating the evidence and then conferring with practitioners with expertise 

in the area. After that, they could involve potential program participants to learn about their 
values and expectations before putting the finishing touches on the program design. 

Sophia and Bill knew they would need to do a thorough literature review at a minimum. Before begin-
ning, they decided to pool their knowledge and begin to discuss evidence-based practice. However, before 
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we dig into that content, you may recall that this section began with the question “Where does research 
start?” It should be apparent to you from Bill and Sophia’s story that sometimes we encounter the necessity 
for research when we are in our practicums and on the job. It may initially have little to do with someone 
aspiring to be a research scientist and much more with just wanting to be a good practitioner of social 
work or wanting to develop a sound program. As we’ll see in the coming chapters, research starts with 
individuals like Sophia and Bill—with persons like you! Questions needing answers can come from life 
experiences, work experiences, problems that family members or friends have faced, or even a special 
interest that you’ve developed from reading or learning about a social problem. Unanswered problems, 
riddles, and mysteries surround us and provide the stimulus for research. Who creates knowledge for 
social workers? Individuals like you.

Evidence-Based Practice

What is it? Sophia and Bill learned that EBP is a process, ideally a systematic process, in which social 
workers or other professionals gather evidence to apply to a particular problem—such as identifying the 
best treatment or intervention for a certain practice issue. Typically, it starts with a question. For instance: 
Is an individual psychoeducational approach for this problem better than a group therapy approach? Or 
pragmatically, someone might look at agency data on readmissions or rearrests and ask: Is there a better 
way to minimize these? Anyone can pose a problem. It could be the clinical director, the director of the 
agency, your immediate supervisor, a coworker, or even you. The question could arise from frustration 
with seeing the same clients again and again.

Step 1: Develop a Well-Built Question
Step 2: Search for Evidence/Literature
Step 3: Evaluate the Evidence Found on an Intervention
Step 4: Consider Evidence Conjointly with Client Preferences and Practitioner Expertise and Launch  
Intervention
Step 5: Evaluate the Intervention’s Outcomes

BOX 1.1 STEPS IN EVIDENCE-BASED PRACTICE

The individual given the most credit for the popularizing of the concept of EBP is Sackett and his col-
leagues (1997) in the book Evidence-Based Medicine: How to Practice and Teach EBM. Social worker Leonard 
Gibbs was also instrumental in our field, and many know him for his 2007 article “Applying Research to 
Making Life-Affecting Judgments and Decisions.” In that article, he drew upon the earlier work of Sackett 
and colleagues and outlined a process that is very useful for those learning about evidence-based practice. 
In his article, we learn how to start the first step of the evidence-based practice process by developing a 
well-built question. Here is a schematic for developing a well-built question that could be answerable 
and could guide a search for EBP literature that would ultimately result in good practice information for 
their program design. 



4 | Research Methods in Social Work

Specifying the Problem Mrs. Simpson presented Sophia and Bill with more of a request than a problem. 
However, underlying the request is the problem that HIV is a life-threatening issue if not treated and it, 
as well as STIs, is a public health threat. As Ben Franklin noted, “An ounce of prevention is worth a pound 
of cure.” Investing a little time and effort to try to prevent the problem is both more humane and a better 
use of taxpayers’ money than treating it years later with hospitalization and expensive medications. Mrs. 
Simpson identified the population as incarcerated females; Bill and Sophia will refine their understanding 
of the client population in need of the program as they spend more time in the practicum. They might 
decide to focus on female inmates between the ages of 18 and 45, for instance. Or they might identify the 
client population as female inmates who had worked as sex workers or had addiction problems within 
two years of their arrest. 

Possible Approach to the Problem Since the prison holds several hundred women prisoners, it would not 
be possible to try to educate those most at risk for STI/HIV on an individual, one-on-one basis. Therefore, 
other modalities must be considered. Could a group modality of some kind work? It would be important to 
keep the groups relatively small so that there could be a good amount of interaction among participants, 
possibly role-plays, and avoidance of dry lecturing. What might the literature suggest?

Alternative Approach to the Problem Could educational videos be made and shown to the inmates? Educa-
tional brochures handed to them? Sophia and Bill were feeling pretty confident that while these options 
existed, their instincts told them they should go with a small-group approach. However, looking at the 
research evidence more in-depth could suggest even other approaches are more effective. Bill and Sophia 
couldn’t be closed-minded, but had to be open to the best practices supported by evidence.

Successful Outcome/Success Measure Clearly, if the proposed program was able to prevent these women 
from obtaining any diagnoses of STI or HIV once they are released back into the community, this would 
be a fantastic accomplishment. However, Bill and Sophia listed a number of questions they had about 
measuring success. For instance, how do you track the program participants when they are no longer in 
prison? How do you get them interested in the program and cooperating with the research effort after 
they leave prison? What kinds of incentives might be needed to encourage participation in the program 
and cooperation later? How much time should pass before contacting them once they are back in the 
community? Once they had listed their initial questions, they decided to put these aside for a while. The 
success/outcome indicator could change, depending on what they discovered when they actually began 
trying to find prevention programs in the literature. 

