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Preface

We have been delighted with the success of the
first two editions of this text. In this third edition,
we continued to revise the book significantly in
an effort to keep up with advances in the field and
in response to many excellent suggestions by in-
structors who provided extremely helpful, thor-
ough, and thoughtful reviews of the previous
editions. Our revisions are far too extensive to
sum up in a few paragraphs, so we have provided
a chapter-by-chapter summary of the major
changes that distinguish this edition from the sec-
ond edition. The most significant changes to this
edition are:

e Expanded coverage of content on qualitative
inquiry

e New illustrations of how qualitative and quan-
titative methods can be integrated

e Increased acknowledgment of epistemological
approaches other than positivism and post-
positivism

Demonstrations of connections between epis-
temology and research methods

We believe that one of the most important fea-
tures of this text has always been its comprehen-
siveness and depth of coverage, and with each
new edition we have sought to strengthen its
comprehensiveness. According to most of the
feedback we receive, instructors like the depth
and comprehensiveness this book provides. Re-
search content can be difficult for students to
grasp. We think that their comprehension is aided
not by a simplistic approach, but by explaining
things in depth and using multiple examples to
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illustrate the complex material and its relevance
for practice. Moreover, taking this approach en-
hances the value of the book to students in the
long run. Students seem to agree. Rather than re-
selling the book at the end of the semester, many
students choose to keep it for their professional
libraries. This text’s comprehensive coverage of
the range of research methodologies and all
phases in the research process—particularly its ex-
panded coverage of qualitative methods, its chap-
ters on data analysis and statistical procedures,
and its many illustrations of practice applications
(including a new practice-oriented study guide)—
also represents our effort to help courses reflect
current curriculum policy statements guiding the
accreditation standards of the Council on Social
Work Education (CSWE).

CHAPTER-BY-CHAPTER FEATURES
OF THE NEW EDITION

Chapter 1: Human Inquiry and Science

This chapter’s most significant changes have been
epistemological. They include:

* New sections on postmodern and other views
of reality and idiographic and nomothetic
models of understanding

Expansion of the overview of quantitative and
qualitative methods of inquiry, including im-
proved connections to epistemology

The added epistemological material made the
chapter quite lengthy, so we moved the section
on “The Foundations of Social Science” to Chap-



ter 2, where it seems to fit better. We hope that
with these modifications Chapter 1 now sets the
stage better for a more balanced approach to
quantitative and qualitative methods and for con-
sidering the remaining chapters within the con-
text of alternative epistemological paradigms.

Chapter 2: Theory and Research

Major revisions and expansion to achieve a better
balance are further reflected in Chapter 2. In this
connection, the most significant revision in this
chapter is:

* Expanded coverage of paradigms—comparing
and contrasting positivism, postpositivism, in-
terpretivism, and the conflict paradigm—and
showing the research implications of the alter-
native paradigms and how each paradigm is re-
flected in subsequent chapters

In the previous edition, this chapter began with a
look at the “traditional” model of science, which
some colleagues felt might be misconstrued as
implying that a deductive, quantitative approach
was always the preferred model. To avoid giving
this impression, we now begin the chapter by ex-
ploring the role of theory in social work research
and practice. We have moved up our discussion
of practice models and then discuss paradigms,
not in the context of deductive theory construc-
tion as in the previous edition, but before we take
up inductive and deductive methods. In expand-
ing our coverage of alternative paradigms, we
have attempted to alert readers in advance that as
they read certain subsequent chapters they may
see one approach reflected more than others, but
in other chapters, the emphasis may switch. This
way, we hope to avoid unintentionally implying
that there is only one correct model of inquiry or
only one acceptable epistemological approach.
Following the expanded section on paradigms is
the section moved from Chapter 1 in the previ-
ous edition. This section, formerly called “The
Foundations of Social Science,” is now called
“Theory in Research.” After this comes the ma-
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terial on inductive and deductive systems (headed
“Two Logical Systems”), which is now intro-
duced in a way that attempts to ensure that read-
ers do not think that one is valued over the other.

Chapter 3: The Ethics and Politics
of Social Work Research

Several colleagues made excellent suggestions—
which we have implemented—for improving this
chapter. One was to move up to the beginning of
the chapter the major historical examples that cat-
apulted ethics to the research agenda (that is, the
Holocaust and the Tuskegee experiment). An-
other was to reinstall the section on the Tearoom
Trade study. New material was also added on the
controversial book The Bell Curve, as a recent il-
lustration of political and ideological issues con-
nected to research and race.

