SOCIAL WORK AND EVALUATION

At about the same time I was planning this special issue of Socialvetenskaplig tidskrift, I read about dramatic conditions caused by a hormone-based medication, diethylstilboestrol (DES), which was once used to prevent miscarriages. During the decades from the 1940s to the 1960s, the medication was prescribed for an estimated three to six million women. In some countries, it was used up until the early 1980s. The first five of eight studies performed to study the efficacy of the medication employed a retrospective and matched research method wherein women who had used DES were compared with women who had not used it. All the studies performed using that method showed that DES was an effective drug for the prevention of miscarriage. Chances for retaining the pregnancy and delivering live-born infants were twice as high among the group of women who had been treated with DES. Sixty-five percent of women in the treated group had live-born infants, while the proportion of live-born infants among the control group was thirty-two percent. The other three studies had a prospective, experimental research design. Women at risk of miscarrying were randomized into treatment and control groups; the randomization was based on an assessment by the women’s doctors of uncertainty in the use of DES. The research findings concerning the efficacy of DES were very different in these three studies. Researchers could not find any effect on the women’s’ chances of delivering live-born infants. These studies later took on great significance when reports began coming in that daughters of women who had used DES were developing a rare type of vaginal cancer. Other reports showed that both daughters and sons of women who had used DES were developing other serious conditions. It eventually proved as well that there was higher incidence of breast cancer among women who had used DES. It was apparent that DES was not only useless against miscarriage, but also had long-term harmful effects (Oakley 2000, 308). Usage of DES has been discontinued.

The DES research illustrates a general problem: interventions with good intentions may have unwanted and harmful effects!

There are also examples of social interventions with harmful effects. One of the most well-known may be the Cambridge-Somerville study of counseling programs for young girls and boys. The repeated follow-up of the impact of counseling on at-risk youth showed that there was higher incidence of criminality among youth who had been given help from social workers than among those who had not been exposed to counseling (McCord 1978). 

Studies of interventions in social work is an undeveloped area (Macdonald 1998). Reviews of literature in journals for research in social work are often highly narrative, lack criteria for inclusion and exclusion of literature, and accord equal importance to studies performed using diverse research designs or which have varying levels of scientific rigor. 

The selection of studies presented in this special issue must be evaluated in light of that suggested here: that evaluation of interventions directed at human health and social well-being may be of critical importance, and that evaluation of interventions in social work has just begun its long pilgrimage towards a better state of affairs where, at the very least, harmful effects of large-scale intervention programs are publicized.

In this special issue, contributions from two traditions of knowledge and practice meet: evaluation and social work. Typically, both traditions have their own practices and make claims on theoretical (in the best case disciplinary) fields. The main approach of this issue is thus to shed light on issues that concurrently unite contributions from both traditions. Regardless of whether you want to study the impact of interventions in social work or other aspects, such as the courses and processes of interventions, you must turn to evaluation research to choose the appropriate points of departure, and most definitely for the selection of methods and methodological support.

Evaluation as a practice has taken off since the latter half of the 1950s. Certain events, mainly in the United States, have carried evaluation research forward. These include the evaluation of defense systems launched in the arms race against communism and the Soviet Union (1950s); the introduction of new laws against discrimination and for affirmative action on behalf of ethnic minorities and people with disabilities, as well as the ”Great Society” program aimed at reducing poverty and social problems (1960s); the federal government’s endeavors to assure better use of tax-funded grants to organizations and institutions (1970s); and programs to enhance the United States’ international competence in various areas (1980s). Most recently in the 1990s, in the United States and other areas of the world, evaluation research has been become useful in assuring and heightening quality, reliability, and fairness in service within a number of areas such as health care, social services, and education.

Education reforms were the first, and for a long time the main, object of study for Swedish evaluation programs within the social realm (Franke-Wikberg and Lundgren 1980). Beyond evaluation of Swedish education reforms, evaluation of professional activities in Sweden has been limited, especially measured in terms of what has been ongoing in the United States for many years. Political scientist Evert Vedung’s book Utvärdering i politik och förvaltning (Public Policy and Program Evaluation), first published in the early 1990s, was the first major contribution to give a face on the general level to evaluation research in Sweden (Vedung 1991 and, in English, Vedung 1997). The first comprehensive attempt in Sweden to relate social work and modern evaluation research was published in the Scandinavian Journal of Social Welfare in 1998.

It is noteworthy in this context that there is a growing discourse on the importance of basing practical social work on empirically proven knowledge – a circumstance that should be highly familiar to many of this journal’s readers. For instance, there is an ongoing debate within the framework of the American organization, the Society for Social Work and Research (corresponding to FORSA in Sweden and other Nordic countries) and the growing Campbell Collaboration for development and distribution of systematic research syntheses in various fields including social work (http://www.campbellcollaboration.org).  In Sweden, the National Board of Health and Welfare recently investigated core issues related to empirically based social work at the behest of the government (Swedish National Board of Health and Welfare 2000).

The articles in this special issue were selected in light of international trends in evaluation research and the debate on knowledge-based social work. Naturally, all significant subjects cannot be covered in the limited space at hand. The articles presented here were chosen based on three criteria: overview, exemplification, and the spearhead issues of evaluation research.

