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PREFACE

My 80th year has been a wonderful time for reflection. In the previous volume, 
Connecting the Dots: An Unauthorized Biography, I reminisced about my life, and 
included a list of my scholarly publications. While my family was pleased to see the 
list of publications that captures the range of my interests, they urged me to compile 
a more accessible subset of publications. In response, I have selected a few articles for 
this volume from my growing list of 160+ articles that I wrote over the last 50 years. 
I have also selected a third of my 23 book titles for inclusion. These selected articles 
and book titles represent work that I most value.  They either speak to my strong 
interest in improving management practice or relate to my years of investment in 
researching the dynamics of human service organizations.

As a promoter of concept maps, I have included my own concept map (Figure 1) 
designed to highlight the inter-relationships of the themes of my research career. 
Concept maps provide a visual representation of the relationships between ideas or 
themes. The three major themes that capture the trajectory of my research career 
include: 1) managing self and others, 2) managing organizational relationships and 
partnerships, and 3) promoting evidence-informed management practice. The theme 
of managing self and others includes articles related to executive entry and exit as 
well as the processes of managing up, down, and out. The second theme of managing 
organizational relationships features the processes of working across nonprofit and 
public sectors, the breadth and depth of contracting, and the building of research 
platform partnerships. The third theme on promoting evidence-informed practice 
features knowledge dissemination, enhanced decision-making, and the emerging 
methodologies of practice research. The articles in this volume reflect one or more of 
these themes. The selection of books complements the articles and reflect either an in-
depth treatment of one of the sub-themes (e.g. supervisory management) or a much 
broader treatment of such a sub-theme (e.g. organizational histories of nonprofit 
human service organizations). 
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Figure 1: Concept map designed to highlight the inter-relationships of the themes 
of my research career. 
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Articles and Books Related to Major Theme

The articles are organized into two categories that reflect a variety of intersecting 
interests; namely, managing self and others and organizational research. Management 
practice refers to my fascination with how supervisors and administrators assume 
their organizational role upon entry and exit as well as how they make the transition 
from supervisor to administrator and manage key relationships (up, out and down).

The second category, organizational research, includes managing partnerships and 
promoting evidence-informed practice. These publications capture my interest in how 
organizations adjust to their environments, especially how they engage service users, 
respond to economic crises, react to major policy changes, utilize evidence to inform 
decision-making, and manage contractual relationships between public and nonprofit 
organizations. Since most of my organizational research took place under the auspices 
of the Bay Area Social Services Consortium (BASSC) which I helped build, I have 
explored how organizations access and utilize research in order to promote evidence-
informed practice. In addition, I have searched for examples of skillful practice by 
utilizing case record data-mining which involves extracting written case record data 
in order to search for various themes.

In addition to including selected articles in this volume, I highlight eight books 
that reflect my various interests. I wanted to publish books that provided students 
with the knowledge and skills needed for effective social work practice. Two of those 
books focus on the role of supervisor which I regarded as the middle-management 
entry point into social service administration (Supervisory Management, 1981 and 
Supervision as Collaboration, 2004).

Paralleling my articles on organizational research, the next set of books focus on 
implementing public policy (Changing Welfare Services, 2004) and the sustainability 
of nonprofit human service organizations (Histories of Pioneering Nonprofits, 2013). 
My early social work education and long-standing interest in community organizing 
are reflected in my collaboration with an urban historian to capture a unique period 
of history, 1917-1939 (Roots of Community Organizing, 1990). Another one of my 
enduring interests relates to the core social work value of social justice captured in my 
edited volume (Social Justice and Social Work, 2014) that was created with several of 
my graduate students. 

One of my books grew out of my experiences as Dean of the University of 
Pennsylvania School of Social Work. It is based upon my experience with a group of 
other deans who participated with me in a highly valued support group (Professional 
School Dean, 1997). 

Another pivotal experience has been my relationship with international 
colleagues engaged in practice research. My 30-year experience with BASSC 
developing university-agency partnerships provided the ideal connection with these 
international colleagues who shared my interest in practice research. One satisfying 
result of this relationship is the book Practice Research in the Human Services 
(2020), which has recently become my first international co-published edition 
published in China (2023).
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Following My Intellectual Curiosity
As I reflect upon the areas of scholarly interests that have emerged over my 50-year 

career in academe, it seems important to elaborate upon each of the publications 
selected for this volume; namely, why did I select them, what do I find interesting 
about each one, and what might be the relevance and importance of each for today 
and tomorrow?

