Why evaluate? The (contested) role of evaluative research.

Introduction 

This paper raises some questions about the kinds of knowledge which can be developed from evaluative research.  It is based on the experience of evaluating one particular project and starts from the assumption that dilemmas encountered in individual studies are relevant to wider questions about the development of a sound knowledge base for social work.  In some respects the paper is an example of reflective practice through which understanding has been tentatively developed of the nature of evaluative research and the kind of knowledge it can expect to generate.  

The paper begins with brief details about secure care in Scotland, the project which was evaluated and the research.  It then goes on to consider three issues relevant to the subject matter of this seminar. These are 

1) the challenge of encompassing different concepts of social work service provision and research; 

2) the value and limitations of empirically based methods; 

3) in light of 1&2, the type of knowledge which can legitimately be derived from small scale evaluative research. 

Secure Care in Scotland 
Secure accommodation in Scotland occupies a distinctive position among resources for children and young people.  While firmly located within welfare based childcare provision, it operates at the interface with the criminal justice system. Approximately two thirds of young people in secure accommodation are placed there on the authority of a Children’s Panel.  The Children’s Panel is the statutory forum which deals with all children thought to be in need of compulsory measures of care, either because they are at risk or because they have committed offences.  The remaining third of the secure care population are subject to a court order, either serving a sentence for a serious crime or on remand.  Some young people held in secure provision have serious mental health difficulties and, in some circumstances, admission to psychiatric hospital is considered a more appropriate option.  

In recent years between 200 and 250 young people have been admitted to secure care in Scotland each year, with about 90 in placement at any one time. A majority are boys but girls typically account for more than a quarter. A survey undertaken on behalf of the Social Work Services Inspectorate in 1998 reported that girls were more likely to be admitted for welfare reasons, rather than for offending.  Only one of the 21 girls included in the survey was on a court order, the remainder having been placed by a Children’s Panel.  Running away and the risk of sexual harm or prostitution were the most common concerns (SWSI 2000)
The Community Alternative Placement Scheme (CAPS) 

The Community Alternative Placement Scheme (CAPS) was set by a major voluntary organisation, NCH Action for Children, to develop a family based foster care service for young people who would otherwise be placed in secure accommodation.  The scheme was set up in response to a Scottish Office report which recommended the development of community alternatives to secure placement (SWSI 1996).  CAPS was thought to merit independent evaluation because it set out to break new ground in two major respects.  The first was to place in foster care young people who had previously been considered too difficult or demanding for family placement; the second was to pay foster carers the equivalent of a full-time salary, while also according them the status of fellow professionals.  Key elements of the new service were to be: 

· carer payments equivalent to a reasonable salary 

· intensive support to carers, available 24-hours 

· specialist training 

· time-limited placements 

· automatic entitlement to respite care 

· individualised programmes 

· educational support. 

The Evaluation 

The evaluation of CAPS, funded by the Scottish Executive, was carried out between 1997 and 2000 at the Centre for the Child and Society, Glasgow University by the author and Professors Malcolm Hill and John Triseliotis. Its remit was to assess the extent to which the project met its own aims and to develop evidence based understanding of professional foster care’s potential to provide a community alternative to secure placement.  This in turn would indicate whether, and in what circumstances, CAPS would warrant replication. 

Overall four main dimensions of the CAPS project were evaluated. 

· outcomes and experiences for young people placed

· the nature of the foster care task 

· development of the project and the service it offered 

· certain aspects of cost effectiveness.

The study’s design included several key elements:

· It was longitudinal, so that changes were charted in the project’s development and the first twenty young people placed with the project were followed for two years after their placement started

· It involved process evaluation. This meant identifying how the implementation of the project corresponded to its goals and exploring the ways in which distinctive aspects of the project (such as pay and support) affected the fostering role and tasks

· It included evaluation of outcomes for the young people and gathering of limited cost data

· It had a ‘quasi-experimental’ aspect, through following a comparison sample of young people in secure care over a similar period.
Thus the research combined elements of the quantitative, comparative approach associated with empirical research and qualitative approaches concerned with understanding the nature of this new service, its work with young people and what it might offer as an alternative to secure care.  In its breadth and practical remit it was probably typical of much ‘ordinary’ social work research, so the issues raised in this paper are likely to have relevance for others. 
Accommodating different values and perspectives of social work service provision and research.