In a special issue of a journal that otherwise covers a broad empirical and theoretical field like social work, it is vital to give the reader an overall picture of evaluation as a professional sphere of activity. In so doing, we can say that several articles together provide an overall picture of the field. More specifically, the articles about evaluation as a discipline and about evaluation models meet that purpose. First and foremost, there is a jungle of evaluation models that all emphasize one or more aspects of how we should evaluate interventions and programs. A comprehensive summary of evaluation models is an excellent way to form an opinion of that which the field has to offer.

Several articles in this special issue present or provide examples of concrete and empirical evaluation studies. The main point of a presentation of empirical studies was an attempt to provide understanding of what evaluation researchers have done when they say that they have evaluated an intervention or program. Examples of empirical studies are, in my opinion, a pedagogical means of improving our practices. Through studying other people’s studies, we can learn to circumvent errors and improve our own work. 

The special issue also includes a selection of articles that present what I understand to be the spearhead issues of evaluation research from the international perspective. It is important to remember that this is only a selection. Spearhead issues that are internationally debated and researched are mainly of methodological nature rather than paradigmatic. The paradigmatic issues recur most often in the (limited) debate on evaluation as a discipline or in model theory, which is widespread in evaluation research. The spearhead issues are found mainly in method and methodological development, e.g., issues related to data collection, impact measurement, validity, item validity, systematic research syntheses, and use of research. 

The special issue opens with an article by Michael Scriven (USA), who believes evaluation research is a separate discipline. More specifically, evaluation research is a ”transdiscipline,” like statistics and mathematics. Transdisciplines are analytical tool disciplines with their own platforms. Scriven has been developing his thoughts for some time, but did not start publishing them until the 1990s.  The article in this issue was previously published in the Scandinavian Journal of Social Welfare in 1998. Now that a few years have passed, it is intriguing that Scriven’s approach remains unopposed, but also that no one has seriously followed his trail to further develop the approach.

Evert Vedung (Sweden) presents an overall picture of evaluation models. Taking a historical perspective, he typologizes evaluation models according to fundamental value criteria. His examples are taken from various areas of policy development, including areas oriented towards the natural sciences, such as forestry and environmental problems. Even though they are not borrowed from the field of social work, Vedung’s examples essentially demonstrate the same kind of design and measuring problems that evaluation researchers must resolve within various areas of intervention and policy.

Ian Shaw (United Kingdom) has in recent years been a successful advocate for the use of qualitative methods in evaluation of practical social work. In his article, he continues along the same lines to argue in favor of the advantages of qualitative methods when evaluating social work. His assertions of the capacity of qualitative methods to manage causality are particularly bold. He also presents a concrete case of evaluation of social work in the United Kingdom. 
Heightened interest in studies of the impact of interventions have made issues surrounding outcomes and outcome measurements topical again. Outcomes are intended and unintended changes in units resulting from the influence of social interventions. In this article, Haluk Soydan and Bo Vinnerljung  (Sweden) describe some of the problems they have encountered in evaluations.   

For various reasons – for instance, in order to capture empirical variations or secure comprehensive empirical material – researchers, particularly in the United States, have performed evaluations of interventions or programs at several sites in parallel. Edward Mullen (USA), who has many years of experience with multisite studies, presents a rich flora of evaluation studies carried out in the United States. He develops an interesting typology that systematizes various forms and types of multisite evaluations. 

For the past twenty years or so, advanced metaanalyses have been performed as a basis for enlightened decision-making in professional practice and policy development. Metaanalysis is an umbrella term for statistical methods of implementing systematic research syntheses. Mark Lipsey (USA), a prominent figure in this development, presents the foundations of metaanalysis. He also summarizes methodological experiences from a large number of metaanalyses, which strongly enhance our insights into the strengths and weaknesses of impact studies. 

Anthony Petrosino’s (USA) contribution is a complement to metaanalyses. Petrosino follows up earlier paths and argues for the integration of metaanalytical approaches with program theory evaluation. While the former approach refers to systematization of results from several evaluations, the latter refers to studies of underlying assumptions and intermediate variables in an intervention program, which are thought to contribute to understanding of why the program should ”work.”

Individuals constitute the traditional allocation unit in randomized studies. There may be several reasons, ethical considerations in particular, for not using individuals as allocation units. In this article, Robert Boruch (USA), Ellen Foley (USA), and Jeremy Grimshaw (Canada) propose using other units in randomized studies. Such units may be geopolitical ”sites” such as neighborhoods, police districts, and schools, or administrative units and groups of individuals. This kind of randomization is called group randomization or cluster randomization. The authors are very generous in describing several evaluation studies in which cluster randomization was used. 

Siv Nyström and Kari Jess (Sweden) summarize experiences and results from the Krami study, a Swedish quasi-experimental evaluation study. In the article, they report on a client study and a social economics study of the rehabilitation programs that were studied. The Krami study is interesting not only because of its design, which is uncommon in Swedish contexts, but also because of the positive impact that the Krami program seems to have on its clients. 

Finally, we are publishing in this special issue Bengt-Åke Armelius’s (Sweden) personal reflections on the historical development of how psychotherapy has become progressively based on empirically proven knowledge. With reference to the debate about whether systematic evaluations and empirically documented knowledge can be implemented as the basis for actions and decisions within social services, he recognizes many of the arguments and emotions expressed in the public debate from the era when clinical psychology embarked upon research in psychotherapy.

Stockholm, June 2002

Haluk Soydan

Guest Editor

The Center for Evaluation of Social Work and Stockholm University
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