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Abstract
Purpose: There is a paradox in social work research. Evidence is generated in the belief that it will inform social work practice, though research findings are rarely implemented in full. This paper explores how engaging with service users and citizens in the research and implementation processes may assist with research implementation. Method: A case study method is used in which four examples of the implementation of practice research conducted in Australia, Finland and Norway in the fields of social inclusion in the disability sector; bereavement care; child welfare; and youth transitions are presented. These case studies are thematically analyzed using a collaborative narrative analytical method. Results: Three common themes emerged: the unpredictable and dynamic outcomes of the implementation processes; a long-term commitment to co-creation; and the vitality of lived experience which enhances research implementation. Conclusion: A research agenda arising from the limitations of this study and gaps in our knowledge is presented.
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Beyond the Evidence Paradox: Engaging with Service Users and Citizens in the Implementation of Social Work Practice Research

There is a paradox in social work research. Practitioners and researchers collaborate to undertake research and generate evidence in the belief and understanding that it will inform social work practice. However, evidence shows that research findings are rarely implemented in full in practice (Horwitz et al., 2014; Kristensen & Nissen, 2024). We have termed this the ‘evidence paradox’, though we are not the first to use this term. It has been used to refer to promising complex interventions or practice approaches which are not amenable to randomized controlled trials, though other forms of evidence about them are not considered by policy makers. For example, community development approaches are diverse yet difficult to replicate in a trial, though there are other types of evidence which support their use in practice (Pollard et al., 2021). Here, we use it to refer to the paradox of the availability of research but limited implementation of it. Specifically, we build upon calls to engage with stakeholders in the research process to help ensure that studies address questions of importance to practitioners and service users, and are therefore more likely to be useful in practice (Roehr, 2010). This paper contributes to discussions about the implementation of research findings in social work practice by exploring how the engagement of service users and citizens in research processes can support this.
Practice-research partnerships bring social work practitioners and researchers together to develop, undertake and disseminate research (Palinkas et al., 2017). They help to ensure that research addresses questions of importance to practitioners and the close working relationship of practitioners and researchers helps to ensure that findings are translated into practice. Practice-research partnerships can be constrained by the time and resources available to practitioners to engage with researchers; a lack of organizational support for practice innovation; or a lack of long-term commitment to the partnership. To overcome these challenges, and to support the development and durability of these partnerships, organizational cultural change is often required. In addition, implementation science can inform the development of bidirectional relationships between social work practice and research (Cabassa, 2016). This can support capacity building within social work agencies to implement research findings, and it can also support the design and development of interventions, with implementation being at the forefront of researchers’ considerations.
	Implementation studies in social work are often conducted in the context of evidence-based practice (Gambrill, 2006; Rzepnicki et al., 2012). As such, the literature provides evidence about the effectiveness of different implementation strategies such as coaching, consultation, facilitation, knowledge brokering or technical assistance, for example (Albers et al., 2021). The primary focus of these studies has been practitioners, though implementation strategies often use multiple components involving a variety of stakeholders including service users (Powell et al., 2015). The importance of engagement with service users in implementation strategies may vary according to context, though a review of the implementation of mental health interventions found that collaboration was a tool for success and using a participatory approach with communities was important (Remy et al., 2024).
	Implementation strategies in social work need to account for complexities in practice contexts. What works in one context, does not necessarily produce the same outcomes in a different one. Critical engagement with the notions of adaptations and fidelity in social work interventions is therefore required (Strehlenert et al., 2023), but it is also necessary to overcome the particular challenges faced within different contexts to successfully implement research findings. For example, indifferent organizational cultures within community mental health teams led by health professionals need to be addressed in order to successfully implement social interventions (Webber et al., 2021). Organizational cultures have been found to be barriers to successful implementation strategies in other social work contexts (Ahuja et al., 2022), and relational approaches have been highlighted as integral to successfully addressing dysfunctional organizational dynamics in implementation strategies (Rzepnicki et al., 2012).