Steps in an Evidence-Based Practice Process
Step 1 in any EBP process is to formulate, as was suggested above, a question that can be answered—a 
well-built question. What might an example be of a question that can’t be answered? These tend to be 
philosophical concerns like: What is truth? What is beauty? Other questions that aren’t well built tend to 
be poorly specified. For example: Is hunger increasing? Are people drinking more? Are married couples 

Specify the Problem/and 
Client Population

Possible Approach
or Solution

Alternative Course of Action Successful Outcome for 
Evaluating

FIGURE 1.1 Schematic for a Well-Built Question
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having fewer problems? A question that is poorly specified is one that can be misinterpreted. To examine 
just one of these: Does drinking refer to any beverage? Is the concern whether people are drinking enough 
liquids to keep hydrated and their kidneys healthy? Does it refer only to alcoholic beverages? Does the 
term people include teenagers or just legal-age adults? Is there a geographic focus: Inner city? Rural? People 
residing in Illinois? It is very easy to develop questions—and a lot more effort is required to formulate one 
that can contribute to evidence-based practice.

Not all questions can be answered; for those that can be investigated, research seeks to generate 
information that can be verified by others. “Why is there suffering?” is an example of a question best left 
to philosophers or theologians. Social scientists in the quantitative tradition are interested in concrete, 
tangible, objective findings that can be replicated (reproduced) by others.

Sometimes, however, it is possible to give a slightly different emphasis to an expansive question like “Why 
is there suffering?” and make it a researchable question. “How do children with leukemia explain the origin 
of their illnesses?” is a question that could be investigated. Often, very broad questions can be narrowed by 
considering specific manifestations of the problem or how one would go about collecting the data.

There is a definite knack to developing a good question. If too few words are used, the question tends 
to be too large to investigate. “What causes child abuse?” is an example of a research question that needs 
to be narrowed. There is nothing wrong with wanting to provide answers to such questions, but prac-
tically speaking, the research needed to answer them would be well beyond the resources available to 
most undergraduate or graduate students. As you read about child abuse, you will discover that the role 
of certain factors has already been demonstrated. It is usually better to ask questions that will allow you 
to examine a specific theory or perhaps a small part of the problem. A better question might be “Were 
child abusers abused themselves as children?” or “Do adult perpetrators of child physical abuse tend to be 
chemically dependent?” Questions that are asked in research studies usually are very specific.

Before reading the answerable (well-built) question that Sophia and Bill fleshed out their first morn-
ing, do you want to try writing one before reading any further? Here is what they came up with prior to 
searching for literature:

For incarcerated women returning to the community, would a psychoeducational program delivered through 
a group modality in prison be effective in reducing HIV/STI diagnoses at one year post-release?

You may have written a slightly different question or had a different focus. This next question is also 
answerable (well built): 

Will a prison-based psychoeducational program for female inmates with a prior history of drug addiction be 
successful in reducing future arrests after their release from prison?

Note that the two questions focus on two different outcomes. All of those involved in planning the 
program will, at some point, have to decide if the prison program will have one true emphasis and outcome 
indicator or will be broader and address both aspects.

Step 2, searching for evidence on the best approach to the problem, can be a great deal of fun—but 
also a little intimidating. 

Fortunately, the university where Sophia and Bill attend has a wealth of databases available such as 
EBSCOhost, ProQuest, PsycINFO, Medline, Web of Science, and Social Service Abstracts. Starting with an elec-
tronic database is an efficient way to search for information. A note here about the choice of databases: 
PsycINFO is a comprehensive database and has good coverage of a number of topics that would interest 
social workers. That makes it a good place to begin searching for just about any topic in the social sciences. 
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Social Work Abstracts and Social Service Abstracts are good sources of articles on topics that are of special 
interest to social workers—such as adoption and foster care. However, they don’t have quite the breadth of 
some of the other databases. Medline also provides broad coverage but specializes in research focusing on 
a medical-related problem. So, one wouldn’t expect it to be as good a source for certain kinds of subjects 
(e.g., high school dropouts, racial disparities in prison, etc.) as another database. 

Don’t assume that all databases are the same. Databases vary in terms of the number of relevant hits 
they produce and the number of journals that are associated with the database. If you don’t obtain a 
respectable number of hits from one database, check a second one. Students often experience two types of 
problems in searching for literature. One is the use of too many key words in the search box. For instance, 
typing high school dropouts prone to incarceration in Texas might not return any hits. However, using high 
school in one search box and dropouts in another will yield many, many more. Using three search boxes 
with high school, dropouts, and prison will locate some articles to get you started. 

Use the category All text until you have a feel for the number of articles on your topic in the database. 
If there is a large number, then use the category Title to obtain possibly fewer, but more relevant, articles. 
If you are still overwhelmed with the number of articles at that point, you might want to add another 
search box with another key word.