By way of introducing this topic, I’d like to refer to two articles which appeared in the journal, Child and Family Social Work a few years ago.  In the first Liz Trinder argued that choice of research methods was not a technical matter but rather reflected a particular view of social work, with associated beliefs about the kind of knowledge required for practice and the role research should play in the development of policy and practice (Trinder 1996).  She summed up her position as follows: 


‘ How one goes about doing research is intimately connected to what is going on in the world, how one sees the world and how one sees social work.  Research perspectives are not ahistorical, and research methodologies are not innocent sets of techniques.  Certain methodologies matter because they support and sustain particular approaches to social work practice.  Furthermore, the core components of each research perspective are profoundly shaped by particular shifts within social work, which in turn relate to [wider social, political and intellectual developments]





Trinder, 1996 page 234

Trinder went on to identify three approaches to research which, she argued, were associated with particular concepts of social work: a) empirical, b) critical/ participative and c) pragmatic.  In a subsequent issue, Michael Little challenged Trinder’s analysis, broadly arguing that choice of research methods was a technical rather than political matter and that researchers typically worked with a range of approaches to correspond with particular research questions (Little 1998).  This exchange proved relevant to some of the dilemmas we encountered within the CAPS evaluation, so Trinder’s three categories are briefly summarised before considering the issues for CAPS. 

Empirical Research

Research which fits Trinder’s empirical category sets out to objectively measure the effectiveness of social work interventions and so produce reliable evidence to inform policy and service development.  In epistemological terms it adopts an objectivist or realist stance, assuming that there is an objective ‘truth’ to be uncovered, albeit that the influence of many intervening variables makes it difficult to identify the truth about how social work services are received.  Empirical researchers seek to overcome these difficulties by using ‘scientific’ research methods which, as far as possible, isolate the effect of a particular social work intervention.  Techniques include rigorous sampling, systematic measurement of specific variables, the use of well validated standard measures and sophisticated statistical analysis.  Random Control Trials are considered the ‘gold standard’ but since ethical considerations reduce the scope for this approach within social work, single case design has been advocated as a means of rigorously assessing service effectiveness in relation to individual clients or service users. 

Trinder considers that this approach is well suited to the UK’s present welfare climate, which emphasises the importance of keeping down the cost of welfare through effectively targeting services and ensuring value for money.  Finding objective ways to measure effectiveness fits well with the development of evidence based practice, while also providing a means of holding professionals to account through quality assurance, audit and other managerial devices.  According to this approach, social work is assessed and valued in terms of its capacity to effect observable and measurable change.  

Critical/ participative Research 

At the other end of the spectrum, the critical researcher adheres to the view that the social world cannot be known directly but only through interpretation.  Critical research draws primarily on qualitative material which, through rigorous analysis, seeks to represent, as faithfully as possible, the social world as created and experienced by key participants.  Knowledge is understood as socially constructed and typically reflecting the interests of powerful groups.  For Trinder, critical research aims to empower disadvantaged groups though challenging dominant perspectives and so potentially resulting in social change.  In the context of social work it seeks to involve service users and/or front-line staff in ways which bring to light the underpinning dynamics and interactions which shape how services are provided and experienced.  To work in this way social workers need understanding of how society and organisations operate and impact on certain individuals and groups.  

Pragmatic Research 

Trinder’s third category is ‘pragmatic’ research, into which, she would allocate most studies of social work.  This is not a coherent approach but rather mixes quantitative and qualitative methods, untroubled by the rigors of either scientific empiricism or social constructionist analysis.  This mix of methods and approaches is possible because the pragmatic researcher steers clear of epistemological or ontological debate, suspending ‘not to be resolved philosophical conundra in the interests of getting on with the job’  (Fuller (Fuller 1996), as quoted in Trinder).  According to Trinder the pragmatist sets out to study social work ‘as it is’ , while also accepting that perceptions of ‘what is going on’ may vary.  She argues that there is an inconsistency in the combined realism and relativism of this approach.  

According to Trinder, pragmatic research renders the complexities of social work manageable, by three means.  The first is a focus on what is observable, that is describing service delivery and outcomes rather than asking more searching questions of ‘what is going on here?’  Inadequate attention to analysing qualitative material is the second means through which underlying complexity remains obscure and an emphasis on dissemination is the third.  Though Trinder acknowledges the importance of dissemination, she criticises an approach which presents findings as self-evident truths, ignoring that research is a highly political process and the nature of knowledge problematic. 

