Evidence-Based Practice

> Defined as: “the conscientious, explicit, and judicious
use” of the best evidence in making decisions about
human service assessment and intervention (Sackett et
al. 1997 p. 2}

> Inherently critical

» Research evidence can provide guidance to practitioners
and policy makers

» Critics of past practice concluded that it often was
ineffective at achieving its goals

» Requires collaboration between research and practice
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Evidence-Based Practice

» Reasons for emergence:
— Developing body of research findings that can guide
practice
— Research in past decades frequently failed to support
practice effectiveness
» Forms of evidence

— Not all “evidence” is equal
* Experience of an individual practitioner with one client
- Randomized controlled experiment |
— Understanding research methodology helps one to
judge the relative value or quality of evidence
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evaluation as one of their goals. (Given the close link
between policy and program, there is much overlap
between the two: Program evaluation is often a part
of a policy evaluation.)

Practice Effectiveness Evaluation. Whereas pro-
gram evaluation focuses on the assessment of entire
programs or policies, the concern of human service
professionals often is considerably more specific—
namely, “Is what I am doing right now with this
particular client working?” For this reason, practi-
tioners are often disenchanted with the utility of eval-
uation research as a direct aid to helping clients. In
recent years, however, major advances have occurred
in the ability of research to answer professionals’ ques-
tions about the efficacy of intervention efforts on spe-
cific clients. One such advance is a form of research
called single-system design, in which practitioners devise
a way to repeatedly measure the occurrence of a
problem and monitor the behavior of a single client,
group, family, or larger system for a period of time.
Intervention then begins, and the behavior is again
monitored. Comparison between the baseline and
intervention periods permits the practitioner to
ake more accurate assessments of progress than the
informal assessment on which human service profes-
sionals traditionally have relied. Through such careful
monitoring of behavior and measuring of interven-
tion effects, human service workers not only can
enhance their own effectiveness, but also can contrib-
ute to the development of an intervention technol-
ogy that others can successfully apply.

Obvious similarities exist between program
evaluation and practice effectiveness research. For
example, both are concerned with the effectiveness
of certain practices. The difference, however, is in
the scope of the efforts. Program evaluation focuses
on complete programs, whereas practice effective-
ness emphasizes the assessment of some particular
aspect of a practice situation in a way that will not
necessarily affect the entire program.

Evidence-Based Practice

A theme that underlies many recent developments
in the human services, and shows great promise for

linking practice and research, is encapsulated by the
term evidemce-based practice: “the conscien-
tious, explicit, and judicious use” of the best evi-
dence in making decisions about human service
assessment and intervention (Sackett, et al., 1997,
p. 2). According to this approach, the “best evi-
dence” is knowledge that has been gained via the
scientific research process. Research in Practice 1.1
discusses some of the issues involved in the devel-
opment of evidence-based practice in the human
services. As the insert shows, this approach has
been called 2 number of different things over the
years by different practitioners, although “evidence-
based practice” seems to have emerged as the most
widely wused designation. The evidence-based
approach is inherently critical, which means that it
is always questioning whether particular practices or
policies are effective. Just because a practice method
has been routinely used in the past does not mean it
is necessarily effective. Just because a practice
method has worked with clients with certain char-
acteristics (e.g., based on age, race, or gender) does
not mean it will work on other clients. The
evidence-based practitioner constantly questions
the efficacy of methods, and the primary yardstick
used in resolving these questions is the evidence
provided by scientific research (Mullen, Bledsoe, &
Bellamy, 2008).

This approach has emerged, in part, because
there is now a growing body of research evidence—
some of it basic and some of it applied—that can pro-
vide guidance to human service practitioners and pol-
icy makers. In the past century, researchers in the social
sciences and human services have developed more
sophisticated research techniques and have used them
to produce a large and complex body of knowledge
about human social and psychological behavior. This
body of knowledge now provides human service
practitioners and policy makers with scientifically
grounded evidence about what works and what
doesn’t. So it is much more feasible today—than it
was, say, 50 years ago—to base practice and policy
on scientific evidence.

Another reason for the emergence of the
evidence-based approach is that some startling criti-
cisms of human service practice surfaced a few
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decades ago that concluded that such Ppractice is not
very effective at achieving its goals—or at least that
we don’t have much proof that it is effective, other
than the claims of the practitioners themselves. In
response, in the intervening decades, human service
researchers and practitioners focused their attention
on producing research that would provide such
proof. The ‘resulting collaboration of researchers
and practitioners has produced a body of research
that provides us with evidence about what is effec-
tive in practice and what isn’t.

Evidence comes in many different forms, of
course. The observations that a practitioner makes
of a single client in her office is “evidence,” as is the
complex statistical analysis done on the observations
of thousands of people in a highly controlled exper-
imental study. So a central part of the evidence-
based approach is to critically evaluate research
studies to determine how much confidence we
have in their conclusions, and thus whether we
want to use them as evidence in particular practice
or policy settings. The purpose of this text is to
provide students in the human services with an
introduction to research methods so that they are
in a better position to understand and participate in
this critical evaluation. Although an understanding
of research methods in general certainly contributes
to becoming a more effective human service prac-
titioner, we will link research methods specifically
with evidence-based practice in a number of chap-
ters where the linkage is especially relevant. In addi-
tion, we have enhanced the focus on this critical
perspective by including a brief section toward the
end of each chapter titled “Critical Thinking.”
There we suggest some ways in which the material
in a particular chapter can be a guide for crtical
thinking and analysis in practice and policy realms,
as well as in one’s everyday life.
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