Chapter 4: Problem Formulation
The most notable changes in this chapter are:

* Examples of qualitative inquiry infused through-
out the chapter

* A box discussing the similarities and differ-
ences between quantitative and qualitative re-
search proposals

Other changes to this chapter deal with the at
times fuzzy distinction between exploratory and
explanatory research purposes, understanding
and predicting as research purposes, an elabora-
tion of the advantages and disadvantages of panel
studies, and a new box that helps clarify the dis-
tinctions between cross-sectional, cohort, trend,
and panel studies.

Chapter 5: Conceptualization
and Operationalization

Throughout this chapter we have added brief
reminders regarding the distinctions between
quantitative and qualitative research in regard to



xvi PREFACE

conceptualization and operationalization. We also
added:

e A section on “A Qualitative Perspective on
Operational Definitions”

¢ A box illustrating the qualitative perspective
and its complementarity with a quantitative
perspective

We have added this qualitative material without
dropping any quantitative material; for example,
we have significantly expanded our listing of ref-
erence volumes for existing quantitative scales.

Chapter 6: Measurement

Again, we attempted to add a qualitative perspec-
tive without sacrificing any of the preexisting
quantitative content. This has been achieved
through:

* A new section at the end of the chapter exam-
ining the role of reliability and validity in qual-
itative research

Chapter 7: Constructing Measurement
Instruments

In the previous edition, Chapter 7 focused exclu-
sively on quantitative instruments, and we alerted
students to material in later chapters covering
the construction of qualitatively oriented instru-
ments. In this edition, we have added quite a bit
of material on constructing qualitative measures,
most notably the following:

¢ Content on qualitative interviewing (moved
from Chapter 12), including an illustration of
a standardized open-ended interview schedule

* A box comparing quantitative and qualitative
approaches to asking people questions.

We’ve also added a little more on culturally sensi-
tive measurement in this chapter (as well as in the
previous chapter).

Chapter 8: The Logic of Sampling

Most instructors seem to like this chapter as it is,
although some recognize the need to say more
about the circumstances under which the reliance
on available subjects can be justified and about
the implications of using available-subjects sam-
pling in experiments. We have responded to that
need in this edition. Other suggestions imple-
mented in this edition include an elaboration of
the explanation of Figure 8-6 (on the progression
of sampling distributions) and an elaboration of
factors influencing sample size (such as the num-
ber of variables). In keeping with our effort to
add more qualitative /quantitative balance in this
edition, we considered adding substantial content
on qualitative sampling methods to this chapter.
However, in view of the chapter’s existing length
and complexity, we opted to expand our cover-
age of qualitative sampling in Chapters 12 and
13, which focus on qualitative methods and
already-covered qualitative sampling.

Chapter 9: Causal Inference and Group
Designs

Given its topic, this chapter has been inescapably
quantitative in focus and remains that way. The
most significant changes to this chapter are:

* New scctions on practical pitfalls in imple-
menting group designs in agency settings and
mechanisms for avoiding or alleviating those
pitfalls, including the use of qualitative meth-
ods for that purpose

* A new box on the use of qualitative methods
in experimental and quasi-experimental studies

Another new section provides an illustration of a
quasi-experiment in social work (in a child wel-
fare agency)—one that illustrates the nonequiva-
lent control group design, a time-series compo-
nent, and the practical pitfalls mentioned above.
Other additions to this chapter include an elabo-
ration in the chapter introduction of a framework



for understanding the functions of these designs,
clarification regarding the limited feasibility of
blind raters in social work research, and a new
section pointing out ways control groups are not
denied services.

Chapter 10: Single-Subject Designs
The main change in this chapter is:

e A new section on the use of qualitative meth-
ods in single-case evaluation

Chapter 11: Survey Research
The most significant new feature in this chapter is:

e A box illustrating the complementarity of
quantitative survey methods and qualitative
methods and how combining the two enables
us to benefit from the strengths of survey re-
search while offsetting its weaknesses

We have also extended the discussion of the ad-
vantages and disadvantages of surveys with re-
spect to external validity and sample size and in-
ternal validity and the time dimension. In the
introduction, we have elaborated the historical
context of surveys specifically in social work, giv-
ing more attention to the social survey movement
and its precursors.

Chapter 12: Qualitative Research Methods

Our effort to achieve a better balance between
qualitative and quantitative inquiry in this edition
is reflected primarily in the qualitative content in-
fused in chapters that previously were more quan-
titatively focused. We have also expanded our
coverage of qualitative inquiry in this chapter by
including the following;:

® More content on ethnography
* A new section on relating to subjects

* Identification of additional computer pro-
grams for processing qualitative data
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e Ways to look for patterns when analyzing qual-
itative data

e A new section on research ethics in field research

e An indication in the title of each illustration
noting the particular qualitative methods em-
phasized in that illustration

e Three new illustrations, covering such meth-
ods as case study interviews, grounded theory,
feminist research, and oral life history

e An extensive annotated list of additional read-
ings at the end of the chapter, reflecting the
emerging spate of literature and interest in
qualitative inquiry

Chapter 13: Unobtrusive Research:
Quantitative and Qualitative Methods

New material in this chapter includes a new sec-
tion on conceptualization and the creation of
code categories in content analysis, a new section
on problems of validity in analyzing existing data,
and a new box illustrating the use of existing data
to assess the relative degree of suffering in nations
around the world.