	The literature on implementation in social work is under-developed in terms of what might constitute good practice in engagement with service users and citizens, possibly because activities such as practitioner training and organizational planning within agencies may be considered beyond their purview. It may also reflect the challenging and dynamic influence of practice contexts, which themselves shape the nature of service user and citizen engagement in research processes, and the difficulty in obtaining sustained investment in programs to facilitate dissemination and implementation. For example, the 3Es to Freedom: Education, Employment, Empowerment program demonstrated strong engagement with its participants, but was discontinued due to a lack of funding. This program aimed to empower, and thereby bolster the safety of, women with refugee and migrant backgrounds living in non-metropolitan Australian communities by developing the knowledge, skills and community connections of program participants. The program design incorporated practice-based research which provided evidence of success (Hughes et al., 2021; Whitaker et al., 2018, 2021), though was discontinued after five years due to changes in funding.
	This paper discusses core issues in the implementation of social work practice research to explore how the engagement of service users and citizens can enhance organizational processes and improve the effectiveness of practice. Specifically, it aims to address two research questions:
1. How can service users and citizens be engaged in the implementation of social work practice research?
2. How does knowledge gained from this process contribute to implementation science?
Method
This paper uses a case study method (Yin, 2018) to explore examples of service user and citizen engagement in implementation in social work practice research and to extract common themes which may prompt further investigation. The selection of cases was both purposive and pragmatic. The co-authors asked members of the social work Practice Research Collaborative (PRC) on Research Impact, Translation and Influence to nominate cases which could help us to answer our research questions. The co-authors, who are also members of the PRC, selected the cases which best illustrated contemporary issues in engaging with service users and citizens in the implementation of social work practice research.
The four cases from Australia, Finland and Norway are not intended to be representative of practice research in their respective country, but are drawn from diverse welfare systems which are involved in learning from implementation science. The cases each provide different insights into implementation of social work practice research and help us to address our research questions. 
Cases were presented for analysis, by the co-authors, in brief narrative summaries of how service users or citizens were engaged in implementation processes along with a rationale for this. We used a collaborative narrative analytical method (Riessman, 2008) to identify and collectively agree themes which emerged from the cases. Similar to the approach taken by Samsonsen et al (2025), we read the four case summaries and examined each one to identify how service users and citizens were involved in the implementation processes, and how both shared and unique experiences from these narratives contribute to implementation science. The co-authors, from four different countries, explored national differences but identified three emergent themes both within and between the cases. These are presented in the discussion section below.
Results
Case Study 1: Social Inclusion in the Disability Sector
	Three researchers affiliated with Charles Sturt University (CSU) have developed a long-term research relationship based on egalitarian principles. The team consists of a member with lived experience, an academic who specializes in professional ethics, and a social work academic. This case study focuses on the lived experience researcher. She is a passionate retired social worker, disability advocate, artist, CSU alumna and lives with disabilities. In 2020, she was one of four co-researchers who co-designed and co-directed a project about sustaining social inclusion practice in the disability sector (Rush et al., 2020). The findings from this project focused on utilitarian, deontological and virtue-ethical approaches to social inclusion in the disability sector. It argued that a utilitarian, rational calculus approach has serious limitations in the disability field, risking exclusion (Rush et al., 2020). In contrast, the deontological ethical base (that is, the engagement of principles that prescribe an ethical approach) upholds human rights with a duty to ensure inclusion, while virtue ethics, such as generosity and kindness, build motivation for social inclusion (McAuliffe et al., 2024; Rush et al., 2025). Awareness of these ethical approaches and issues is valuable knowledge for students and practitioners working in the disability field. 
	The research findings informed other projects, specifically:
·  a teaching and learning activity for emerging case managers. Her experiences were used to illustrate the utility of a person-directed approach to case management (Charles Sturt University et al., 2020), and 
· a professional development (PD) workshop for current workers. Her experiences were used to help remind practitioners to consider personhood when resolving complex ethical dilemmas in conflictual situations (Rush et al., 2025; Short et al., 2018).  
The ongoing benefit of the original research is illustrated in Figure 1. 
Figure 1 about here
When undertaking the original social inclusion project, it was unclear at the time exactly what the longer-term influence and impact of the engagement might be. For instance, the academics involved did not predict that they would receive invitations to conduct professional development activities for organizations and workers about resolving ethical dilemmas in the field. 
The story of the original research and the knowledge it generated has become a conceptual tool regarding ethical decision-making processes in practice. Both the student feedback and pre- and post-PD workshop evaluations indicate that the experiential knowledge shared appears to be impacting academics, students and practitioners by: 
· consolidating their thinking about personhood; 
· teaching personalization approaches; and 
· supporting the translation of complex understandings of ethics to industry settings. 