Sometimes, students start looking for literature with terms that are too broad. For instance, searching 
for female prisoners will completely overwhelm you with thousands of hits if you use the All text category. 
To produce a more manageable number, try using the Title category. Here are some other strategies: 

• Add key words (for example, to female prisoners in one box, add HIV in another).
• Skim some of the current titles to determine if other key words may be more productive than 

the ones you are using. For instance, HIV produces more literature in association with female 
inmates than STI. 

• Limit the search by language, year, or type of publication. With some topics, you may find all that 
you need in the way of literature by going back only 10 years or so. However, with that strategy, 
you may miss the older “classic studies,” but they likely could still be found in the references of 
the articles you do read.

• Look for titles and/or abstracts of articles that are themselves reviews of the literature on your 
topic. A systematic review on the topic is a thorough, comprehensive attempt to collect all of 
the information available to answer a single, well-built question. The focus will be narrow 
and precise, and the studies will be examined in-depth and critiqued (some will have stronger 
research designs than others), and then the authors will summarize what the studies point to. 
They may have the same general findings (for instance, that studies are inconclusive about a 
particular intervention). Finding a systematic review or a meta-analysis is often a tremendous 
boost to gaining an understanding about how others have conducted their research and what 
they have learned about an intervention, program, or problem. (A meta-analysis is also a focused 
collection of studies on a topic and examines only those studies reporting enough statistical data 
that the amount of change from before the study starts to sometime after the intervention was 
delivered can be determined. The meta-analysis usually tries to conclude that an intervention 
had a small, medium, or large effect. In other words, it attempts to summarize the effectiveness 
of the intervention using statistical methods.)
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Here are a few examples of the systematic reviews that could be quickly located using the key words 
female, prisoners, and systematic in the All text category: 

 9 Tripodi et al. (2011). Effects of Correctional-Based Programs for Female Inmates: A Systematic 
Review. Research on Social Work Practice, 21(1), 15–31.

 9 Kouyoumdjian et al. (2012). A Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis of the Prevalence of Chla-
mydia, Gonorrhea, and Syphilis in Incarcerated Persons. International Journal of STD & AIDS, 
23(4), 248–254.

 9 Fazel et al. (2006). Substance Abuse and Dependence in Prisoners: A Systematic Review. Addic-
tion, 101(2), 181–191.

If your searching doesn’t provide enough literature of the kind you need, here are a few tips:

• Substitute synonyms (for example, female inmates instead of female prisoners; substitute women 
for female and jail or correctional facility for prison). Keep notes on the terms that you use in 
your search.

• Use the smallest stem of the word possible. More hits will be obtained with jail than jails and 
more with prison than prisons in a title search.

• Go further than the most recent three years (for example, ten years).
• Check your spelling (for example, incarcerated and not incarrcerated).
• Look in a different database.
• Consult a faculty member or the reference librarian in your college or university library.
• Check out the Cochrane Collaboration (www.cochrane.org) for a library of systematic reviews 

and meta-analyses focusing largely on interventions related to health. Although you may not be 
able to find information on a particular intervention, the reviews that you do find will be thor-
ough and scholarly. The Campbell Collaboration (www.campbellcollaboration.org) is another 
valuable resource that centers its efforts in the social sciences (social welfare, education, and 
criminal justice). The Campbell Collaboration also houses prepared systematic reviews and 
meta-analyses on selected interventions that could be of interest to social workers. Of the two, 
the Cochrane contains more studies. And you may want to go there to see such examples as 
“Advocacy interventions to reduce or eliminate violence and promote the physical and psychoso-
cial well-being of women who experience intimate partner abuse” by Rivas, Ramsay, Sadowski, 
Davidson, Dunne, Eldridge, Hegarty, … & Feder (2015). I think you’ll be surprised at how much 
research still needs to be conducted on topics that will be of interest to you. Both the Cochrane 
and Campbell collaborations will allow you to quickly assess the evidence available on a topic 
by reading a summary, or you can choose to read the whole study. While sometimes you may 
encounter vocabulary that you don’t recognize, look up the terms. Reading these reports is a 
good way to learn how researchers conduct and write about their research.

Step 3, evaluating the evidence, in an EBP process begins when you have found what you consider to 
be a sufficient number of studies or articles on your topic. If you started looking for information on the 
Internet, you know that you may find some scholarly articles that have used credible research approaches—
and you may find some impressive-looking documents that give the appearance of being based on research. 
So how do you know the difference? 
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Faculty often caution students against using unreliable data from websites, self-published sources, 
and even Wikipedia (although some of the information can be quite good). Most faculty prefer that your 
information gathering comes from professional journals and not magazines or untrustworthy sources 
on the Internet.

