
Dilemma’s around evidence based practice in Dutch Social Work 

Willem Melief, Verwey-Jonker Institute 

Outline for a presentation at the workshop of the 5th Annual Meeting “Evidence based practice” of the International Inter Centre Network for the Evaluation of Social Work Practice, Columbia University School of Social work, New York, October 3-4, 2002. 

The presentation explores the position and possibilities of evidence based practice in the social work field in The Netherlands in contrast to other outcome oriented approaches. 

The evidence based practice approach is defined as the production and application of scientifically sound evidence as a base for the development of methods, procedures and elements of good practice for a given problem and a given target population. The research by which this evidence is obtained, meets the requirements of the Campbell Collaboration. 

From the point of view of a researcher educated in classic research methodology the approach seems very thorough, elegant and efficient, not only using the best research methodology can offer, but also using it in a very efficient way by using evidence to develop optimal treatment methods so that the same evidence is used over en over. Therefore if later in the presentation some problematic sides of evidence based practice are mentioned, this is not because we do not like it.

The situation in the Netherlands is that in social work practice very few methods are used that are based on the kind of evidence that would meet the Campbell requirements. Social workers  use mainly eclectic approaches taking form several school of intervention what seem to fist best. The term evidence based is not generally known or used in a very loose way. An exception is task centered casework, that in its original form was developed in an early form of an evidence based approach. 

After that we describe a dilemma. What course of action should be taken in response to the just describes state of affairs. We describe the possible choices and the assumptions underlying it, ranging from “the approach is great also for Dutch social work conditions, but social workers just are not informed and trained, so we should start informing and training them” to “the approach has not much to offer and should be dropped unless it could be adapted”. There are also some in between positions. 

After that we explore which of these underlying assumptions is the most plausible by looking at the possible answers on three questions that could be asked by those who are interested in using outcome data; 

1 For what purpose or application do we want or expect to use the outcome information?.

2 What are the objectives of the intervention and consequently what outcomes or effects do we aim at and do we need to measure 

3 What degree of scientific rigorousness do we want to maintain in gathering information about outcome. 

It will be argued that evidence based practice in its pure form has specific answers for each of these questions which differ from the answers that are given by other approaches to outcome measurement, such as performance measurement, user/consumer approaches and qualitative approaches. 

We will continue with describing how well the answers for each of the approaches fit the requirements and needs of those interested in outcome measurement in the Netherlands. The conclusion will be that although evidence based practice is a very sound procedure, it probably does not fit very well the most pressing needs for information about outcome in The Netherlands at this moment, to which we will have to add that possibly the current conditions in Dutch social work make it very difficult to make an optimal use of a classical evidence based approach. 

Based on this analysis we will try to formulate answers on the dilemma which will include suggestions of a gradual development of evidence based approaches, where it fits and seems useful, but for three reasons supplemented by other approaches:

I. A practical one; evidence based practice is not far enough developed to be able to produce all the evidence that is needed

II. There will, also if evidence based practice is further developed, be a need for direct feed back in practice. 

III. A fundamental reason, the evidence based approach, unless changed, is not able to pick up all the relevant effects and produce all the relevant evidence. 

If time allows we will, as a further elaboration of the third conclusion, give an important example of an effect that the evidence based approach in its current rigorous form, fails to detect and will introduce a form of measurement that we are at this moment trying to develop to measure this effect.  
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