This case study highlights that the outcomes and impacts of co-produced practitioner research are systemic and dynamic (not static). Consequently, a spectrum of understanding is needed regarding how research translation contributes to and benefits practice over time. This case study helps answer both research questions by showing that service user and citizen lived experience research can be directly translated into pedagogy and real-world practice environments. Also, it shows that the impact, translation, and influence of collaborative research can be understood within its past, present, and future contexts.
Case Study 2: A Co-Created Bereavement Service in Health
	High mortality rates in adult intensive care units (ICUs) result in the need for urgent and effective bereavement support for grieving families. Acute hospitals experience significant numbers of patient deaths outside of palliative care settings, particularly in ICUs. Social workers are pivotal in an interdisciplinary context in providing emotional support and guidance, yet inconsistencies in the delivery of bereavement care practices across hospitals can potentially result in suboptimal outcomes. This case study describes the development and implementation of a co-created sustainable bereavement care model at the Royal Melbourne Hospital (RMH) and Peter MacCallum Cancer Centre (Peter Mac) in Melbourne, Australia (Van Diemen et al., 2024). The evaluation component was supported by the 5+1 academic practitioner partnership (Joubert et al., 2024) utilising a democratic approach to practice research within a Knowledge to Action Framework (Graham et al., 2006). 
	The co-created research design engaged initially with ICU and haematology staff (primarily nurses and physicians) with significant expertise in bereavement care through a consultative committee. In addition, other stakeholders and service users were involved including Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities. Each stage of the methodologically pluralist research design started with consultation, implementation of the research process and consultation on the results and final writing of the report. Phase 1 was a comprehensive literature review focusing on management of complicated and prolonged grief. Phase 2 consisted of the construction of a model of bereavement care informed by extensive collaboration with multidisciplinary teams, ICU and haematology staff, health service policy makers, educators and service users. In Phase 3 the model was implemented in practice at RMH. This included monitoring and evaluation conducted throughout the process (including data mining) and a post implementation focus group.
The extensive stakeholder input, which included engagement with content experts and service users, identified both risk and protective factors. The diverse nature of the engagement process provided useful and varied perspectives on grief, trauma and bereavement in the setting of a hospital ICU and Haematology unit. The most challenging situations in bereavement care were where the deceased had young children, or the death was unexpected. Families’ needs for services were mostly around involvement in decision making, emotional and practical support, and recognition of their unique needs. Social workers’ contributions were acknowledged as being central to the care process. 
As a result of this study, a three module training course was co-developed with  Grief Australia, offering social workers a certificate titled ‘Advanced Bereavement Practitioner; Social Work’. This certificate is now accredited through an Allied Health credentialling process at the Royal Melbourne Hospital for social workers as ‘advanced social work bereavement practitioners’. Other hospitals follow the same process. This represented a new and important acknowledgement of the effectiveness of routine inclusion of social work in a complex medical setting. The health service has implemented pathways to identify persons at risk of experiencing complex grief response and responding to this need, by providing social work intervention in ICU.
The results of this study demonstrated that the co-created, democratisation of the research process with continual feedback from key stakeholders and service users at all stages of the development, implementation and evaluation process has given credibility and ease of implementation to social workers in their involvement with bereavement care. By developing service pathways acceptable to the wide range of stakeholders and service users for identifying high risk individuals and implementing timely interventions, the project has improved care coordination and facilitated essential emotional support for bereaved families.
This initiative signifies an important advancement in bereavement care across the RMH and Peter Mac institutions. Establishing a robust bereavement care model fosters a collaborative, coherent approach to addressing bereavement needs and equips healthcare professionals with the tools necessary for compassionate care delivery. This project enhances the capacity of social workers and also contributes significantly to improving outcomes for bereaved families, and establishing a foundation for ongoing quality improvement and research in bereavement support.