Trinder argues that ‘pragmatic’ research is concerned with the efficient delivery of services, viewing social workers as competent technicians equipped to carry out procedures, rather than requiring an understanding of the dynamics and structures through which social problems are created. 

Categorising the CAPS Evaluation 

The CAPS study did not fit neatly into any one of Trinder’s categories, but rather encompassed elements of all three.  Empirically based data on outcomes was sought alongside qualitative information on the experience and perspectives of young people and carers.  This multi-method approach was helpful in providing as full as possible an understanding of the challenges facing the project, but merging the different kinds of data was not unproblematic.  Consistent with Trinder’s analysis it became evident that the research was indeed expected to fulfil two quite distinct tasks.  These were a) to assess the effects of foster care using empirically based methods; and b) to gain understanding of the operation of CAPS from the perspectives of key participants.  Each of these implied quite different concepts of the foster care process and the kind of knowledge which would usefully inform practice.  Whereas the first implied a linear and measurable relationship between intervention and outcomes, the second assumed the helping process was complex and could only be understood in terms of participants’ experiences and perspectives.  

Corresponding to these tensions within the research, it became evident that CAPS itself was straddling two quite different approaches to service provision, each of which espoused different ideas about what constituted ‘effective’ or valuable practice and, by implication, sound evidence.  Though consistent with Trinder’s analysis, David Howe’s distinction between ‘surface’ and ‘depth’ social work proved a more helpful way of conceptualising these two approaches (Howe 1996).

Two Concepts of Social Work 

In common with others, Howe identifies that significant changes are taking place within social work in the UK.  These have widely been understood as consistent with a shift from a liberal to a neo-liberal ethos in welfare policy.  Amidst concerns about the increasing costs of welfare, principles of collective responsibility for the common good have given way to an emphasis on self-sufficiency, restricting the role of the state to protection from risk (Parton 1997; Culpitt 1999).  Public services have been put on the defensive, requiring to demonstrate that they are effective and provide value for money.  This effect has been particularly keenly felt in social work which is viewed as unnecessarily expensive and encouraging welfare dependency.  Demands for child welfare services to become more effective continue to be fuelled by a series of child protection inquiries which indicate that the service is failing in its central task of protecting children and promoting their welfare. 

According to Howe, the move to ‘surface’ social work has been characterised by a concern with what people do and managing behaviour, rather than why they do it and trying to alleviate the causes.  Social workers’ actions are increasingly guided by policy and procedures rather than knowledge of the social sciences and professional expertise.  Relationships with service users are superficial and instrumental, rather than concerned with meaningful engagement and the possibility of personal change.  Time limited, task centred interventions are preferred to long term support.  

It was evident that within CAPS ‘depth’ and ‘surface’ approaches operated in tandem.  Early plans for CAPS were very much line with an emphasis on short, focussed interventions which would prevent young people from being deprived of their liberty, while also resulting in cost savings for local authorities.  Placements were expected to be time-limited, lasting approximately 6 months, during which carers would carry out ‘specific pieces of work’, enabling young people to address their difficulties and move on to a suitable longer term resource. 

In practice most CAPS placements operated somewhat differently.  Most young people referred to the project were considered to need stability and opportunities to establish reliable personal relationships.  Foster care was viewed as potentially helping young people come to terms with damaging experiences, and in so doing facilitating emotional and personal development.  Correspondingly, most young people, carers and many social workers were of the opinion that providing a good experience of living with a family was as important as achieving measurable change.  Typically much longer than 6 months was needed if the placement was to be beneficial, so cost savings were lower than originally expected.  (CAPS placements cost much less than secure accommodation but were expensive compared with most other options.)

In short, young people’s identified needs and most participants’ understanding of what foster care might offer were somewhat out of step with how the service had originally been envisaged.  Whereas foster carers and project staff expected to respond to young people’s needs in ways consistent with ’depth’ social work, they operated within a system which favoured a ‘surface’ approach.  As a result, participants frequently identified a tension between what they understood to be in the best interests of individual young people and what was consistent with local authorities’ pursuit of best value and effective use of resources. 

