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reflexive thematic analysis of interviews with the professionals from 12 social
service organizations several themes have been developed and discussed:
1) evidence-based practice as an important current trend, the connection to
which gives several advantages (greater attraction for donor organizations
and clients, peer recognition); 2) evidence-based practice as an opportunity
to master a new culture of justification and communication; 3) evidence-based
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strumental understanding of the evidence-based practice that is transmitted to
them by foundations, donor organizations and the expert community, however,
their image of practice as a complex activity that requires taking into account
many factors and referring to various sources of knowledge can potentially
become the basis for more advanced multifaceted and critical understanding of
the evidence-based practice — provided the support of such an understanding,
including from the scientific community.
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B crtatbe onucaHbl pesynbTaTbl Ka4e€CTBEHHOrO WUCCNefoBaHWA MNpencTas-
NEHUN POCCUNCKUX CreLmanucToB-NPakTUKOB O [oKa3aTenbHOM Moaxone.
B wuccnepoBaHny NpuHANM yvactue aBTopbl NPOrpamMMm W PYKOBOAUTENU
12 opraHuzaumi, padoTawmx B cdepe OeTCTBa M COUManbHOW 3alumUTbl
M y4acTBOBABLUMX B KOHKYpPCax Ha BKIIOYEHWE B PeecTpbl MPakTuK C AoKa-
3aHHON aphekTUBHOCTLIO. CO0P AaHHBIX OCYLLIECTBAANCSA NPU NMOMOLLY MO-
NYCTPYKTYPUPOBAHHOIO WHTEPBbIO. PedhnekcnBHbIN TeEMaTUHECKUA aHanus
VNHTEPBbLIO NO3BONMI pa3paboTaTb HECKOMbKO TEM, B COBOKYMHOCTU OMUCHI-
BaloOLLMX OCOBEHHOCTU MOHUMaHUA JokKasaTenbHOro NoAxoAa POCCUNCKUMM
crneumanMcTaMmn-npakTUKamm 1 NxX OXXMAaAHWSA OT B3aUMOAENCTBUS C HayHYHbIM
coobLecTBoM: 1) foKasaTenbHbIA NOAXOL Kak COBPEMEHHbIN TPEeHS, NMOAKIIO-
YeHne K KOTOpOMy AaeT paf npeuMyLlecTB (60MnbluUyto NpUBReKaTelbHOCTb
ANs JOHOPCKMX OpraHun3aumnii, paclumMpeHve Kpyra 6narononydarenen n npu-
3HaHve B NpodeccroHanbHbIX Kpyrax); 2) gokasaTesbHblil Noaxon Kak BO3-
MOXHOCTb OCBavBaTb HOBYIO KyNbTypy OGOCHOBaHWSA M Mpe3eHTaumMn CBOUX
paspaboTok; 3) gokasaTtefibHbIM NoAxof Kak MOUCK W opraHu3aumsi HOBbIX
hopM B3aUMOLENCTBUSA C Hay4HbIM COO6LLECTBOM. BbisiBNEHO, 4TO poccuii-
CKue crneumanncTbl cdpepbl AeTCTBA CKIOHHbI MPUHMMATL TPaHCIMpyemoe
UM boHAaMu, OOHOPCKUMMU OpraHv3aumsMyu U 3KCMepTHbIM COO6LLECTBOM
WHCTPYMEHTaNbHOe MOHMMaHVe AokasaTenbHOro noaxoaa, OfHako nx obpas
NPaKTUKW Kak CMOXHON AeATeNnbHOCTH, TpebyloLlen yyeTa MHOrnx haktopos
1 06paLLeHNs K pasnnyHbIM UICTOYHMKAM 3HaHWI, NOTEHLMAaNbHO MOXET CTaTb
OCHOBOW 60ree NPOABMHYTOrO MHOrOCTOPOHHErO U KPUTUHECKOrO MOHUMaHNA
JokasaTenbHoro noaxofa — rnpu ycrnosun Noaaep>XXKu Takoro NoHMMaHus, B
TOM Y/CNe CO CTOPOHbI HAY4YHOro COO6LLIECTBA.