Even if you find articles in professional journals, be aware that they differ in quality and in their power 
to inform you about how their results may generalize. The goal of scientific studies is to allow for gener-
alization of the results. When a sample is drawn from a larger group, then the findings might generalize 
back to and represent the larger population—depending on how the sample was drawn (e.g., a random 
selection method was used). However, as a rule you can generalize only back to the specific population 
of people who are interviewed, observed, or surveyed in your study. So, if you draw an unbiased national 

• Who is the author? Does he or she have credibility? (Sometimes academic degrees lend respectability, 
but they may also be purchased from phony universities on the Internet. More important is whether the 
author has published findings in respectable academic or scholarly journals. Be suspicious of information 
where the author’s name is not given and where contact information such as street and city addresses 
are missing.)

• What is the author’s perspective? (The author’s bias may be readily apparent or subtle. Objective research 
articles usually mention both sides of an argument.)

• Who or what is the publishing source? Is the document associated with a well-known and respectable 
organization? (If the author is affiliated with a university or widely recognized organization such as the 
American Cancer Society, then the source may be more credible than if the domain comes from the .com 
or corporate world where someone is attempting to make money from readers of the website. Generally, 
information from sites ending in .edu {educational institutions}, those ending in .gov {government}, and 
.org {nonprofits} tend to be more reputable.)

• What is the supporting documentation? (Internet studies that do not support their claims with legitimate 
studies listed in a provided reference list are to be avoided. Scholarly writers know it is important to in-
form their readers about the pertinent studies and literature on the topic that they have identified. The 
“evidence” being provided should contain sufficient details so you can conclude that real research was 
actually conducted. Does the author provide sufficient information that you understand how the study 
was conducted? Who were the research subjects or participants in the study? How was “success” or 
outcomes of the intervention measured? Were statistical procedures used in analyzing the data?)

• How did you find this information? (If you were surfing for information and were directed to see a website 
from another site that has dubious origins and doubtful claims, don’t be surprised if the content of the 
second website is also untrustworthy. Websites found by using Internet search engines will not neces-
sarily bring you the most reliable information. When the quality of information is important, specialized 
search engines associated with university libraries {e.g., Medline} will supply scholarly articles that have 
been reviewed by professionals in the field—a process called peer review—that serves as a quality check 
of good scholarship.) Unlike magazines that are written for public entertainment, professional journals 
report studies for students, professionals, and scholars. As a rule, articles always contain a reference 
list and sometimes statistical analysis. You seldom find multicolor advertisements or pictures that are 
common in magazines.

BOX 1.2 WAYS TO EVALUATE INTERNET INFORMATION
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sample, then one could speak to the attitudes or preferences of the nation. Drawing an unbiased sample 
from all the adults in a given state allows one to speak about the knowledge or attitudes of adults residing 
in that particular state. An unbiased sample from a large city will allow one to talk only about the citizens 
of that city. For instance, if you had data from a sample of adults living in Las Vegas, Nevada, concerning 
their attitudes toward prostitution, it would not be responsible to assume that the data were representative 
of attitudes in other American cities. 

Studies that are relatively free of bias are the wheels that allow science to move forward. By allowing 
us to generalize the findings, they improve our knowledge and guide our practice. Unfortunately, you 
will come across studies in journals that did not use rigorous research methods and do not allow for their 
findings to be generalized. 

It is possible to think about sorting all the studies available on a given topic in terms of an evidence 
hierarchy. At the very bottom (least persuasive evidence) would be anecdotal accounts or qualitative stud-
ies based on a very small number of participants (e.g., 5–20). (See Figure 1.2.) The next level up would be  
surveys (for example, of practitioners being asked their opinion about a particular intervention). There 
are several layers in between the surveys and the very top of the hierarchy. 

We will learn more about these levels of evidence as we move through the book and discover, along 
the way, credible ways to study a problem and the key decisions to be made when planning a study. 
Sometimes, pragmatic decisions, such as the amount of time employed to collect a sample of respon-
dents, have a direct effect. Not enough time to develop an adequate sample can make it weaker and 
less likely to generalize. Can you explain why systematic reviews and meta-analyses are at the top of 
the hierarchy? We’ll learn later in Chapter 5 how strong research designs control the threat of other 
factors explaining away or confusing the principal findings.

As you read over the articles col-
lected from your literature search, 
you might feel that the articles aren’t 
a good fit for the type of intervention 
you were hoping to find. If you’ve tried 
some of the strategies suggested previ-
ously (e.g., using different synonyms, 
etc.), you may have to broaden the 
search by thinking “outside the box.” 
For instance, you could hunt for HIV 
prevention programs that have been 
developed for male prisoners. While 
these studies may not be a perfect fit, 
it may be that many of the compo-
nents in that program are relevant for 
women as well. Or you may find that 
an STI prevention program designed 
for adolescents judged to be at high 
risk—perhaps with some modifica-
tion—could be adopted for the female 

Strongest Evidence
Systematic Reviews/

Meta-Analyses

Qualitative Studies

Surveys

Pre-Experimental Group Studies

Case-Control and Cohort Studies

Quasi-Experimental Studies

Randomized Control Trials

FIGURE 1.2 Hierarchy of Evidence
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incarcerated population. Some studies may not be an exact fit because of geographic, ethnic, or age dif-
ferences, but this is where Sophia and Bill would want to discuss possible alternatives with Mrs. Simpson. 
Together, the three of them will critically assess the information collected.