Combining Surface and Depth/ Measurement and Understanding 

The tension between ‘surface’ and ‘depth’ social work permeated many aspects of the project’s work.  However the focus here is on the implications for the research.  It is self-evident that effectiveness would be defined and measured differently from each perspective.  To some extent we managed this by trying to report the results in a way which gave both perspectives due consideration.  As we acknowledged, this meant that deciding whether and in what respects the project should be replicated involved a considerable element of value judgement.  

While this was evidently the case, the development of evidence based practice requires more of research than simply identifying alternatives.  Was there a more robust way of assessing the value of this project and foster care’s general potential as an alternative to secure care?  

This brought us to the question of how to legitimately reconcile the use of objective, empirical measures to assess outcomes with a critical/constructionist approach which sought to give voice to young people and carers and to develop some understanding of what this kind of foster care entails.  To some extent these tensions mirror the difficulties in synthesising and evaluating different kinds of evidence about social work effectiveness which Mike Fisher refers to in his paper.  They also reflect the challenges inherent in delivering appropriate services, since policy and practice are driven by both ‘effectiveness’ and ‘user participation’ agendas.  We therefore considered that it was important to find ways of accommodating both dimensions, if the learning from the evaluation was to be, in Sheppard’s terms, ‘practice valid’ (Sheppard 1998).  Few people would be rash enough to offer a ready remedy to, but in the rest of the paper I outline how we came to understand and manage some of the difficulties, all the while trying to avoid the superficiality and theoretical incoherence which Trinder warns against. 

First our approach to measuring outcomes is examined, highlighting the advantages but also the limitations of empirically based methods.  I shall argue that quantitative, empirical findings can be valuable when used appropriately, but identify an unhelpful tendency in the present climate to privilege these kind of results over other kinds of data.  Critical realism is then presented as a theoretical framework within which to gauge what their appropriate status might be.  

The value and limitations of empirically based methods
Witkins has pointed out that the ideology of the empirical approach is readily accepted because it fits with Western notions about the superiority of science and the belief in technology as a solution to the world’s problems (Witkins 1996).  Its language, concepts and methods sound reassuringly objective and reliable.  Using these to assess social work suggests that the outcomes of interventions can be accurately measured and predicted, making social work itself seem more ‘scientific’ and so, by implication, worthwhile.  In contrast critics argue that empirical methods are not objective and are ill-suited to understanding complex phenomena such as the outcomes of social work services.  

Our experience in the CAPS study supported the view that empirical methods and the kind of information they yield are highly valued.  The inclusion of a comparison sample of young people placed in secure care was viewed by our funders, and CAPS’ managers, as essential, since it would allow comparison of outcomes and costs.  From the start it was recognised that objectively assessing outcomes would be fraught with difficulty.  Young people with serious problems typically do well in some respects but not others, while apparent progress can vary over time.  Isolating the effect of a specific placement is problematic, as most young people are involved with a range of professionals and/or may be influenced by quite unrelated changes in their personal circumstances.  Small sample size would also mean that identified differences between the two groups might have occured by chance.  Partly in recognition of these limitations, the original plans for the research also included an element of single case design as a means of measuring individual young people’s progress within CAPS placements.  

In practice these empirically based methods proved valuable in some respects, but we came to the conclusion that they should be used with caution and awareness of their limitations.  One difficulty is that empirical results are assumed to be more valid than other kinds of data, yet they are not necessarily objective and, taken in isolation, can convey a distorted picture of how social work services operate and impact on service users.  

Single Case Design 

The original plan was to use a single case design to measure progress within CAPS placements.  However it soon became apparent that most carers were focussing primarily on relationship building, rather than changing specific behaviours.  Since the latter was not amenable to systematic measurement, the single case design element was not retained.  To have persisted in setting and measuring indicators of change would have been out of step with an approach which emphasised the importance of conveying acceptance, particularly in the first few weeks of placement.  