KnroyeBble cnoBa: nokasartenbHbIi Noaxo[, npencraBfeHna O fokKa3arTellb-
HOM noaxofe crneunanncToB-rnpakTUKoOB, NHCTPYMEHTaNbHOE U KpUTtn4eckoe
NoHMMaHue JokKasaTenbHON NpPakTuKn, MecTto Hay4HOro 3HaHua B peanusa-
LU NMPaKTUK.
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Introduction

The orientation towards an evidence-
based approach to practice, which original-
ly emerged in medicine, has now become
a feature of social work, counselling, and
education. More and more child welfare
service professionals are becoming in-
volved in the creation and implementation
of evidence-based practices and are being
asked to ensure that what they do meets
the criteria of an evidence-based approach.

But how do professionals themselves
see the evidence-based practice? Accord-
ing to a number of studies from different
countries [8; 9; 11; 12; 13; 15; 17], practitio-
ners are often confused about what exactly
is to be considered as evidence-based
practice, but their attitude is mostly positive
and correlates with their level of knowledge
and training in this area.

Most studies of professionals’ percep-
tions of the evidence-based practice are
conducted in a quantitative design, using
Evidence-Based Practice Attitude Scales
(EBPAS-50 and EBPAS-36) [4; 5; 14]. This
design allows for the collection of data on
large samples and the comparison of re-
sults obtained on participants from different
countries or different professional areas.
However, as the measurement techniques
already provide some understanding of
evidence-based practice, they do not al-
low for clarification of the participants’ own
constructs and thus for a deeper analysis
of the specifics of their perceptions and
emotional attitudes towards the evidence-
based approach.

The study by G. Avby et al. in the quali-
tative design [6] is noteworthy in this regard.
By collecting data through semi-structured
interviews with 14 Swedish welfare offi-
cers and analysing them using a method
close to descriptive phenomenology, the
authors found that professionals differ-
ently construct the meanings of evidence-
based practice. The authors have grouped
these meanings into several categories,
identifying five types of understanding of
evidence-based practice: 1) fragmented
(very deficient ideas about the evidence-
based practice, evidence is understood as
some general, unspecified ‘quality’: ‘| can’t
say exactly what evidence-based practice
is, some approach’); 2) discursive (ideas
about evidence-based practice are similar-
ly deficient, the term “evidence-based prac-
tice” is used declaratively, as a rhetorical
device to convince that work is important:
‘Yes, we resort to evidence, we necessarily
use statistics’); 3) instrumental (evidence-
based practice is associated with the use of
scientifically based methods and technolo-
gies, it means using protocols, documenta-
tion and performance evaluation: ‘Our work
is based on scientifically based methods,
we use techniques that have undergone
rigorous experimental verification’); 4) mul-
tifaceted (evidence-based practice is as-
sociated with the need to refer to different
sources of information — scientific studies
and clinical observations: ‘Evidence-based
practice means that our practice reaches
new, higher levels, we are not only focused
narrowly on our own experience and there-

185




BycbirnHa H.I1., BynypsH M.M., 3acumosa A.B. MNpefctaBneHns POCCUMCKMX cneumannucTos cdepsbl
[eTcTBa 0 JoKa3aTeslbHOM NOAXoAe U MX OXUAAHWS OT B3aUMOAENCTBUSA C HAy4HbIM COOOLLIECTBOM
Mcmxonornyeckasn Hayka n obpasosaHue. 2022. T. 27. Ne 6

fore begin to work more productively with
the client’); 5) critical (reflecting on the
complexity of the evidence-based practice
concept, discussing the pros and cons
of its application in the social sphere, but
maintaining a balanced view, emphasising
the need for careful analysis of different
sources of information: ‘Evidence-based
practice is not a method but the ability to
integrate different information about the
client and their problem, it is the courage
to critically assess what we are doing and
what we are achieving’).