The articles in the first circle of the concept map in Figure 1 featuring managing 
self and others can be divided into two categories. The first one features the process 
of managing self when it comes to entering and exiting organizations. This topic 
became clear to me as I entered and exited the deanship at the University of 
Pennsylvania School of Social Work. As I reflected upon my first major management 
practice experience as well as recounted my observations derived from serving under 
three former deans, I was struck by the absence of literature on the entry and exit 
processes and decided to keep notes on my experiences. I also noticed that these 
deans displayed behaviors associated with shy extroverts, a new area of literature for 
me to explore. 

My interest in preparing for assuming a deanship can be traced to my doctoral 
program dissertation where I studied the newly emerging supervisory relationships. 
In that work, my focus was on helping neighborhood-based indigenous 
paraprofessionals enter the ranks of social service agencies, a focus of the 1960s 
federal war on poverty programs. This interest led to teaching a course on staff
supervision that provided direct service practitioner with the tools for entering the 
first level of agency management, often referred to as a unit supervisor of 5-8 direct 
service workers. Again, with the limited literature in this area, I invested heavily in 
developing a textbook for students interested in this area of practice and called it 
Supervisory Management in the Human Services.

As I planned and conducted training sessions for supervisors in the fields of child 
welfare and Jewish communal service, I began to identify other aspects of supervision 
that I had not previously considered. The first aspect was the process of managing up 
to one’s superior; namely, helping your “boss” do her/his job so that this person could 
help you do yours. Similarly, the process of managing out refers to networking with 
other supervisors in order to learn from others as well as coordinate services. And 
finally, managing down involves an array of supervisory management skills related to 
leadership, case management, managing by objectives, deploying staff, monitoring 
performance, staff evelopment, and managing time and stress. This line of research 
then evolved from becoming a staff upervisor to becoming a program manager.

My second area of scholarship involves organizational research. This category 
has two components – partnerships and promoting evidence-informed practice. 
The partnership theme features the relationship between public and nonprofit 
organization as evidenced in the implementation of welfare reform and captured in 
Changing Welfare Services. I also became curious about the sustainability of nonprofit 
human service organizations and looked more closely at pioneering nonprofits that 
had been in existence for decades. This broad inquiry is captured in Organizational 
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Histories of Nonprofit Human Service Organizations. And finally, the ultimate tool for 
promoting partnerships in the delivery of human services is the contract. As a result, 
a major investment of research funds was made to learn more about the contracting 
process between public and nonprofit human service organizations. 

Based on fieldwork in the UK and the Nordic countries, I became intrigued by 
the growing interest in evidence-informed practice and the organizational supports 
for disseminating evidence for use in organizational practices and the promotion of 
research-minded practitioners. This interest led to learning more about the approach 
of managers to evidence-informed decision-making and the role of link officers who 
facilitated the transfer of knowledge to enable evidence-informed practice. Another 
form of disseminating evidence emerged from the use of data-mining research 
methods used on case records in the field of child welfare to identify skillful practices 
to share with students and practitioners. And finally, my most recent interest focuses 
on the relationship of service users with human service organizations and their 
encounters with bureaucracies.

All of these studies were made possible by building a practice research platform 
in the form of an intermediary organization, Bay Area Social Services Consortium 
(BASSC), based on a partnership between local agencies, universities, and 
foundations. Many of the studies launched on this platform are described in Practice 
Research in the Human Services: A University-Agency Partnership Model.

In addition to my practice research interests, my curiosity also included questions 
that emerged from my doctoral program studies and my master’s program about the 
origins of community organizing practices in social work. For example, when seeking 
to understand the roots of community organizing, I collaborated with an urban 
historian to explore the period of 1917-1939 in the US where some of the pioneering 
work in neighborhood block organizing, labor organizing, and federated fundraising 
began as documented in Roots of Community Organizing, 1917-1939. 

I also was curious about the origins of the concept of social justice so frequently 
noted in my master’s program as a core value of social work.  I wondered about the 
origins of concept in relationship to the humanities, social sciences, social injustice, 
and social work ethics. This line of inquiry also intrigued a group of graduate 
students who were motivated by the opportunity to build upon their undergraduate 
major from the perspective of social justice. They ultimately contributed to an 
edited volume entitled Social Justice and Social Work: Rediscovering a Core Value of 
the Profession.

The origins of my interests in research methodologies can be traced back to my 
doctoral program where I focused on quantitative survey research methods relevant 
to my study of Professionals and Paraprofessionals (1978). This was my first formal 
study of social work practice. Following this experience, I wanted to get closer to 
actual practice using qualitative research methods in order to capture the experiences 
of supervisors that I noted in my training and consultation experiences. It was the 
observational data that led me back to the literature and the formulation of my 
interests in supervisory management, managing up-down-out, and the pilot project 
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on the nature of differential staffing involving different levels of college students. 
With these observations of practitioners, I became increasingly intrigued with the 
role and function of practice research that could bridge the divide between practice 
and research. In particular, I found in-depth case studies provided rich qualitative 
data for use in cross-case analysis as well as the results of case record data-mining. 