Comparison Sample 

To gauge what CAPS could offer in comparison with secure accommodation, a comparison sample was recruited and the progress of both samples followed over a period of about 18 months.  Given the small numbers, there was little scope for random or quota sampling, but in the event the samples (20 in each) were closely matched in terms of age, gender, family circumstances, previous care experiences and range of problem behaviours.  Progress was assessed primarily through three sets of data: 

1) Information about end circumstances:  whether the young person 

a) had a stable home base , b) was engaged in some kind of education/ work / training; c) in light of the information available, was less likely to engage in self-harming and/or offending behaviour; 

2)  social workers’ ratings of progress in relation to family relationships, education, health, self-esteem and social skills; 

3) two standard measures: Goodman’s Strengths and Difficulties    Questionnaire and the Rosenberg assessment of self esteem.  

These provided very useful indications of how the young people placed with CAPS carers had fared, compared with their counterparts admitted to secure care.  Crucially this data challenged the assumption that foster care was necessarily a preferred option, since in most respects progress was similar for both samples.  Indeed, compared with those placed with CAPS, end circumstances were in some respects more favourable for those who started in secure since more of them had made a reasonably successful move to semi-independent living and fewer were homeless or in prison.  However the comparative element also had significant short-comings. In addition to small sample size, the main short comings lack of objectivity and inability to accommodate the complexity of the young people’s lives and experiences.  

Lack of objectivity was most obvious when respondents were asked to rate 

progress, but it also applied in the standard measures which are generally held to be more robust.  Though the Goodman questionnaire is a well validated instrument, it was clear that how carers rated young people corresponded with whether, in interview, they tended either to minimise or emphasise difficulties. Similarly in completing the Rosenberg, young people generally presented themselves as having high self-esteem, though some of their difficulties suggested otherwise. This was consistent with a common observation made by social workers that, while the young person appeared confident on the surface, behaviours such as self-harming suggested a poor sense of self worth.  Not surprisingly it seemed most young people chose to present the surface impression in their completion of the questionnaire.  The information on young people’s end circumstances was ostensibly factual but, since their lives were often turbulent, the situation taken into account might only have applied for a relatively short period of time. 

Perhaps the most serious shortcoming of the empirical methods was their inability to reflect the complexity of young people’s lives.  Young people typically had many influences in their lives, so that it was erroneous to suggest that the effect of one particular placement could be isolated.  In addition, within dimensions such as family relationships or education, there could be progress in some respects but not others.  Oversimplified measures of progress therefore risked conveying a distorted image of both the effectiveness of the project and what was involved for carers and young people trying to get very troubled lives back on track.  

Up to this point, it has been assumed that, were suitable methods available, direct comparisons of what CAPS and secure care could offer would be useful in itself.  However we came to question this, as it became evident that secure accommodation and foster care were quite different entities and expected to fulfil quite different functions.  Despite being very clearly set up as a professional resource, foster care was essentially valued by social workers, carers and young people for its capacity to offer an experience of family life.  This meant it was expected to offer personal acceptance, reliable relationships and stability and so was considered well suited to catering for emotional needs, if necessary over the longer term.  In contrast, though it can be effective in helping young people break destructive cycles of behaviour and take stock of their life, secure accommodation is viewed as potentially emotionally damaging.  It is essentially temporary, aiming to move young people on as soon as possible.  This suggested that it was more appropriate to evaluate CAPS and secure care in terms of their ability to meet their own objectives, rather than by directly comparing how they impact on young people’s lives.  We came to suggest they should be viewed as complementary services. 

Evidence, Understanding and Knowledge

So what kind of ‘evidence’ did the use of the comparison sample yield? Essentially it provided very useful indications of how young people in both samples had fared.  The evidence did not allow us to claim that foster care was necessarily more or less likely to produce certain outcomes.  However, viewed alongside data on young people’s characteristics, experience and perspectives, the study afforded a more realistic and critical understanding of what was entailed in providing foster care for young people who might otherwise be in secure accommodation.  These are two distinct kinds of knowledge which correspond to different concepts of social work and the role of research.  The first, corresponding broadly with Trinder’s empirical approach, assumes a relatively straightforward linear relationship between intervention and outcomes, looking to research to produce clear messages about effectiveness.  The second looks beneath what can be observed, seeking to understand the complex, interacting systems and processes which shape what services can offer.  This would fit in Trinder’s ‘critical’ category.  Whereas the former corresponds with a ‘surface’ approach to social work, the second would inform services concerned with more profound understanding of young people’s needs, the nature of family placement and how both are constructed and managed within the present welfare system.