Chapter 14: Processing Data

We’ve updated this chapter a bit in regard to
time-sharing, microcomputers, and the Internet
(which we discuss at length in our new Appendix
H). We’ve also deleted most of our discussion of
outdated technology involving punched cards
and counter-sorters.

Chapter 15: Interpreting Descriptive
Statistics and Tables

Two major changes have been made in this chap-
ter. They are:

* An extended discussion of the elaboration
model so as to clarify the concepts of interpre-
tation and suppressor variables
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e A new section discussing how qualitative
methods can be used to enhance the interpre-
tation of descriptive statistics and how descrip-
tive statistics can be used to enhance the inter-
pretation of qualitative data

Chapters 16 and 17: Inferential Data Analysis

Feedback from colleagues suggested the need to
change the sequencing of some of the material in
these two chapters. Meta-analysis was moved
from Chapter 16 to Chapter 17. Statistical power
analysis was moved up to the beginning of Chap-
ter 17. The section on the application of inferen-
tial statistics to single-subject designs was moved
to a new Appendix I. Reference to a new Appen-
dix J was added to enhance understanding of
effect-size values in connection to z scores. Men-
tion of the Bonferroni adjustment has been added
regarding running multiple bivariate tests of sig-
nificance. The most significant revision to these
two chapters comes at the end of Chapter 17,
where we have added:

* A box illustrating how combining qualitative
and quantitative inquiry can help alleviate some
problems in inferential data analysis

Chapter 18: Program Evaluation

In this final chapter we have continued to seek a
better qualitative /quantitative balance. The most
significant changes are:

® A section on process evaluation, including
comments on the use of quantitative and qual-
itative methods in process evaluations

* Acknowledgment of qualitative sampling and
qualitative interviewing in needs assessment

e A section on the use of the qualitative method
involving focus groups in needs assessment

* A box on combining quantitative and qualita-
tive methods in program evaluation

The other noteworthy revisions to this chapter ex-
tend and qualify our discussion of the politics of

program evaluation. So that readers will not get
the impression that program evaluation is almost
always corrupted by political influences, we have
added some comments to help readers develop a
savvy, yet not cynical, outlook about the potential
for corrupting influences as well as the potential
for conducting objective and useful evaluations. A
practice example, on an evaluation of a federally
funded family preservation program, has been
added to further illustrate how external evaluators
are not immune to political forces. That example
also is used in pointing out that following the
steps we’ve recommended to anticipate and pre-
vent resistance to program evaluation will not
guarantee success; things can still go awry.

Appendixes

Four of the appendixes in this edition are new, as
follows:

* Appendix G replaces our previous two appen-
dixes on SPSS. In the previous edition we had
separate SPSS appendixes for IBM compatible
computers and for the Macintosh. The new ap-
pendix covers both types of computers. It also
covers spreadsheet-style data entry and SPSS
for Windows (which were missing in the previ-
ous edition).

e Appendix H, “Social Work Research and Cy-
berspace,” shows readers how to use the Infor-
mation Superhighway for research as well as
other purposes.

¢ Appendix I covers the material applying infer-
ential statistics to single-subject designs, which
was moved out of Chapter 17.

e Appendix J displays effect-size values in z-
score terms in connection with the proportion
under normal curve exceeded by the effect-
size value. We hope this display will facilitate
understanding of the meaning and utility of
effect sizes, since it shows, for any effect-size
value, what proportion of control group out-
comes are exceeded by the mean experimental
group outcome.



We are very excited about this new edition of
Research Methods for Social Work and think that
the extensive amount of material that we have
added will meet the needs of instructors and stu-
dents seeking to keep up with advances in the
field, seeking clearer and more thorough explana-
tions of challenging concepts, and—in particu-
lar—seeking a better balance between qualitative
and quantitative content. We hope you will find
this new edition useful. We would like to receive
any suggestions you might have for improving
this book further. Please write to us in care of
Brooks/Cole Publishing Company, 511 Forest
Lodge Road, Pacific Grove, California 93950, or
e-mail us at arubin@mail.utexas.edu.