Step 4 is a “systematic process that blends current best evidence, client preferences (wherever possible), 
and clinical expertise resulting in services that are both individualized and empirically sound” (Shlonsky & 
Gibbs, 2004, p. 137). So, once Sophia and Bill identify possible HIV prevention programs from the literature, 
read the articles, and evaluate the success of the different programs reported by authors, then it makes 
sense for Mrs. Simpson to weigh in with her clinical expertise and knowledge of the target population. 
In this instance, she may or may not wish to involve other knowledgeable social workers in designing 
the program. Also, she may feel strongly that actual female inmates should provide input and state their 
preferences regarding any proposed program. 

Before finalizing their plans, the interns might wish to contact authors of the studies that they have 
decided to base their model upon. In the time it takes for a study to be submitted to a journal, reviewed, 
revised, and then published, one to two years might have passed. In that length of time, the originators 
of the program may have fine-tuned it or made important changes. Also, the interns might wish to ask 
if there is a procedure manual or training manual they could acquire. One of the most important things 
ensuring that a program operates the way it was designed is to train all those involved, and where a manual 
exists, to provide it to those running the intervention or research. Manuals provide continuity and keep 
the program from drifting away from its original design when the interns leave at the end of the semester 
and another set of interns follows them. 

When the previous four steps have been completed, then full program planning and development can 
begin. 

Step 5, the last step in an EBP process, is to evaluate and to examine the outcomes for those who have 
received the program. In this step, the interns (or those who follow them) would want to know if the 
intervention was successful—did it, in fact, decrease HIV/STI rates once the women prisoners were back 
in their home communities? Did it decrease arrests for those who struggle with substance abuse? As we 
go through the book, you will find ideas of ways to evaluate your practice and agency programs. (And 
please don’t lose sight of the fact that this same EBP process also applies when you are working with a 
single individual or couple and planning treatment. It does not just apply to this one example.)

Anxiety Checks

From many years of teaching research methods, I know that students often wish this course wasn’t 
required. Social work students want to help people—most do not want to have to work with numbers or 
statistics. I get that. As an undergraduate, I, too, feared math-related topics because of terrible teachers 
in high school. I actually dropped my first statistics course in college because I was afraid I might fail 
it—enrolling in another in a different discipline the next semester made all the difference. Fortunately, 
that course had real, applied problems to solve, and it made a lot more sense to me. I finally got it!

In an effort to help you overcome any worries or concerns you might have about understanding the 
research concepts presented in this book, I will periodically place an ANXIEY CHECK box in chapters. The 
purpose of the box will be to provide you with an opportunity to self-assess whether or not you grasped 
the concept. Here’s the first one:
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Research? No Way! 

Social work is an exciting career choice. Students select this profession because they like people and want 
to help them with such problems as domestic abuse, mental illness, alcohol dependence, homelessness, 
and others. As a consequence, social work students are often eager to learn how to become counselors, 
therapists, or frontline social workers. Students approach practice-oriented courses with enthusiasm and 
vigor. All goes well until they learn that they must take a research course (sometimes two courses) as part 
of the requirements for a degree. Immediately, some students are resentful. “Research!” they say. “Why 
do I have to take research? I don’t want to be a researcher. I want to work with ” (fill in the 
blank). Does this sound familiar? 

Why, then, must social work students study research? Here are a few of the reasons:

• As we just discussed, social workers must be able to find the best available evidence about 
interventions, to critically appraise it, and to evaluate the results (Thyer, 2008). As a social 
worker, you will need to read journal articles and technical reports where research results are 
presented. You must be able to distinguish good research from bad, and be able to evaluate the 
strengths and weaknesses of the published research. Research studies can be biased or flawed 
for a lot of different reasons, and you might not be able to detect these reasons without a basic 
understanding of research methodology. To make effective use of the research that you encoun-
ter as a practitioner, whether it be in social work journals or agency reports, you need to know 
something about how proper research is conducted.

Like it or not, we are all consumers of research. We hear the results of studies or polls on television and 
radio, and we read about studies that are reported on the Internet and in newspapers, magazines, and 
journals. How do you know if these studies are any good? Could you identify a poorly designed study? 
What criteria would you use? One best-seller that used thousands of questionnaires to support its con-
clusions has been called the “functional equivalent of malpractice for surveys.” Just because something 
finds its way into print does not mean that it is based on the best methodology or scholarship. Hopefully, 
as we go further into this text, you will learn to be a skeptical reader—to ask questions of what you read. 