In principle it might be argued that each type of knowledge has a role in developing evidence based practice, so can co-exist side by side.  However it is evident that, in the present climate, apparently clear messages about effectiveness are preferred to complex insights.  In addition, as Witkins (Witkins 1996) pointed out, empirical results sound robust, so are more readily accepted.  In relation to the CAPS research we have identified a clear tendency for people to concentrate on the empirical findings on outcomes, despite us emphasising their limitations, while also highlighting the significance of individual experience and indeed the wider social context (Walker et al. 2002).  Taken alone, the outcome measures imply that it made little difference to young people whether they were placed in foster care or not, whereas, for most of them, the placement had been a very significant experience. 

On this basis it might be argued that the privileging of quantitative data derived from empirical methods can present an obstacle to faithful representation of social work practice and the generation of legitimate knowledge.  Furthermore it implies that effectiveness should necessarily be defined in terms of measurable results in the short term, overlooking that this is a value judgement which fits with one particular approach to social work.  It would be surprising if the preference for quantitative measures did not also influence what services and topics are researched and what kinds of results come to constitute social work knowledge.  On balance therefore I would concur with Trinder that it is naïve to view social work research and knowledge as apolitical.  However I would challenge her assertion that to combine empirical and critical methods and/or surface and depth perspectives necessarily results in theoretical incoherence.  

A Theoretical Framework for Research and Practice 

At an early stage of the study we sought a theoretical framework within which to understand how this new form of professional foster care would be constituted.  Evidently it would operate within certain well defined structures and legislation, while at the same time being created in the daily interactions of the carers, young people, project staff and local authority social workers.  Critical realism, drawing on the work of Baskhar, provided a framework within which this interaction between structure and agency could be accommodated (Bhaskar 1989; Sayer 1992). 

 Later in the study, this also proved a useful means of encompassing the broad scope of the CAPS study and of conceptualising the kind of knowledge it would be able to generate.  Critical realism manages to bridge the notion that there is an independent ‘truth’ to be uncovered with recognition that social phenomena are complex and constituted on different levels, so truths cannot be understood through surface observation or linear causality alone.  It implies that to ask ‘what works, how and in what circumstances?’ are valid but complex questions to which there will usually be complex answers. 

Baskhar’s view of the social world and its relevance to CAPS 

For Baskhar ‘reality’ can be differentiated at three levels, summarised by Houston (Houston 2001) as: 

· the empirical, consisting of experienced events

· the actual, consisting of all events whether experienced or not

· the causal level, embracing the ‘mechanisms’ which generate events.

In the context of this discussion, the third point is most relevant.  This implies that underpinning structures and dynamics facilitate and constrain surface events.  However their influence does not operate in the straightforward, linear way envisaged by an objectivist, empirical approach.  Rather underpinning mechanisms have tendencies to produce certain results.  Since the actual outcomes will be shaped by complex interactions within and across several systems and by individual responses, it is not possible for research to predict what the outcome of certain interventions might be.  A more appropriate focus is to seek to understand and explain how key tendencies work.  

This proved a helpful way of conceptualising the kind of understandings which emerged from the CAPS evaluation.  In time it became apparent that the work of this project, and its implications for foster care’s potential as an alternative to secure care, would be more fully appreciated if the scope of the evaluation extended beyond the immediate events within the project.  In particular it was evident that certain aspects of the current social and welfare climate deeply influenced such matters as which young people were placed with the project, their experience there and the extent to which they could be equipped to cope with adult life.  

One important underpinning mechanism was to do with the predominance of risk considerations within the present child welfare system.  In practice this meant that access to a relatively expensive resource such as CAPS was based on assessment of risk of admission to secure accommodation.  Avoiding secure care was considered a priority, since it deprived young people of their liberty and was costly for the local authority.  The predominance of risk considerations in the allocation of resources was evident in that few local authorities were willing to guarantee funding for CAPS placements for young people who were no longer at risk of secure care, even when young people were assessed in welfare terms as requiring the stability and security of a longer placement.  In the event a number placements were extended, albeit on an uncertain basis. 