ANCILLARY PACKAGE
Practice-Oriented Study Guide

Unlike our previous two editions, this edition is
accompanied by a Practice-Oriented Study Guide,
which parallels the organization of the main text
but emphasizes its application to practice. It is de-
signed to enhance student comprehension of the
text material and to focus on applying that mate-
rial to problems students are likely to encounter
in social work practice. Each chapter of the
Practice-Oriented Study Guide lists behavioral ob-
jectives for applying the chapter content to prac-
tice, a chapter summary that focuses on practice
applications, multiple-choice review questions
generally asked in the context of practice applica-
tions (with answers in an appendix accompanied
by page references to the relevant text material),
exercises involving practice applications that can
be done in class (usually in small groups) or as
homework, and practice-relevant discussion ques-
tions. In addition to enhancing student learning
of research content, we hope that this Study
Guide will significantly enhance the efforts we
have made in the main text to foster student un-
derstanding of the relevance of research to prac-
tice and their consequent enthusiasm for re-
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search. We also expect that this Study Guide will
be helpful to instructors by providing them with
practice-relevant exercises that can be done in
class or as homework.

Instructor’s Manual

As with previous editions, an Instructor’s Manual
mirrors the organization of the main text, offer-
ing our suggestions of teaching methods. Each
chapter of the Instructor’s Manual lists an out-
line of relevant discussion, behavioral objectives,
teaching suggestions and resources, and test
items. This Instructor’s Manual is set up to allow
instructors the freedom and flexibility needed to
teach research methods courses.

The test questions for each chapter include ap-
proximately 15 to 20 multiple-choice items, 10
to 12 true-false items, and several essay questions
that may be used for exams or to stimulate class
discussion. Page references to the text are given
for the multiple-choice and true-false questions.
Test items are also available on disk in DOS, Mac-
intosh, and Windows formats.

Data Disk

We have sought to provide up-to-date com-
puter—and particularly microcomputer—sup-
port for students and instructors. Because there
are now many excellent programs for analyzing
data, we have provided data to be used with those
programs. Specifically, we are providing data from
the National Opinion Research Center’s General
Social Survey, offering students a variety of data
from 1000 respondents around the country in
1980 and 1990. The disk is available on request
to adopters of the text, in Macintosh and both
IBM formats (3%" or 54" disk).

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

We owe special thanks to the following colleagues
who reviewed this edition and made valuable



XX PREFACE

suggestions for improving it: Ram A. Cnaan, Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania; Kevin De Weaver, Univer-
sity of Georgia; Joan E. Esser-Stuart, University
of Alabama; Trudy Festinger, New York Univer-
sity; Jane Gilgun, University of Minnesota; Jo
Knox, University of Texas at Arlington; Lois Mill-
ner, Temple University; Trudy Ann Mitchell-
Gilkey; Teresa Morris, California State University,
San Bernardino; Cathy Pike, University of South
Carolina at Columbia; Paul R. Raffoul, University
of Houston; Albert R. Roberts, Rutgers Univer-
sity; Sylvia Rodriguez-Andrew, San Jose State
University; Phyllis Solomon, University of Penn-
sylvania; Tony Tripodi, Ohio State University;
and Joseph Wronka, Springfield College.

Additional thanks to Jeff Jacques for his assis-
tance in presenting the most recent version of Ap-
pendix G and the data disk.

Thanks also go to Lisa Gebo, Social Work Edi-
tor at Brooks/Cole Publishing Company, who
came up with some great ideas and offered im-
mense support and guidance in helping us com-
plete the rather extensive and challenging im-
provements for this edition. She deserves a great
deal of the credit for what we think is the most
valuable new feature of this new edition: its ap-
proach to integrating quantitative and qualitative
methods. We also appreciate the efforts of her ed-
itorial assistant, Terry Thomas, and of Jamie Sue
Brooks, senior production editor at Brooks/
Cole, who went far beyond routine expectations
in providing assistance. Dustine Davidson at The
Book Company, our production service, has our
thanks for her excellent work and attention to all
the details of design and production.

Allen Rubin
Earl Babbie



PROLOGUE

The Importance of Social Work Research

Most social work students read research methods
texts for only one reason—it is required. What’s
worse, it is required in a course they never wanted
to take in the first place—a research course. Like
many other students, you may be wondering why
research courses are required for social work stu-
dents. There is so much to learn about how to
help people, and you are probably itching to learn
it. Research methodology might be important for
academic sociologists and psychologists, but with
your still not fully developed skills in the art of
helping, you might ask, “Why use up so much of
social work education on research methods?”

To many social work students research seems
cold, aloof, and mechanistic. These probably are
not the types of qualities that attracted you to the
social work field. Social work tends to be associ-
ated with qualities like warmth, involvement,
compassion, humanism, and commitment. There
are many social problems for you to tackle out in
the real world, and you are probably eager to take
action. In fact, your unique background, which
perhaps spurred you to become a social worker,
may have already led you to identify what partic-
ular problem area you are particularly eager or
suited to deal with. You want to get on with it,
but first you must clear this research hurdle. Wel-
come to the club!