For us, this study is interesting not
only because it shows how wide the range
of evidence-based practice is under-
stood by practitioners. We have already
noted [1] that the term “evidence-based
practice”’often plays the role of an ‘empty
sign’ which meaning has been the subject
of much debate in the methodological litera-
ture. Professionals’ attitudes are very much
a reflection of the nature of this debate. We
agree with the authors of the study that a
multifaceted and critical understanding of
evidence-based practice is both philosoph-
ically and methodologically more devel-
oped than an instrumental understanding
of it. But the latter is what is often promoted
when it comes to an evidence-based prac-
tice. The authors write that the prevalence
of an instrumental understanding, accord-
ing to which evidence-based practice is
primarily the transfer of evidence-based
methods and programmes into practical
work, hinders the achievement of a level
of reflective practice [6]. In other words,
there is a paradoxical situation where the
promotion of an evidence-based approach
to practice “from above” (in its instrumental
version) is a barrier to the development of
evidence-based practice (understood in a
multifaceted and critical way).

We found no studies on attitudes to-
wards the evidence-based practice from
Russian professionals. For our study, we
chose qualitative design primarily to give
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it an exploratory, open-ended character.
It was important for us to ‘get the partici-
pants to talk’, to share their experiences
of being involved in the ‘trend of evidence.’
We aimed to reconstruct a set of their at-
titudes towards the evidence-based prac-
tice. Our main research questions were:
how professionals and programme authors
understand the evidence-based practice,
its possibilities and limitations, what chal-
lenges they face on the way to evidence
and how they imagine a productive col-
laboration with the academic community.
We expected that there were blind spots,
conflicting perceptions, and contradictions
in Russian professionals' attitudes to the
evidence-based practice, which we intend-
ed to clarify.

Participants and Procedure

Representatives (programme authors
and managers) from 12 organisations
working in the field of child welfare and
social protection took part in the study.
Their programmes have been selected for
inclusion in the evidence-based practice
register managed by one of the charitable
foundations.

When selecting organisations, we con-
sidered:

e Geography of the project: 3 organ-
isations from Moscow and St. Petersburg,
6 organisations from major Russian cities
(Samara, Novosibirsk, Nizhny Novgorod,
Yakutsk, Yekaterinburg, Khabarovsk) and
3 organisations from small cities (Kirov Re-
gion, Republic of Karelia, Tomsk Region)
participated in the study;

e Level of evidence of practice, scope
of work and degree of sustainability: the
participants in the study were an organisa-
tion providing help to families in difficult
situations, a school for foster parents, crisis
centres, an organisation providing help to
women with children, etc.; the practices de-
veloped in 7 organisations were assessed
by experts as having medium level of evi-
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dence, those developed in 5 other organ-
isations as having a high level of evidence;

¢ Organisational status and funding
features: professionals from 9 non-profit
organisations, 2 charitable foundations and
1 state organisation took part in the study.

We tried to involve organisations of
different status, working conditions, etc.
to ensure a diversity of positions in the
sample, homogeneous by the main param-
eter for us — the degree of familiarity with
the evidence-based approach to practice:
representatives of all organisations par-
ticipating in the study took part in training
programmes teaching evidence-based
practice, attended seminars or confer-
ences on the evidence-based approach,
etc. The relative homogeneity of the par-
ticipants’ group in terms of familiarity with
the evidence-based approach made it pos-
sible to reach the “saturation point” within
ten cases [3]. In discussing the results, we
will touch on the limitation of conclusions
due to the particularities of the participants’
selection.

Data collection was carried out using
a semi-structured interview method, last-
ing between 45 and 80 minutes. We asked
respondents about their activities, the
set-up, history of their organisation, prac-
tices, methods, and technologies they had
developed, their participation in the best
practice selection competition; separately,
we asked them how they understood the
evidence-based practice and the relation-
ship with the scientific community.

The interviews, with the respondents’
consent, were recorded and then tran-
scribed using “soft” forms of transcribing
(verbatim but without dividing the text
into sections and without using special
signs to convey the expressive side of
the speech) [2]. The analysis of the tran-

scripts (about 200 pages of text) was car-
ried out using a reflexive thematic analy-
sis involving open coding and the devel-
opment of themes based on the resulting
codes [7; 16].