Case Study 3: Long-Term Systemic Practice Implementation and the Role of Dialogical Workshops
In 2016, a systemic practice model was introduced in Finland as part of a national project on training and education in systemic child welfare (Petrelius et al., 2025). The Finnish Systemic Practice Model is a local adaptation of the Reclaiming Social Work model, which was introduced from the United Kingdom (Lahtinen et al., 2017). The initial implementation of the Finnish model has been the subject of two studies (Aaltio, 2022; Isokuortti, 2023). These studies found that the heavy workload of child welfare workers and the ongoing structural changes in social welfare and health care impeded effective implementation. 
The adaptation of the practice model has continued across various regions, prompting further research into its long-term effects in three regional child welfare units in child welfare. This has included participatory research on the implementation of new practices (Julkunen et al., 2023). The design of this research was agreed with key stakeholders from relevant welfare organizations, encompassing practitioners and a service user organization. It was inspired by a real effectiveness framework (Malmivaara, 2022; Sherman et al., 2016) that incorporates knowledge learning workshops, which enable practitioners to deliberate the results of the perceived everyday effects with the aim of promoting sustainable knowledge development in practice. This takes a holistic approach to the subject of effectiveness, with a focus on real-life effects in practice and systematic learning and development (Malmivaara, 2022). This framework has been employed in the domain of implementation science (Mitchell, 2011), albeit with a predominant focus on multi-level data rather than on knowledge learning.
The concept of everyday effectiveness in this context relates to the way the systemic practice model in social work, particularly in the realm of child welfare, is manifested in the daily lives of practitioners and clients. This study drew upon system theories (Meadows, 2008), a practice research frame (Austin & Carnochan, 2020), a knowledge translational approach (Callon et al., 1986; Westerback et al., 2020), and multilevel data from structural to grassroots levels. The initial phase of the study entailed a meticulous mapping analysis of welfare policies and statutory documents, complemented by in-depth interviews with key informants. This was followed by a series of interviews with professionals and clients, aimed at garnering insights from various stakeholders. The third phase focused on collaborative learning and knowledge creation through the comparison of multilevel evidence from the three regions studied. This was achieved through intensive learning workshops that engaged practitioners, leaders, and service users, fostering a dynamic exchange of ideas and perspectives. The present study examines the significance of dialogical platforms in conceptualizing the quotidian effects for clients and professionals.
Three workshops were organized to facilitate reflective discussions on the insights gleaned from the implementation of a systemic practice and its perceived effects in the three cases where the practice has undergone continuous adaptation. The objective of the workshops was to further develop and strengthen systemic practice through collegial comparisons and discussions. Despite the study’s foundation in a participatory approach, challenges arose in the organization of these workshops, particularly in the context of a hybrid format. These challenges impeded the capture of variability and the facilitation of in-depth discussion, which impeded the full development and implementation of the insights derived from these discussions. These challenges led to limitations in the effectiveness of the workshops in achieving concrete results. Consequently, the case study opted to organize distinct reflective workshops with the various units in the respective regions, with the objective of more profoundly reflecting on the experiences from managers and practitioners, particularly service users’ lived experiences and their significance in the local context.
The discourse among practitioners illuminated numerous challenges and considerations in implementing systemic practice in the realm of child protection and family work. The participants articulated a necessity for tangible tools and measuring instruments to motivate both families and social workers, particularly in cases where clients are seen infrequently. Concerns were also raised about the lack of resources for regular systemic meetings, which became less frequent due to organizational changes. The implementation of systemic practice is met with contradictions, particularly in the way it is maintained and understood by managers and new employees. Participants noted the absence of a structured framework and adequate planning, which has led to a perception among the service users that support was not always helpful.
Despite these challenges, the perceived everyday effects of practice were improved participation and cooperation, allowing for greater service user involvement in decisions and activities. Furthermore, it has facilitated a shift from individual to collective work, thereby enhancing shared responsibility and fostering closer ties with the family unit.
The discussion within the workshop has been shown to have substantial merit in terms of elucidating a wide array of viewpoints and practical experiences concerning systemic practice. The establishment of a forum through which team members could articulate their perspectives and recount their experiences in a secure setting proved instrumental in the refinement of the organizational framework and the cultivation of a more comprehensive understanding of the implementation of systemic practice and its ramifications. There was a strong desire to create better conditions for systemic practice in child protection and family work. However, for the translational approach to be successful from a systemic perspective, it is necessary to convene a workshop that includes all relevant voices in the case study. The study underscores the importance of participatory approaches in implementation studies, emphasizing the role of joint learning in enhancing the adoption and everyday effects of systemic practice for both clients and professionals.  