You might be surprised at the proportion of so-
cial work researchers who started out feeling just
the way you do. They may have entered the field
wanting to become clinical practitioners, adminis-
trators, social planners, or community organizers,
with no inkling whatsoever that someday they
would become researchers. But somewhere along
the way they discovered that our field lacks the
knowledge base needed to achieve our humanistic

objectives and that without that knowledge base
our good intentions are not enough. That is, they
realized that we will be more effective practition-
ers when we learn more about what interventions
really help or hinder the attainment of our noble
goals. Thus, out of their compassion and commit-
ment to change, they decided to put their efforts
where they thought those efforts ultimately would
do the most to help the people they cared about—
in building our knowledge base.

Social work research and social work re-
scarchers are a breed apart from traditional stereo-
types of academic research. Their aim is not to
produce knowledge for knowledge’s sake, but to
provide the practical knowledge that social work-
ers need to solve the problems they confront day
in and day out. Ultimately, their aim is to give the
field the information it needs to alleviate human
suffering and promote social welfare. Thus, social
work research seeks to accomplish the same hu-
manistic goals as does social work practice, and
like practice, social work research is a compassion-
ate, problem solving, practical endeavor.

At this point you might say, “Okay, that’s nice,
but the odds that I am going to do research are
still mighty slim.” Very few social workers ever be-
come researchers in the strict sense. But the odds
are that during your career you will encounter nu-
merous situations where you will use your re-
search expertise and perhaps wish you had more
of'it. For example, you may be supervising a clini-
cal program whose continued funding requires
that you conduct a scientific evaluation of the ef-
fects it is having on clients. You may be a direct
service practitioner who wants to use single-
subject design methodology to evaluate scientifi-
cally your own effectiveness or the effects certain



xxii PROLOGUE

interventions are having on your clients. You may
be a community organizer or planner who, as a
guide to resource development, wants to conduct
a scientific survey to assess the greatest needs ex-
tant in a community. You may be an administrator
who, in order to be accountable to the public,
must provide scientific documentation of whether
your program is delivering the amount and type
of service it was intended to deliver.

Chances are, though, that you remain skepti-
cal. After all, this is a research text, and its authors
may be expected to exaggerate the value of learn-
ing research methods. You might be thinking,
“Even if I accept the notion that social work re-
search is valuable, T still believe that the re-
searchers should do their thing, and I'll do
mine.” But what will you do? The field remains
quite uncertain as to what really works in many
practice situations.

In 1973, Fischer jolted the social work profes-
sion with a review of the experimental research
that had been conducted up to that point on the
effectiveness of social casework. Only 11 studies
met his selection criteria for inclusion in the re-
view, which required that they be conducted in
the United States after 1930, include a compari-
son of social work treatment groups with no-
treatment or an alternative treatment group, and
involve primarily professional caseworkers as
providers of the social work treatment. Of the six
studies that compared social work treatment to
no-treatment, none found a significant effect for
social work treatment. Of the five studies that
compared social work treatment to an alternative
form of treatment, three found little or no signif-
icant differences favoring social work, and two
had methodological limitations that rendered
their findings inconclusive. Based on this review,
Fischer concluded that casework was not effec-
tive (Fischer, 1973).

Not surprisingly, many social workers did not
like Fischer’s conclusion. Some questioned the ad-
equacy of the research methodology of the stud-
ies he reviewed. Others criticized the clarity or ap-
propriateness of the interventions evaluated in the

reviewed studies (Blythe and Briar, 1987). One
such critic was Wood, who in 1978 published a re-
view of 22 studies that included some of the stud-
ies Fischer reviewed as well as some others. (Her
selection criteria were somewhat broader than Fis-
cher’s.) Yet the studies in Wood’s review, too,
tended to find that direct social work practice was
not effective. Wood attempted to go beyond a
general conclusion of ineffectiveness. She did so
by postulating what was wrong with those inter-
ventions that had negative outcomes and what
practice principles could be derived from those
with more positive outcomes. But the overall
thrust of the findings of the studies reviewed by
Wood was much the same as in Fischer’s review
and provided little basis for optimism about direct
practice effectiveness (Wood, 1978).