Results

Based on our analysis of the data col-
lected, we have developed several major
themes that together describe profession-
als’ understanding of the evidence-based
practice and their expectations of engage-
ment with the research community.

Turn to evidence: Connecting

to a trend, a ‘quality mark’

One of the main themes found in the
interviews is related to the idea of evidence
as a kind of modern trend. Connecting to
it provides reassurance and certain conve-
niences for the practice development.

Interestingly, the evidence-based ap-
proach for respondents is primarily about
making evidence for the programme, prac-
tice or technology they are engaged in to
meet the criteria of practice registers, but
it is also about using those methods and
technologies in their work (mostly Western
ones) that are labelled as ‘practice with
proven effectiveness.’

Being on the registers, according to re-
spondents, allows for several tasks. First,
it ensures that the target audience has in-
creased confidence in the practice:

‘By and large, being on the register is
a quality mark, in other words, on the fore-
head|[...] Accordingly, | don’t need to initially
prove to the parent that we are working ef-
fectively, that we are working qualitatively.’

Secondly, it makes finding funding
easier:

‘This is the evidence-based approach
to persuading potential donors, this is for

1 That is, states of relative completeness of information when a subsequent set of respondents brings no new information
and their reported data fall within an already identified structure of categories or themes [10].

187




BycbirnHa H.I1., BynypsH M.M., 3acumosa A.B. MNpefctaBneHns POCCUMCKMX cneumannucTos cdepsbl
[eTcTBa 0 JoKa3aTeslbHOM NOAXoAe U MX OXUAAHWS OT B3aUMOAENCTBUSA C HAy4HbIM COOOLLIECTBOM
Mcmxonornyeckasn Hayka n obpasosaHue. 2022. T. 27. Ne 6

both the grant-giving organisation and the
authorities.’

All respondents stressed in a different
way how more comfortable they have be-
come with applying for grants as a result of
the practice register requirements:

‘Being on the register has made it much
easier for us to write some grant applica-
tions, for example. That is, we can attach
links where our detailed descriptions and
mechanisms of action are drawn up, i.e.
this is sometimes enough to make our-
selves known somehow, rather than having
to do it all over again.’

One respondent very accurately de-
scribes the link between funding and per-
formance, an evidence-based practice is
understood here to be synonymous with ef-
fective performance, with connecting to the
evidence trend helping to develop a com-
mon language and building relationships
between those who give money and those
who ask for it:

‘The experience of working with busi-
ness has accustomed us to speaking the
language of efficiency [...] | was very im-
pressed to see the difference between how
business spoke three years ago and how
it speaks now, in the context of efficiency,
evidence-based approach, general focus
on NGOs, on joining forces, on creating re-
ally big and socially important projects.’

Thirdly, being on the registers helps
to position oneself as a successful pro-
fessional and improves one’s reputation
among peers:

‘This takes us to some other level of po-
sitioning among other organisations.’

‘Since we cooperate a lot with the gov-
ernments of our city and other regions, we
can say that the knowledge or data that
we pass on, what we share, they have this
kind of support—it certainly has an effect
on reputational capital, too.’

‘Since we joined the register, we've just
been talking about it on every corner. This
greatly enhances, shall we say, the cred-
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ibility of the organisation in professional
circles. This is such a quality mark for an
organisation that works in child welfare.

It should be noted that the topic of evi-
dence-based approach comes to practitio-
ners from outside, from experts at founda-
tions and donor organisations with whom
practitioners collaborate, but very quickly
becomes attractive to themselves:

‘And we were invited to a kick-off confer-
ence in Moscow, where we were just told
that monitoring and evaluation would be a
trend for the next 10 years. And | remember
thinking at the time, “What do you mean by
these words? It's not clear at all what it is.”
But it fascinated me so much and | wanted to
dive into it somehow, to learn more about it

To summarise, evidence-based prac-
tice is associated by professionals primar-
ily with the ability to deal more productively
with critical issues of funding, grant appli-
cations, controlling the flow of beneficia-
ries, visibility, and recognition of their work.
Although the topic of the evidence-based
approach comes to practitioners from the
outside, when they get into this trend and
meet the need for evidence-based practice
dictated by foundations and donor organ-
isations, they discover a number of insights
and benefits in the process.