Which statement reflects the correct understanding of the term “generalization?”

a. Martha said that her 12 clients’ experiences at Reach for Recovery in Napa County could well rep-
resent and generalize to problem drinkers anywhere in America—they were all between the ages 
of 18 and 75.

b. Tyrone argued in a staff meeting that Martha’s clients and their treatment success couldn’t gener-
alize to problem drinkers anywhere in America because they were the first 12 clients admitted in 
July and only from Napa County.

[Answers are at the end of the book.]

ANXIETY CHECK 1.1
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Even a little knowledge of research will help you become a more informed consumer of the information 
you routinely encounter both in print and on the Internet.

Being an informed consumer will allow you to evaluate the reported research and enable you to make 
more substantial contributions when you are called on to disseminate knowledge in your everyday 
practice. Social workers are often required to prepare reports, conduct in-service training, or make 
workshop presentations. Information you assemble will be shared not only with fellow professionals 
but also with clients and the community. If you want to be an advocate and recommend policy changes, 
whether presenting at the local agency level or making a presentation to legislators, you need good 
data and the ability to interpret it for your audience. As you make greater use of professional journals 
and databases, you will find that you need an understanding of research to fully comprehend what is 
being reported. 

• Second, social workers are accountable for their interventions. As a professional, you must be 
able to determine whether the intervention you are using with a client is making any differ-
ence. Could you demonstrate that a client is improving? Or, at the very least, could you show 
that your intervention has not harmed the client? Even if you are not interested in conducting 
research on a large scale, you owe it to your clients and yourself to be able to evaluate your 
practice with them.

Accountability is important on another level. Social service agencies vary enormously in size and may 
employ several to hundreds of social workers. Taxpayers, governmental agencies, and funding sources 
such as United Way organizations often expect social service agencies to provide data and evaluation 
research on such issues as client utilization of the agency’s services and the effects or outcomes of the 
services provided. Agencies must show that they are meeting the needs of their target populations, that 
their clientele feel satisfied with services, and that the agency’s operation is productive and efficient.

Suppose you become a program director or manager in a social service organization and the executive 
director wants you to begin a new program. The director insists that the program must have a good 
evaluation system built into it. Would you know how to go about evaluating a social service program? 
Would you recognize a poor evaluation plan if you created it? New programs are sometimes funded with 
the provision that they demonstrate some impact on the problem. This provision usually means that 
research in some form or fashion is required. Faced as we are with major social problems and fairly limited 
amounts of monies that can be applied to these problems, it is incumbent on social workers to create and 
maintain programs that have the best success rates.

As a new social worker fresh from school, you might be asked to conduct a study to meet some report-
ing or accreditation requirement. Occasionally, students tell me how surprised they were on their first 
jobs when they were assigned a research project—especially when it was not even discussed during the 
initial employment interview. They got the assignment because among the staff, they had most recently 
completed a research course and therefore should be the most knowledgeable about what to do. Would 
you be more interested in learning how to design a study if you knew you would be responsible for eval-
uating a program in your next job?

• Third, two of the nine competencies in the new Educational Policy and Accreditation Stan-
dards (EPAS) from the Council of Social Work Education (2015) required of all BSW and MSW 
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programs (and therefore their students) directly speak to the importance of research. Com-
petency 9 states: 

Evaluate Practice with Individuals, Families, Groups, Organizations, and Communities. Social 
workers understand that evaluation is an ongoing component of the dynamic and interactive process 
of social work practice with, and on behalf of, diverse individuals, families, groups, organizations 
and communities. Social workers recognize the importance of evaluating processes and outcomes 
to advance practice, policy, and service delivery effectiveness. Social workers understand theories 
of human behavior and the social environment, and critically evaluate and apply this knowledge 
in evaluating outcomes. Social workers understand qualitative and quantitative methods for 
evaluating outcomes and practice effectiveness. Social workers: 

• select and use appropriate methods for evaluation of outcomes; 
• apply knowledge of human behavior and the social environment, person-in-environment, 

and other multidisciplinary theoretical frameworks in the evaluation of outcomes; 
• critically analyze, monitor, and evaluate intervention and program processes and outcomes; and 
• apply evaluation findings to improve practice effectiveness at the micro, mezzo, and macro 

levels

Competency 4 (Engage in Practice-Informed Research and Research-Informed Practice) states:

Social workers understand quantitative and qualitative research methods and their respective roles 
in advancing a science of social work and in evaluating their practice. Social workers know the 
principles of logic, scientific inquiry, and culturally informed and ethical approaches to building 
knowledge. Social workers understand that evidence that informs practice derives from multi-dis-
ciplinary sources and multiple ways of knowing. They also understand the processes for translating 
research findings into effective practice. Social workers:

• use practice experience and theory to inform scientific inquiry and research;
• apply critical thinking to engage in analysis of quantitative and qualitative research methods 

and research findings; and
• use and translate research evidence to inform and improve practice, policy, and service delivery.