In addition to collecting observational data, it proved to helpful to practitioners to 
learn about the evolution of knowledge emerging from comprehensive reviews and 
syntheses of the literature. These literature reviews could stand alone as publications 
as well as serve as a foundation for empirical research. The investment in articulating 
the elements of practice research (Practice Research in the Human Services: A 
University-Agency Partnership Model, 2020) led to a new synthesis of my research 
themes where I linked the nature of practice research with the critical element 
of defining organizational support. In essence, this relatively new methodology 
called for considerable support from agency administrators, staff, and service 
users to sustain a research collaboration between universities and human service 
organizations. My interest in organizational support for practice research led to the 
formation of an international collaborative composed of researchers and practitioners 
with shared interests regarding the capacity to sustain practice research in the form of 
funding, practitioner and service user support, and the support of policymakers (see 
the website <icprsw.com>). 

Assessing the relevance of a lifetime of scholarship

While I have highlighted the various scholarly pathways that I followed, it may 
be less clear as to why I found the topics to be important as well as relevant today. 
The importance that I have attached to management and organizing can be traced 
back to my teen years when I was involved in congregational youth programs and 
as an assistant manager at a summer camp for 300 campers. I enjoyed the planning, 
coordinating, and organizing aspects of managing and only discovered later when 
applying to a graduate school of social work that there was a profession that matched 
my values and interests. Near the end of my career, I was invited to trace the roots of 
social work management over the past 100 years (Social Work management practice, 
1917-2017:  A history to inform the future. Social Service Review, 2018). It was 
definitely an honor to be invited by the editor of one of our premier journals and gave 
me the challenge of covering a huge span of time in order to capture the richness of 
various eras of practice.

As for the importance that I attach to the topics of my publications, my rise to 
increasing responsibilities on editorial boards gave me a national platform to view 
scholarly contributions in relationship to my own work. Early in my career, I joined 
my colleague, Rino Patti, on the board of the journal Administration in Social Work 
with the goal to assisting others develop publishable manuscripts. When he appointed 
me Associate Editor, I began to think about the role of the journal within the larger 
field of nonprofit and public sector management. When I became the Editor along 
with the Editor-in-Chief Richard Edwards, we changed the name of the journal 
to Human Service Organizations: Management, Leadership and Governance. We 
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engaged an expand editorial board and encouraged the members to find new ways to 
strengthen the journal.

From my first teaching job at Florida State University School of Social Work, it 
became increasingly clear to me that managing and organizing were social work 
skills in great demand given that most of the students were focused on direct services 
to clients. The emerging distinction between micro and macro practice became 
increasingly problematic as many of the graduates with clinical interests were 
promoted within fi e years of graduation into first line management positions as 
supervisors. Many were unprepared for this transition let alone further advancement 
to positions of program managers later in their careers. As a result, both my teaching 
and scholarship focused on organizational and management issues and thereby 
represented the importance that I placed on this area of social work research. 

As for the relevance of my publications, I can only speculate since others are in a 
better position to make this judgment. From my perspective, the relevance of my 
work can be seen in the continuing challenges facing the profession. They include 
preparing future practitioners for the complexities of management as well as helping 
more experienced practitioners guide organizational change. In the case of this latter 
challenge, with the help of agency administrators, I created an executive development 
program for middle managers seeking to refine their management skills on their 
pathway to future career advancement (Guiding Organizational Change: A Casebook 
for the Executive Development Program of the Bay Area Social Services Consortium, 25th

ed, 2019).

I continuously tested the relevance of my scholarship in the classroom with my 
students. I encouraged them to explore new areas of practice through the use of term 
papers in the form of literature reviews on organizational and management topics. I 
would propose cutting-edge topics but students often chose their own topics.

While I rarely consulted the citation index to see how often my scholarship was 
cited, I found myself intrigued and confused when I stumbled across a citation of my 
work. Specifically, I was pleased to see that someone had read my article. However, 
I often found myself confused when the quotation or paraphrasing of my work 
had no relationship to what I wrote. I fear that some colleagues sprinkle references 
throughout their manuscripts somewhat randomly to demonstrate that they have 
cited relevant literature. As a result of seeing my work cited, I find it difficult to assess 
the impact, importance, and relevance of my scholarship given the randomness of 
online searching for related scholarship. 