New culture of reasoning

and communication

Respondents note their interest in ex-
plaining, investigating, and evaluating their
practice as a result of the turn to evidence,
which has emerged or intensified.

Most respondents noted that it is only by
going the difficult and long way to describe
their practice according to the standard of
evidence-based practice that they have ex-
perienced what might be called a ‘research
taste.” They emphasise that by engaging
in the required description of practice, they
have become much more aware of exactly
what they are doing and what in their activi-
ties can ‘work’:
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‘So, naturally, while you're working on
the evidence, you'll systematise it, you'll lay
it out and you'll know yourself where what
is, where the right thing is, so maybe some-
thing unnecessary will go away.’

‘It's all as if it's about having a very clear
understanding of our activities. That is,
there are really results of our activities, we
can show them and tell about them. And
that we understand how it works.

Immersing practitioners in research,
carried out partly in-house or by indepen-
dent researchers, clearly gives practitio-
ners confidence and supports their self-
esteem as they get to see the results of
their work:

‘We have 90% of families who have
kept their children. And when we can ex-
plain this, tell how we achieved this, then
this is something about the reality, about
the fact that we can really help, about the
fact that we are changing the world and
helping people. When these statements
are supported by real examples and real
figures, it becomes more meaningful sto-
ries, | think. For me, this is the evidence-
based approach.’

Several times, the professionals we
spoke to compared the way they under-
stood and presented their activities before
with the way they do it now:

‘The way it used to be—we could talk
passionately and emotionally’, now ‘there
are formal points in the work, control points
that can be measured over and over again.’

The culture of reflection and presenta-
tion of practice itself is changing; profes-
sionals definitely enjoy immersing them-
selves in it and mastering it, even if they
encounter difficulties along the way:

‘Social work was and still is assessed by
some emotional and moral categories — it
is good, it is charity, and it should have
nothing to do with numbers and specific
indicators, and so on and so forth. Earlier
in our sphere, it seemed: what evidence,
what figures?! 'm already saving a life, and

you're here with your figures! | don’t care
about figures at alll

‘If we show that we have a practice that
is recognised, conditionally speaking, at
least in Russia, it has a level of evidence,
that we have a result, it is not our blah-
blah-blah, it is not our beautiful words of a
psychologist at meetings. It's here, take the
documents and check it outl’

However, some of our respondents say
that they have also carried out research
before, for example collecting feedback
from the parents of the children with whom
they have worked and adjusting their work
according to the information received,
searching for theoretical material on which
to draw in practical work. It cannot be said
that, from within their practice, profession-
als have not had the need to refer to sci-
entific knowledge and research findings.
However, they do not seem to label such
a process of practice as evidence-based.
They associate a pure history of practice
description with the evidence-based ap-
proach, according to the standard evi-
dence-based practice and external evalu-
ations of performance.

Some respondents emphasise that by
getting involved in this case, they have learnt
to present their practice better rather than
somehow changing the nature of their work:

‘We recently joined the register of evi-
dence-based practices, but we were work-
ing just as well before that. We are better
now in terms of methodology, descriptive
terms.’

Others show that, through systemati-
sation, evaluation, and interaction with
representatives of the academic and pro-
fessional community, they have started to
ask different questions and have changed
their perspective on their own work and its
results:

‘So you don’t need to prove that you
had 15 families [...] But what actually
changed qualitatively due to those events
that the family attended, due to those
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classes, trainings, some other forms of
assistance — that, of course, had to be
done.’