Case Study 4: Youth in Flight
Youth in flight was a research and developmental project, where researchers collaborated with local projects on professional and practical development and research (Follesø, 2015; Halås, 2021). The main question addressed how at-risk young people aged 15–25 should be approached, motivated and helped in ways that could support inclusion and facilitate the best possible transition into adulthood. The overall research approach was participatory and action oriented, involving ten researchers working together with both professionals and young people. 
The project’s first phase included 15 local multidisciplinary projects in nine different municipalities in Norway. 50 young people and their carers contributed their experiences through individual and group interviews, filmmaking, text creation, project meetings and dialogue meetings. The professionals were from different backgrounds, e.g. teachers, social workers and mental health workers.
The field of practice were responsible for the development and testing work, while the County Governor contributed with project support in the form of resources, project follow-up, organization and coordination. The university was responsible for research, knowledge dissemination and support for learning and development processes.
The starting point for exploration was the young peoples’ lived experiences and professionals’ stories from life in the project. As part of the work, various stakeholders in the local communities were invited to a dialogue café (Halås, 2021). The cafes were planned with the young people, where experiences and results from the research were presented. This formed the basis for dialogues around predefined questions relating to perspectives and strategies for inclusion.
Through the two-year collaboration, the partners developed, tested, and refined a collaborative knowledge of effective approaches, which were found helpful in various interventions reaching youths in vulnerable life situations across different subprojects. The participants gained a deeper understanding and increased knowledge of what it feels like to be excluded from school, work and social life, and what is helpful in inclusion work:
“We have learnt that successful initiatives are characterized by being developed on young people’s terms and based on activities that arouse young people’s interest and promote mastery. Young people want adults who see them, who care, who don’t give up, who look for their dreams and strengths, and who communicate faith in and expectations of them. Good professionals are those who work in teams. Good services are organized for young people through low thresholds, outreach work and close follow-up. The good efforts are based on taking concerns seriously, on early intervention and accessible measures, on a willingness to be flexible and an ability to customize.” (Halås et al., 2015, p. 37, translated from Norwegian)
Based on this, the different sub-projects developed various local interventions, including low-threshold meeting places, activity-based measures, outreach services, and follow-up of students with high school absenteeism. This means that the collaboratively developed approaches were implemented in different interventions in the various local projects.  
An external evaluation described how 15 project managers, a mayor and two councilors experienced the benefits of participating in the project (Tufte, 2011). The report described how the cohesive project had served as an arena and meeting place for knowledge integration and professional development. Tufte (2011) found that the partnership had helped to create common goals, identity and belonging as well as meeting places and a climate for knowledge development, integration and learning. Most of the sub-projects were implemented into ordinary practice after the funding stopped.
Dialogical action research is a family of research approaches, with different epistemological positions, which combines action, research and participation, with a strong value on democracy and control over one’s life situations (Greenwood & Levin, 2007). The starting point was practitioners’ questions and experiences, using research methods to solve practical challenges and create improvements. It was based on a hermeneutic understanding, which recognizes that knowledge can be developed and co-created in a community, through reflection in meetings between people (Eikeland, 2015). The idea is that change emerges from the collaborative dialogue between different, but at the same time equal, participants. When we change the way we think, we can also create change in our environment.
The purpose of the dialogue cafes was to bring in more voices, perspectives and points of view that could help shed light on the issues under consideration (Halås, 2021). At the same time the idea was that the insights could initiate change. This was inspired by Bakhtin’s (1984) view of the socio-political nature of language, and dialogue as the basis for human development and understanding in the world, as well as Arendt’s (1958) thoughts on democratic subjectivity, dialogue and responsible action, that could arise from collaborative praxis-based learning. One could ask if the broad participatory and collaborative learning process was a key to success?
Discussion
These case studies suggest that extended engagement with service users, citizens and systems in social work practice research, and embracing an evolving long-term vision of positive social change, could potentially address the evidence paradox while at the same time co-creating lasting social impact. Overcoming the evidence paradox may require a normative adaption within systems, from writing about people and their lived experiences to co-designing, co-producing and co-authoring every step of the research journey (Russ et al., 2025; Short et al., 2018). In addressing the first research question, three common themes emerged from these case studies about engaging service users and citizens in these processes.