A more optimistic note was struck by Reid and
Hanrahan (1982), who reviewed 22 experimen-
tal evaluations of direct practice effectiveness
published between 1973 and 1979. All but a few
of these more recent studies contained some pos-
itive findings about practice effectiveness. More
grounds for optimism about the eventual devel-
opment of effective interventions were provided
by one of the authors of this text (Rubin, 1985),
who reviewed 12 experiments published between
1978 and 1983. Unlike the earlier reviews,
Rubin’s review did not require that the evaluated
interventions be delivered by social workers, and
therefore his findings did not bear upon the de-
bate as to whether direct social work practice had
already achieved a sufficient degree of effective-
ness. But since all of the studies he reviewed eval-
uated interventions attempting to achieve objec-
tives that social workers strive to achieve, and
since they all were delivered to clientele that con-
cern the social work profession, his findings did
bear upon the prospects for social workers ul-
timately to incorporate effective interventions
in their practice. Of the 12 studies he reviewed,
six had positive outcomes and sound research
methods, three had positive outcomes but some
questionable research methods, and three had
equivocal outcomes.



Why the big difference between the findings
of the newer and older studies (that is, between
the older ones reviewed by Fischer and by Wood
and the newer ones reviewed by Reid and Hanra-
han and by Rubin)? Among the various proposed
answers to this question, one is most prevalent.
In many of the older studies, the evaluated inter-
ventions tended to be unspecific; casework could
cover a variety of unexplicated methods. Implic-
itly some of the studies seemed to assume that the
intervention could be defined as whatever a
trained social worker does and that therefore
when a group of trained social workers intervenes
they are delivering the same (or at least a compa-
rable) intervention. In contrast, the newer stud-
ies evaluated interventions that were well-
explicated and highly specific about the problems
they sought to resolve, the goals they sought to
accomplish, and the procedures used to achieve
those goals (Briar, 1987; Blythe and Briar, 1987).

The reviews just mentioned imply that it is not
enough simply to be a trained social worker and
therefore assume that whatever you do will be ef-
fective. If you approach your practice with that
attitude, much of what you do might be ineffec-
tive. It makes a great deal of difference which par-
ticular interventions and procedures you employ
to achieve which particular objectives with which
particular types of clientele or problems. More-
over, social work practice consists largely of inter-
ventions and procedures that have not yet re-
ceived adequate testing. Even those that have
been evaluated and had positive outcomes may
need additional testing before the evidence is suf-
ficient to resolve prevailing doubt as to their ef-
fectiveness. Despite the grounds for optimism
provided by the recent research reviews about the
eventual development of effective forms of direct
social work practice, this doubt is not likely to be
resolved soon. In the face of this reality, knowl-
edge of research methods becomes practice
knowledge, too. For if we cannot say that what-
ever trained social workers do has demonstrated
effectiveness, then learning how to recognize
when particular interventions for particular prac-
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tice situations have been supported by adequate
scientific evidence becomes at least as important
a guide to practice as is learning existing general
practice methods that, despite being in vogue,
may not always be effective.

But, you might ask, why can’t we just let the
researchers produce the needed studies and then
tell the practitioners the results? Then the practi-
tioners would only have to focus on the practice
aspects of those interventions that receive ade-
quate scientific support. In an ideal world that
might not be a bad idea. But the real world is a
lot messier. There is a vast range in the quality of
social work research (as well as applied research
in allied disciplines relevant to social work) that
gets produced and published. Some of it is excel-
lent; some of it probably should never have been
accepted for publication. This unevenness has a
variety of causes. Attributing it to varying degrees
of competence in researchers is only a partial ex-
planation. Many weak studies get produced not
because their authors knew no better but because
agency constraints would not permit them to
conduct a stronger study. For example, later in
this book you will learn the value of assigning
clients to experimental and control conditions
when assessing the effectiveness of interventions.
During control conditions the interventions
being tested are withheld from clients. Many
agencies will not permit the use of control condi-
tions in clinical research. (There are various prac-
tical reasons for this constraint—reasons we’ll be
examining in this text.) Consequently, researchers
are faced with a dilemma: Either do the study
under conditions of weak scientific rigor or
forego doing the study. With no better alterna-
tive available, and in the belief that some limited
evidence may be better than no evidence, they
often will opt to do the study.

This situation means that if social work practi-
tioners are going to be guided by the findings
of social work research studies, they need to un-
derstand social work research methods well
enough to discriminate those studies with ade-
quate scientific methodologies and, therefore,
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credible findings, from those whose methodolo-
gies are so weak that their findings have little
credibility. It also means that the quality of the
social work research that gets produced ulti-
mately depends not just on the methodological
expertise of the researchers but also on the re-
search knowledge of practitioners and the prac-
tice knowledge of researchers. Without a part-
nership between practice-oriented researchers
and methodologically informed practitioners,
there is not likely to be a climate of support in
agencies for the type of research our field desper-
ately needs—research that is on the one hand re-
sponsive to the real needs of agency practitioners
and on the other hand done under conditions
that permit an adequate level of methodological
rigor. Even if you never produce any research, an
understanding of research methods will help you
critically utilize research produced by others,
communicate with researchers to help ensure
that their work is responsive to the needs of prac-
tice, and ultimately help foster an agency envi-
ronment conducive to carrying out good and rel-
evant studies.