• A fourth reason you should make a commitment to learn research skills is because of this lan-
guage in the National Association of Social Workers’ Code of Ethics (2008):

SECTION 5.02

a) Social workers should monitor and evaluate policies, the implementation of programs, and 
practice interventions.

b) Social workers should promote and facilitate evaluation and research to contribute to the 
development of knowledge.

c) Social workers should critically examine and keep current with emerging knowledge relevant 
to social work and fully use evaluation and research evidence in their professional practice.

Selection from 2015 Educational Policy and Accreditation Standards, pp. 8, 9. Copyright © 2015 by Council on Social Work 
Education.
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The Code of Ethics asserts that we have a responsibility for evaluating our practice and programs, as well as build-
ing knowledge that will benefit clients. Research improves our practice and allows us to test new innovations.

As professional social workers, we must advocate for our clients by conducting research—not just at the 
local level, but also at the state and national levels. While it may seem unlikely right now that you would 
ever be involved in such research, consider for a moment the extent to which most clients are affected not 
only by state and national policies, but also by a lack of resources. Recently, I learned of an unfortunate 
situation in another community when a college-age individual wanted help for his substance abuse and 
attempted to receive detox services on a Saturday night. Although he was motivated to get help at the 
time, he was informed that the center didn’t have an empty bed. What was he supposed to do until one 
opened up? While a possibly disastrous scenario was adverted that night, I couldn’t help but wonder how 
many times that happens in a week. How many more beds are needed in the community? Is it possible 
that someone looking at the data on the number of clients turned away from the detox center might then 
have enough evidence to encourage public officials to either expand the number of beds or find another 
solution? Can you see the value of having “hard data” to advocate for these and other services? 

The profession needs researchers who can show that cuts in social service programs ultimately result in 
greater tax burdens. Numbers might be scary if you’ve never liked them, but showing that detox services 
cost less than ambulance runs and hospitalizations when individuals overdose is certainly data that every 
social worker should be able to gather, organize, and present. I am convinced that greater funding for 
social services will come as social workers are better able to demonstrate that adequate levels of social 
services are cost-effective for reducing or eliminating some of the major social problems facing us today.

• Last but not least, you need to be comfortable with both consuming and conducting research 
because otherwise you may not be practicing the most effective treatment available. Myers and 
Thyer (1997) phrased the issue this way a number of years ago:

A client sees a clinical social worker about a psychosocial disorder for which there is a treatment 
that has been demonstrated effective through repeated, well-designed outcome studies. Does the 
client have the right to receive this validated treatment, or does the social worker have the latitude 
to provide another, unsupported treatment? (p. 288) 

Most of us would probably agree that clients deserve the best intervention available, not one that is 
delivered simply because “that’s the way I have always treated this problem” or because “this is what I 
learned 10 years ago in graduate school.”

Social workers who do not keep current on the literature and research in their fields are in danger of 
practicing incompetent social work. Interventions are not equally effective, and newer, improved ones 
come along from time to time. Social workers must be able to inform clients why, on the basis of empirical 
studies, one particular treatment is recommended over another. 

At the same time, there is still so much that we don’t know about what will work with what clients. This 
is where you come in. As a social worker who can understand as well as conduct research, you will be able 
to identify those interventions that should be used with specific client groups and those that shouldn’t. 
You have an ethical obligation to do as much. Social work professionals should be consumer advocates 
for the interventions our clients receive. And how does one advocate for effective programs without the 
ability to collect and interpret data?
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I realize that at this point in your education, evaluating programs and attempting to build knowledge 
may not interest you, but once you are engaged in practice full time, you may make discoveries—perhaps 
you will want to report on the effectiveness of some new treatment approach or exciting innovation in 
your agency. There might be a conference in sunny Miami where you would like to make a presentation, 
or a journal where you would like to submit your article. In other words, you need competence in research 
methods to help you achieve your potential as a contributing member of the social work profession. There 
will be times when even the most thoroughly convinced “I’ve-always-wanted-to-be-just-a-clinician” wishes 
that he or she understood a little more about research. By acquiring research skills, you position yourself 
to reach higher goals—becoming a manager or administrator, by becoming a nationally recognized expert 
or consultant, by developing copyrighted instruments or interventions that are sold commercially. Who 
knows, you might even become a faculty member! 

Social work educators want their students to be skilled, expert practitioners. Our profession’s future 
depends on you becoming the most competent practitioner possible. Social workers should employ the 
treatments that have been shown to be clinically relevant because scientific investigations have evaluated 
them. What we learn or know this year may not be correct at some time in the future. As Mullen, Bellamy, 
Bledsoe, and Francois (2007) have noted: 

It is widely acknowledged that because of the pace of change all around us, it is not 
possible to assume that what we learn today will be valid or relevant tomorrow. Gone 
are the times when social work could assume that it had a manageable and relatively 
stable knowledge base that could be taught within the limits of a 2-year graduate 
program. (p. 575)

In choosing interventions, the social worker should ask questions such as “What has been shown to 
work with this type of problem?” or “What intervention is the most effective with this type of client?” 
Questions of this type will lead the practitioner to information that has to be assessed in terms of whether 
it is credible, methodologically sound, from a well-respected source, and convincing in terms of what is 
known about success and prior interventions with the client group. 