'Earlier, perhaps, we even used to count
more, assessing our activities more on the
basis of quantitative indicators, such formal
ones. | mean, we had ten consultations
and five events. What happened as a re-
sult of these events? We kind of automati-
cally count that parental competence has
increased thanks to our parent schools.
And how do we know that they have really
improved? And how do we know that they
have really increased thanks to our parent
schools?

Engaging with science: Networking,

mentoring and partnerships

The need to ‘be evidence-based’ en-
courages professionals to turn more to
members of the scientific community and
evaluators — i.e., those who are competent
to conduct research and who can therefore
help to provide evidence of their effective-
ness. While at the beginning of the process,
when a practice, programme or technology
is taking its first steps, professionals often
carry out evaluations in-house, later on,
as the practice matures, the demand for
external research increases. Talking to re-
searchers helps to recognise problems and
map out ways for development:

‘The researchers’ feedback helped us
understand what other blind spots there are
[...] we realised that we need to do a lot of
research work, for which there are, unfortu-
nately, not so many resources available at
the moment.’

It is likely that professionals have more
than a purely pragmatic request for evalu-
ation. We would say that our respondents
express an underdeveloped need for con-
tacts with researchers — they are, in their
words, ‘keen to learn a lot.” Apparently,
how this learning will relate to practice is
not clear to all of them. However, we can
think that they intuitively grasp that interac-
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tion with researchers can be a resource for
them to develop their practice.

This is how one of our respondents de-
scribes her interest:

‘I even had this idea of going to our uni-
versity. | once met the Vice-Rector there
and he said that they were doing stud-
ies on different topics with students, that,
like, come to us, we're ready. And | even
wanted to, | thought I'd come and ask them
to do some studies for us. It was just so
interesting. And then we got acquainted
with the N Foundation, and somehow, they
have closed our need. But now we are
very interested because we want to mea-
sure, research and study so many things,
our professionals have no knowledge, no
competence, no time, no energy to do this,
and local universities, teams, | don’t know,
how competent they are in our field, so we
are very interested, we would like to do it, it
would be great.’

We note that the respondent empha-
sises the impossibility of doing research
on her own, but who exactly she wants to
see in this role, how interaction with them
can be organised — all this remains very
uncertain to her. She expects suggestions
and wants to see some counter-interest
from those involved in research, rather than
being prepared to voice a specific request.

It is not uncommon for professionals to
be outspoken about their lack of knowledge,
which they try to compensate for through
communication with their peers. Some-
times there is a talk of possible mentoring,
supervising or the need for a dedicated
science-related employee. Practitioners
realise that they are missing something in
their own information-gathering, monitoring
and evaluation activities, but they have no
idea how the task could be set or what kind
of knowledge could in principle be sought:

‘The only good thing we do now is
monitoring. We just monitor, we collect in-
formation, we do questionnaires in terms of
the problems of women who come to us:
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how many women live here, from which
districts. It's just purely statistical. What is
their age, what is their social status, mar-
ried, how many children do they have, not
married, what kind of marriage do they live
in, employed, not employed. That's just a
collection of information, that's all. Such an
ongoing activity, but to improve it, we need
someone to help us, the scientific commu-
nity. It is difficult to do as an assignment,
as a request, very difficult. We ourselves
can’t understand this — it's not very good,
| guess.’

‘But, of course, most of the time we lack
knowledge, not enough of it. And we are
literally looking for something by bits and
pieces, we find something on the Internet,
most of the time, of course, it's conferenc-
es, it's professional meetings, communica-
tion with colleagues.’

‘Of course, we would appreciate the co-
operation. Of course, we would like it, yes,
but what kind of request to make from us...
Well, it's difficult for me. How could they
(the scientific community — authors) help
us? We need it, but | don’t know how.’

However, it cannot be said that profes-
sionals position themselves in relation to
the scientific community only in the ‘stu-
dent-teacher’ hierarchical model. In most
cases, they want to build relationships with
representatives of the ‘academy’ as equal
partners, each with their own set of com-
petencies. All our respondents emphasise
that practical work has its own specifics.
Practice is a very complex, confusing, and
uncertain area, so not everything that is
expected to work in theory will also work
in practice. And it is very important for prac-
titioners that ‘academics’ share this view
and do not present their knowledge as the
ultimate truth.