Earlier we discussed the value of understand-
ing research methods to be able to discriminate
which studies are sufficiently credible to guide
your practice. Another reason why social workers
need to be able to critically evaluate the method-
ologies of published rescarch is that researchers
from outside social work occasionally publish
findings that attack the entire social work profes-
sion and social welfare enterprise. These authors
are not necessarily politically inspired or out to
harm the people we care about. They may care
about the people we are trying to help just as
much as we do and may sincerely believe that so-
cial workers and social welfare policies are hurt-
ing them. These authors and their research often
receive much notoriety in the popular media and
are commonly cited by opponents of public wel-
fare spending. A notable example is Charles Mur-
ray’s book Losing Ground (1984), in which Mur-
ray compiled masses of data to argue that public
social welfare programs developed to help the

poor have actually hurt them more than helped
them. Another is Christopher Lasch’s work, such
as Haven in a Heartless World (1977), which ar-
gued that social workers deliberately usurp
parental functions and, in so doing, weaken fami-
lies and exacerbate various social problems.

If books like these are correct in their logic and
conclusions, then we commonly hurt the people
we are trying to help and exacerbate the problems
we are trying to alleviate. And if their logic or re-
search methodology is faulty and their conclu-
sions therefore erroneous, then it is our responsi-
bility to the people we serve (which includes the
public) to have the research expertise that enables
us to point this out. Therefore, it is not neces-
sarily out of a concern for professional self-
preservation but out of our concern for our
clients that we be able to consider arguments and
evidence of these critics on equal grounds—not
as a profession of anti-scientific practitioners
whose disregard for methodological principles
forces us to let others decide for us whether our
clients would be better off if we all went out of
business. Indeed, if we are unable to do so, then
we really do not quality to call ourselves “profes-
sionals” in the first place.

Being professional involves a number of things.
One is that we strive to make sure that we provide
our clients the most effective services available.
How do we do that? Do we just ask our supervi-
sors what they think is best? That may be a start-
ing point, but the practitioner who just conforms
to ongoing practices without keeping abreast of
the latest research in his or her field is not doing
all possible to see that his or her clients get the
best possible service. Indeed, well-established, tra-
ditional social work services have often been
found to be ineffective, as indicated in the reviews
of practice effectiveness mentioned earlier.

Given the frequency with which social work
services have been found to be ineffective and the
recent emergence of studies identitying new inter-
ventions that appear to be effective, failure to keep
abreast of the research in one’s field is a serious
matter. In the face of the scarcity of findings sup-



porting the efficacy of social work intervention,
and in particular the lack of support for the no-
tion that whatever trained social workers do is ef-
fective, we cannot justify disregarding the latest
research with the rationalization that we are too
busy helping people. If our services have not been
tested for their effects on clients, the chances are
that we are not really helping anyone. If that is the
case, then who benefits from our blind faith in
conventional, but untested, practice wisdom? Not
our clients. Not those who pay for our services.
Not society. Do we? In one sense, perhaps. That
is, it is less work for us if we just unquestioningly
perpetuate ongoing practices. That way we do not
make any waves. We do not have to think as
much. Not reading research means there is one
less task in our daily grind. In the long run, how-
ever, practitioners who keep up on the research,
and who consequently know they are doing every-
thing possible to make sure they are providing the
best possible services to their clients, might expe-
rience more job satisfaction and be less vulnerable
to burnout.

But the main reason to utilize research is not
to meet our own needs to be professional or for
job satisfaction. The main reason is compassion
for our clients. It is because we care about help-
ing our clients that we seeck scientific evidence
about the effects of the services we are providing
them or of alternative services that might help
them more. If the services we provide are not ef-
fective, and if others are, then we are harming our
clients by perpetuating our current services. That
is, we are wasting their time (and perhaps money)
allowing their problems to go on without the best
possible treatment and, by our inattentiveness to
the literature, denying them a service opportu-
nity that has a better chance of helping them.

This point can be illustrated using an example
of'a highly regarded and often cited piece of so-
cial work research in the field of mental health.
During the 1970s, Gerard Hogarty (an MSW-
level social worker) and his associates conducted
a series of field experiments on the effectiveness
of drug therapy and psychosocially oriented social
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casework in preventing relapse and in enhancing
community adjustment in the aftercare of for-
merly hospitalized patients suffering from schizo-
phrenia (Hogarty, 1979). They found that drug
therapy alone was very effective in forestalling re-
lapse, but it had no effect on community adjust-
ment. Social casework by itself had no influence
on relapse. The best results on community adjust-
ment were found for those patients who received
drug therapy and social casework combined.
However, the group of patients who received so-
cial casework alone, and no drugs, fared worse
than the group who received no treatment what-
soever! Hogarty and his associates reasoned that
this was due to the tendency of people suffering
from schizophrenia to be unable to cope with the
increased cognitive stimulation and expectations
associated with psychosocial casework. The phys-
iologic effects of drug therapy, among other ben-
efits, improved their ability to handle the stimula-
tion of psychosocial casework and benefit from it.
But without the drug therapy, they were better
off without the casework!