Quite a bit of this chapter discussed EBP, and it is important that you understand the logical progression of 
steps involved. One of the steps listed below doesn’t belong. Can you place the others in the correct order? 

1. Determining the best intervention based on appraisal of evidence, clinical expertise, etc.
2. Evaluating the intervention. 
3. Seeking permission from the National Institute on Drug Abuse. 
4. Evaluating the evidence. 
5. Forming an answerable question. 
6. Searching for evidence. 

[Answers at the end of the book.]

ANXIETY CHECK 1.2
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Great accountability is expected of today’s practitioner. To prepare yourself to be the most conscientious 
and evidence-based practitioner, you’ll need to learn—at a minimum—how to sort the “junk” from the 
good science so that you can apply the strongest research-supported interventions in your practice. Allow 
this book to show you how to recognize good and poor data collection methods and research designs. 
Research is a tool that can inform your practice.

Unlike some fields, social work research is applied; it seeks knowledge that will improve the lives of 
our clients and make this world a little bit better. Research begins when people like you develop questions 
from real-life situations in agencies and observations of fellow humans and become concerned about the 
lack of information or answers. If a thorough search of literature does not answer a question, you may 
have identified a gap in our knowledge base. Whether you take the challenge or not, many opportunities 
exist for you as a researcher to make important contributions to our field. Social work has no shortage of 
problems and gaps in our knowledge that need investigation.

If you had the time and the funding to explore one currently unanswered question, what would it be?

Key Terms
evidence-based practice (EBP)

generalize; generalization

research subjects

peer review

well-built question

systematic review

meta-analysis 

replicated

SELF-REVIEW
(Answers at the end of the book)

1. List three of the five reasons discussed in this chapter that social work students should study 
research methods.

2. What is the purpose of the Council on Social Work Education?

a. accreditation of social work programs
b. peer training of social work educators
c. marketing of social work programs

3. T or F. The NASW Code of Ethics requires social workers to monitor and evaluate their practice, 
their programs, and the policies that shape their interventions.

4. Summarize what “empirically based practice” means.
5. What is the chief characteristic of social work research?
6. What is a well-built question?
7. Is a well-built question required to specify a population associated with the problem?
8. What is a systematic review?



Chapter 1 – Introduction: Where Does Research Start? | 17

QUESTIONS FOR CLASS DISCUSSION

1. What are your fears about taking a research class?
2. What do you hope to learn from this class?
3. What experiences have you had that might help in this class? Describe any research-related expe-

riences you may have had.
4. What are the problems that might develop when a profession’s knowledge base and research lag 

behind its practice?
5. As a class, make a list of problems and questions that you think need to be researched.
6. Have you ever come across a piece of research you thought was worthless? Why did you have 

this opinion?
7. Does one have to choose between being a good practitioner and a good researcher?
8. In what ways could research be used to affect a local, state, or national policy that you think needs 

to be changed?
9. Make a list of reasons that it is important for social workers to engage in empirically based practice.

10. idea for group project: Divide the class into groups. Imagine that you have the same assignment 
given to Sophia and Bill. What specific decisions do you think would have to be made along the 
way? Refer to steps in the EBP process as necessary and make a list of all the decisions that will 
have to be made before the program can be implemented and evaluated. 

11. Well-Built Questions: Alternatively, the group should choose a different problem than the one above 
and draft not one, but two different well-built questions for the same client population. 
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ASSIGNMENT 1.1

Who Are the Students in This Research Class?

Objective: To introduce you to each other and to demonstrate, at a beginning level, how patterns and themes 
exist within a collection of data.

The Task: Interview two people you don’t know from your research class, asking them the following ques-
tions. (Your instructor may want to pool all of the responses from class to see if any common elements 
or themes emerge. Learn the names of those you interview.)

Respondent #1      Respondent #2

1. Have you completed any other research courses? If yes, how many?

2. Name one skill, talent, or life experience you have that could be useful as a researcher.

3. How important would you say it is for social workers to know how to conduct research? (Use a 
scale from 1 to 10, with 1 equaling not very important and 10 equaling very important.)

4. Why have you chosen to be a social worker?

5. What is one thing you hope to acquire from this class?

6. What is your favorite food, movie, or song?
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ASSIGNMENT 1.2

Evidence-Based Practice and Me

Objective: To help you apply the EBP in this chapter to a specific problem, population, or intervention.

Scenario: Imagine that a wealthy philanthropist has agreed to fund your salary for one year, providing 
that you conduct research about some problem that concerns social workers.

1. What question or problem would you investigate? Why?

2. Develop a well-built question.

3. Where would you start searching for literature?

4. List three facts relating to this problem that you already know. (Or browse an article to get some 
background on the problem. Mention the source of your information.)