The story of one of the respondents is
very revealing in this regard:

‘I once spoke in front of the scientific
community, and | wasn’t really heard or
understood. That is to say, the questions

such as “Did you have a control group and
why are you giving these results” shocked
me a little, and | tried to explain. What con-
trol group? Two families were placed in a
crisis unit and two families were not placed
in a crisis unit and were told: well, let's do
it ourselves, and then we’ll show the ef-
fect that we’re working, yes? How is that
supposed to happen? Well, it's like, you
know, from the category of trying to teach
you something, but in general you already
sort of know something in general and
even understand that it will probably not
work in practice, that in real life, it is a little
bit different. And in response, they do not
understand you a little, you know... And it
turns out that, as it were, theory somehow
gives something to practice, but the theory
doesn’t change, it doesn’t receive feedback
from practice. It would be great if there was
some kind of interchange. That is, we study
new theories, implemented in practice, and
the theory, looking at how it happens in
practice, also changes a little.’

As can be seen, the respondent empha-
sises that the academic community some-
times assumes a dominant expert position
in relation to practitioners and is not pre-
pared to recognise that they are experts in
their field as well.

Meanwhile, professionals can offer
the ‘academy’ interesting forms of coop-
eration, such as running practice-oriented
courses in higher education institutions. In
a number of cases, such projects have suc-
ceeded, and professionals appreciate such
experiences:

‘We have conducted and plan to con-
tinue a joint project with the medical uni-
versity when we trained doctors and stu-
dents for a year in interaction with families
with special children: how to communicate
the diagnosis, how to interact with par-
ents, how to conduct an appointment with
a special child, what methods of alterna-
tive communication can be used, how to
communicate with them in general. In oth-
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er words, they taught things that medical
schools do not normally teach doctors. It
was a very useful project for the university
and for us because it was such a comple-
mentary experience.’

We would also like to draw attention to
another important point articulated by pro-
fessionals in relation to possible forms of
partnership with the scientific community.
Here is a reflection of one respondent (we
heard something similar in essence, but in
other areas, from other respondents as well):

‘When we work, we see some things in
our practice that are not very well-ground-
ed. For example, the story about the myths
in society, that a mother with mental dis-
abilities cannot bring up children. It seems
to me that if there is some research, some
information that, in fact, it is not true, if there
is research by the scientific community
about the fact that a mother with mental
disabilities raises children... yes, there may
be some difficulties, still, there is an attach-
ment formed, everything is normal, then it
seems to me that this is just one such op-
tion, very cool, when we confirm our opin-
ion with scientific data.’

The fact is that, by virtue of their immer-
sion in people’s lives and problems, profes-
sionals are able to grasp the pains of soci-
ety far better than desk-based academics.
Researchers, on the other hand, are able to
verify and support such observations with
their own tools. In this sense, a partnership
between practice and science, involving
the attentiveness of representatives of the
scientific community to the view of practi-
tioners, can contribute to the sociocritical/
transformative paradigm in science and
promote social change.

Discussion and Conclusions

A thematic analysis of the interviews
with professionals in the social sector
helped to clarify some of their attitudes
towards the evidence-based practice.
Professionals understand the evidence-
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based practice as an important modern
trend, which they see as having a number
of benefits: helping them to fund through
greater appeal in the eyes of donor organ-
isations, broadening their target audience
and gaining peer recognition. Although
professionals have monitored their activi-
ties and conducted some research on their
effectiveness in the past, it was their par-
ticipation in competitions to be included
in the evidence-based practice registers
and their increased familiarity with the
evidence-based approach that the foun-
dations and organisations were promoting
to them that encouraged them to under-
take more systematic research, including
the involvement of external researchers.
Most respondents note that their own per-
spective on what they do has changed:
they have adopted a new culture of an
evidence-based approach and the presen-
tation of their practice.