Now suppose that at the time this research was
published you were a practitioner or an adminis-
trator in an aftercare program whose caseload
consisted primarily of persons with the diagnosis
of schizophrenia. Chances are that program may
have been traditionally oriented toward empha-
sizing drug treatment without an intensive case-
work component like the one Hogarty and his
associates evaluated. Perhaps there was no com-
prehensive social treatment effort, or perhaps
there was an untested one that did not resemble
the above tested one. If so, then your services
may have been making no impact on your clients’
levels of community adjustment. Had you uti-
lized the research, you would be in a much better
position to realize this and do something to im-
prove it. On the other hand, perhaps the empha-
sis in your program was on a psychosocial case-
work approach like the one Hogarty and his
colleagues evaluated, but with little or no system-
atic effort to ensure that patients were taking
prescribed psychotropic drugs. In that case, the
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preceding findings would have suggested that
your program may have been having a harmful ef-
fect on some clients, but one which could be
turned into a beneficial effect if you had bothered
to utilize the research and modified your services
in keeping with its findings (that is, by adding a
systematic drug therapy component or by moni-
toring medication compliance more persistently).

The preceding example illustrates rather clearly
that understanding research methods, to be able
to utilize research discriminatingly, has much to
do with basic social work values like caring and
compassion. The practitioner who goes through
the trouble of understanding and using such re-
search exhibits more concern for the welfare of
his or her clients, and ultimately is more helpful
to clients, than the one who justifies not taking
that trouble on the basis of erroneous stereotypes
about research. To better understand this point,
sometimes it helps to put yourself in the shoes of
the client system. Suppose a beloved member of
your immediate family were to develop schizo-
phrenia. Imagine the family trauma and concern
that would ensue. Now, suppose that relative
were being released to an aftercare program after
a period of hospitalization. Imagine the anxiety
you and the rest of your family would have about
your loved one’s prospective plight in the com-
munity. Now imagine the outrage you would feel
if, after your relative had to be rehospitalized for
failing to adjust in the community, you were to
learn of Hogarty’s research and discover that your
relative received only social casework or only drug
therapy (but not the two in combination) because
the program staff never bothered to utilize the re-
search. How compassionate would those staff
members seem to you? Chances are, the adjec-
tives you might use to describe them would
sound more like the ones that they might use to
describe research (cold, uncaring, aloof, mecha-
nistic, dehumanized, and so on).

But studies on the effects of social work inter-
ventions comprise just one prominent example of
useful social work research. A long list of other ex-
amples of completed research studies could be

cited to convey the value of research to social work
and why it is important for students preparing to
become social work practitioners to know research
methods so they can utilize and contribute to the
production of such research. Many of these stud-
ies will be cited as illustrations of the methodolog-
ical concepts addressed throughout this text.

Countless examples also can be cited of addi-
tional topics on which you, in your chosen prac-
tice role, may someday want to see research find-
ings. Only a few will be cited here, as follows:
Why do so many of your agency’s clients termi-
nate treatment prematurely? What types of clients
do and do not drop out of treatment? What rea-
sons do they give? What services did they receive?
How satisfied were they with those services?
What proportion of time do practitioners in your
agency spend on different practice roles? Do they
spend too much time performing functions from
which they derive relatively high gratification and
too little time on functions that are less attractive
but more needed by clients? What characteristics
of social service volunteers best predict how long
they will continue to volunteer? What can you do
to orient them, train them, or reward them that
will be the most effective in reducing volunteer
turnover? In what part of your target community
or region should you locate your outreach ef-
forts? Where are you most likely to engage hard-
to-reach individuals such as the homeless or re-
cent immigrants? Why do so many homeless
individuals refuse to stay in shelters, sleeping in-
stead on the streets? What are their experiences
when they stay in a shelter, and what is staying in
a shelter like from their point of view? What pro-
portion of your target population does not un-
derstand English? Why are so few ethnic minori-
ties being served by your agency? What does your
agency mean to them; what is the agency atmo-
sphere like from their viewpoint? As we have im-
plied, we could go on and on. But you get the
idea; the possibilities are endless.

The value to practitioners of learning research
methods is not limited to the utilization of re-
search studies. Practitioners will also find value in