Similar considerations of risk, cost and entitlement to services made it difficult for young people who were placed with carers living outwith their home authority to access specialist day education.  This scarce resource is highly valued since it is an important means of supporting young people at risk of admission to expensive placements in residential schools.  In light of this, receiving authorities were very reluctant to offer places to young people for whom they were not financially responsible, even when the placing authority was willing to meet the immediate costs.  Lack of access to specialist education significantly reduced CAPS’ capacity to act as alternative to secure accommodation, since school difficulties are common among the secure care population and lack of schooling places a considerable strain on foster placements.  It also implies to young people that there is no place for them in the world of education and work.  
These are two of many ways in which a concern with best value and a preoccupation with managing risk rather than promoting welfare shaped the both project’s work and young people’s experiences.  Inevitably individual young people were affected in very different ways, depending on the operation of other systems relating to the young person, the foster family and other aspects of service provision.  

Recognising the complexity of social phenomena, adherents of critical realism do not expect to reach a complete understanding of them.  Rather the aim is to develop knowledge which corresponds, as faithfully as possible, to how they actually operate.  The critical realist recognises that there will be different explanations or perspectives but does not view these as equally valid, since some will accord more closely than others with how things ‘really are’.  Critical realism holds to the view that there is a ‘reality’ independent of thoughts and constructions.  Baskhar suggests that getting close to knowing this reality involves rigorously checking out whether associations and/or explanations which suggest themselves are consistent with practical experience, through a process of systematic hypothesis testing. 

This proved a useful framework within which to understand the potential and limitations of this new form of foster care.  One of the study’s conclusions was that there were limits to the extent to which fostering could be converted into a form of service provision, yet still constitute family based care.  Professional foster care involves providing a social work service within a family home, so combines elements of family life and service provision.  CAPS carers found they had to adapt family life to fit with the requirements of becoming a social work service.  These adaptations included keeping records, working in accordance with agency procedures and, in some instances, fitting locks to bedroom doors, constantly supervising the young person, anticipating and managing potential aggression (in the home and community) and arranging for own children to be cared for elsewhere at times of high stress.  Irrespective of whether carers were willing to make these changes, or how the service was described, on the basis of young people’s and carers’ comments, we concluded that a point would be reached when this kind of resource could no longer be considered a family home.  This is because, within our society, there are certain expectations of life in a family home, for example a degree of privacy, security and informality. Indeed it is these very characteristics which mean foster care can offer a quite different experience from group living.  

In a similar vein CAPS’ shift from short to longer term placements can be understood as inevitable because it was consistent with what young people needed i.e. nurturing and stability, which in turn corresponded with what foster families were best able to offer and was difficult to cater for elsewhere.  Thus key characteristics of the young people, foster families and the wider child welfare system combined to make it difficult for the service to offer time-limited placements.  Arguably, these considerations proved more relevant to assessing foster care’s potential as an alternative to secure accommodation than comparing outcomes for individual young people.  

Nevertheless, as noted earlier, the data on outcomes was useful in providing some indication of how foster care might impact on young people’s lives.  The next step is to explore their legitimacy in terms of whether they accord with practical experience.  This means that possible associations and explanations are tested against the available knowledge and individual’s practical experience, in a process of hypothesis testing (Bhaskar 1989).  For example, on the basis of young people’s experience and other research, we proposed that poor end circumstances for some young people placed with CAPS indicated that the risks associated with foster placement breakdown were high for those placed a considerable distance from their established networks, close to age 16.  We proposed this as a legitimate explanation which would nevertheless be open to challenge or revision in light of other information.  Thus the approach to developing knowledge is cumulative, involving gathering evidence and critically assessing it against practical experience.  This accords results from small scale studies appropriate status, while also being conducive to combining insights from research and practice in the development of social work knowledge.  Indeed Houston proposes critical realism as an appropriate underpinning theoretical framework for practice, notably in the assessment of children and families (Houston 2001). 

Critical realism accords with the idea that it is possible to develop knowledge about which services are likely to be more or less effective, but that determining this involves more than surface measurement.  It accommodates the notion that effectiveness may be defined in different ways, while also advocating that more valid definitions are those which accord closely with practical experience.  It views the job of social research as developing understanding of that experience, rather than uncritically accepting the dominant position. 

Conclusion 

This paper has reviewed some of the dilemmas facing social work research and offered an example of how they emerged and were managed in an evaluation of one project.  

I would suggest that the issues raised are relevant to the wider subject matter of the seminar, notably what constitutes sound evidence about social work effectiveness and the relevance of context in developing the knowledge base across several countries.  
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