We found the topic of child welfare ser-
vice professionals’ attitudes toward their
interaction with academia to be the most
meaningful. Research helps practitioners
make sure that their work is important. We
interviewed those whose organisations
passed the competition and received high
marks from experts. It is clear that the re-
search data they presented (many of them
carried out by external, independent teams)
indicated that their work was quite effec-
tive. Perhaps this is why quite a lot of our
respondents talked about the importance
of such assessments. We do not have the
opinion of those who did not receive such
high ratings from the experts. However, it is
reasonable to assume that practitioners at-
tach this meaning to research — for them,
it is primarily a means of adding value to
their work and using the findings for self-
promotion.

At the same time, we also detect a
different attitude to research, unrelated
to the pragmatics of self-promotion, al-
though it is not explicit, and we can only
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reconstruct these meanings from the
context. Respondents in a different way
showed an interest in having research
embedded in their work process — per-
haps to help them answer questions re-
lated to the organisation of practice, or
perhaps a more general need for knowl-
edge was behind this interest, and the
researcher was perceived as the source
of that knowledge. If we have correctly
reconstructed the meaning configurations
of the respondents, then accompaniment,
mentoring, is not only an aid to the ‘right’
presentation of the practice but also a re-
source for development.

We note the flexible and diverse po-
sitioning of practitioners in relation to
representatives of the ‘academy.” On the
one hand, they perceive them as experts
whose function is to educate and judge.
But on the other hand, it is important for
practitioners that their voice is heard and,
furthermore, that they can act as equal
partners who have their own area of ex-
pertise. In our view, it is unfortunate that
members of the academic community do
indeed sometimes take a dominant posi-
tion in relation to practitioners, willing to
share knowledge (including methodologi-
cal knowledge), but not willing to ques-
tion it in front of and with practitioners.
Although it is precisely the critical attitude
towards oneself and the internal mecha-
nisms of self-correction that are an inte-
gral part of the institution of science. How
to build cooperation between science
and practice is one of the main ques-
tions that can only be answered through
dialogue. In our view, practitioners have
something to offer the ‘academy’ — not
only practice-oriented courses that are
developed and run jointly with university
staff but also knowledge itself, gained
in practice, which, when tested and sys-
tematised through the application of the
scientific method, is able to contribute to
social change.

We did not typologise the respon-
dents’ answers but conducted a ‘cross-
cutting’ analysis of the data received
as a whole, trying to develop themes
that would reflect general trends in the
respondents’ attitudes towards the ev-
idence-based practice. However, if we
relate the reconstructed views to the
types of understanding of evidence-
based practice described in a study by
G. Avby et al. [6], we can see that our
respondents tend to give the evidence-
based practice the instrumental mean-
ing promoted to them by foundations,
training programmes, etc.: for them,
the evidence-based practice is primarily
about testing effectiveness of their work,
preferring methods and technologies la-
belled as ‘evidence-based’, and present-
ing their own developments as required
by the standard. Professionals agree that
this is what practice should be, but they
also outline a slightly different image of
it as a complex field that is primarily val-
ues-based, involving the ability to act un-
der conditions of increased uncertainty,
using all available knowledge — both ex-
ternal, derived from literature, research,
communication during conferences, and
born from within the practice itself. The
somewhat confusing definitions of their
own activity benchmarks by the profes-
sionals can be interpreted as them being
stuck at the level preceding the level of
evidence-based practice or rather in the
realm of transition. However, we believe
that their image of practice contains fea-
tures that have the potential to form the
basis of more advanced multifaceted and
critical understandings of the evidence-
based practice — provided there is sup-
port for this understanding, including
from the academic community.

In conclusion, a few words about the
limitations of the study. The themes we
have described are repeated many times
in the interview material and, as we have
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managed to understand from their discus-
sion at two conferences and meetings with
professionals, are quite recognisable to the
audience. However, similar results can only
be expected from those professionals who
in a different way have become involved
in implementing the evidence-based ap-
proach promoted by the Russian founda-
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