	Firstly, the outcomes of the implementation processes can be unpredictable and dynamic when engaging with service users and citizens throughout. This was particularly apparent in cases 1 and 4 where the outcomes were not pre-determined but emerged during the process. Knowledge development is iterative, incorporating top-down and bottom-up elements which account for shifting contexts and new challenges which emerge during the process. Local leadership in complex systems appears necessary to embed new practice models into existing structures, though iterative feedback from service users can assist with this process. It is not always possible to envisage the end-point of the change processes as implementation is not necessarily linear. This can create some uncertainty about the extent to which the implementation has been effective and the extent to which practice has been improved. 
Secondly, a long-term commitment to co-creation throughout the research and implementation processes helps to ensure that both research and practice are focused on issues of concern to service users and citizens (Fouché & Chubb, 2020). Long-term relationships were particular features of cases 1 and 4, but the commitment to co-creation underpinned all four. An understanding of the diverse needs, interests and requirements of stakeholders, and the systems they are part of, is required to inform engagement strategies with service users and citizens. The political and economic contexts in which individuals are situated will inform strategies for engagement with service users and citizens, and are likely to mitigate their effectiveness. These cases indicate the importance of drawing upon diverse perspectives to help understand these complex contexts to ensure that research is as impactful as possible.
Thirdly, the case studies illustrate that lived experience enhances the vitality of research implementation. Whether it is derived from personal experience or accumulated through practice wisdom, the lived experience of service users or practitioners is the life-blood of research implementation. This is exemplified in case 2 where lived experience provided vitality and purpose to the co-created bereavement service. Issues of power and divergent priorities need to be addressed, though, as illustrated by the difficulties encountered in case 3, and a shared understanding of what constitutes ‘credible evidence’ needs to be developed, but these challenges can be overcome to respect diverse forms of knowledge (Kulmala et al., 2024; Moran et al., 2020). 
	In relation to the second research question, these case studies provide examples of the pragmatic contextual implementation of research in social work and thus make a positive contribution to implementation science within the discipline (Remy et al., 2024; Strehlenert et al., 2023). Pragmatism may be anathema to implementation science, as it can challenge consistency and introduce uncertainty into the process. However, pragmatism is often a feature of implementation processes when research findings are applied to ‘real world’ contexts (Boulton et al., 2025). Further, pragmatism is common in social work practice research, which addresses questions from practice and aims to inform and improve practice (Muurinen & Satka, 2020). The case studies presented here illustrate how service users and citizens contribute to pragmatic implementation processes, supporting other studies which have found that the engagement of stakeholders contribute to effective implementation of interventions (Sabri et al., 2026). 
	A key limitation of this paper is that the case studies do not refer to long-term impacts on practice or outcomes for service users. These are difficult to observe within the confines of short-term project funding and require experimental methods to measure the effects of the involvement of service users and citizens on implementation processes and outcomes. Further research is required to measure the efficacy of this approach, particularly over long periods of time. In addition, the case studies cannot claim to be exemplars of the involvement of service users and citizens in the implementation of social work practice research. For example, case 3 refers to the practical challenges of including service users in workshops about implementing systemic practice, illustrating the ‘real world’ difficulties involved in these processes. As such, they present four diverse examples of the democratisation of implementation processes and the potential impacts these may have on social work practice and outcomes for service users. Further, the cases did not discuss the ethical issues of engagement with service users and citizens in the implementation of practice research. While research processes are governed by ethics committees, there are rarely any parallel forms of scrutiny for activities involving service users and citizens in implementation processes. Together, these limitations provide an agenda for future research in this field.
Social work often requires long-term engagement with individuals, communities and organizational contexts to bring about change and this needs to be replicated in research implementation processes. The case studies explored in this paper illustrated how it is possible to engage service users in the processes of implementation of social work practice research, and some of the challenges of doing so. Although we lack long-term data to evaluate the impact of this on social work practice and service user outcomes, it is possible that it can help to identify ways to more effectively use research findings in practice, thereby addressing the evidence paradox.
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Figure 1 An example of how one project, which implements service users' and citizens’ lived experiences, may influence and impact future projects.
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