While I find the vast majority of my scholarship to be important, I also recognize 
that its “shelf-life” may become shorter and shorter given the fast pace of changing 
interests. I recall students objecting to reading an article that was published more 
than two years ago and the vigorous negative reaction to reading a classic textbook 
that was written decades ago. In essence, I am not the best judge of the importance 
and relevance of my work in an age of rapid computer access to information.

In summary, the current literature in my field suggests that the three major 
domains of my scholarship have enduring value and interest; namely, managing self 
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and others, managing organizational partnerships, and promoting evidence-informed 
practice. I have attempted to stay on the cutting-edge of theory-informed practice 
in my most recent publication (Connecting Practice Research with the Process of 
Theorizing. Research on Social Work Practice). 

My effort to focus on theorizing based on research findings has been highly 
influenced by my European social work colleagues who focus their teaching on 
theory-informed practice These colleagues rely upon the major theories of philosopher 
Karl Marx, psychologist Lev Vygotsky, historian/philosopher Michel Foucault, and 
sociologist Pierre Bourdieu. In contrast, our American research is highly influenced 
by social scientists and their empirical approach to knowledge development whether 
quantitatively or qualitatively. It is my hope that the future of social work education 
and the preparation of practitioners for macro practice will combine the European 
and American traditions to more clearly articulate theory-informed practice.

Looking back

This overview of my publications reflects far more hindsight than foresight. Only in 
retirement could I look back and see connections that were not apparent at the time. 
The only clear thread from the beginning is my continuous interest in the nature of 
social work management practice and the search for finding ways to improve it.

Throughout my career, I have been fortunate to pursue these interests with the 
freedom and privilege associated with the position of university professor. I continue 
to be amazed and grateful to have had the opportunity to choose and design the 
topics in my courses as well to pursue a wide range of research interests. 

As I look back over my publishing career, I have become increasingly aware of two 
realities. First, I never envisioned an academic career for myself. Instead, I thought 
that I would be involved with working in a public or nonprofit human service 
organization in an administrative capacity. Ultimately, I found myself attracted 
to administrative roles inside of higher education. Second, as someone focused on 
practical and action-oriented endeavors, I never imagined myself to be a sedentary 
writer. While I found that I had a great deal I wanted to say, I never took the 
opportunity to educate myself in the craft of effective writing. I simply learned by 
doing, relying heavily on others (especially my loving wife) to provide important 
editorial feedback related to both clarity and the flow of ideas. In conclusion, my 
scholarship reflects the competitive publish or perish pressures related to advance in 
academe. It also reflects opportunities to “learn by doing” when pursuing new areas 
of study that call for learning new methodologies.  
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Managing Out:
The Community Practice Dimensions

of Effective Agency Management

Michael J. Austin, PhD

ABSTRACT. With the advent of welfare reform and managed care, the
nature of managerial practice has increasingly shifted from a primary fo-
cus on internal operations to a more external, community focus which in-
volves actively monitoring and managing the boundary between the
external environment and internal organizational arrangements. This ar-
ticle explores the boundary spanning aspects of community practice, the
related theories of inter-organizational relations, and the process of
“managing out” by those in top management and middle management posi-
tions in human service organizations. [Article copies available for a fee from
The Haworth Document Delivery Service: 1-800-HAWORTH. E-mail address:
<getinfo@haworthpressinc.com> Website: <http://www.HaworthPress.com> © 2002
by The Haworth Press, Inc. All rights reserved.]

KEYWORDS. Management, community practice, management prac-
tice, boundary spanning, inter-organizational relations, human service
organizations

INTRODUCTION

The implementation of welfare reform, based on the 1996 federal
legislation, has provided those holding middle management and top
management positions in public social service agencies with new chal-

Michael J. Austin is Professor of Management and Planning, School of Social Wel-
fare, University of California at Berkeley.

Journal of Community Practice, Vol. 10(4) 2002
http://www.haworthpressinc.com/store/product.asp?sku=J125

 2002 by The Haworth Press, Inc. All rights reserved. 33
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lenges. One of these challenges involves the need to expand and refine
the community practice skills needed to guide organizational change
and reposition public social service agencies in local communities. This
analysis builds upon some of the early findings emerging from welfare
reform implementation. For example, Carnochan and Austin (2002)
found in their study of county social service directors who were imple-
menting welfare reform that the new challenges facing managers in-
cluded: (1) restructuring the agency’s mission to capture the shift from
determining eligibility to fostering self-sufficiency, (2) substantial or-
ganizational restructuring, (3) engaging in partnerships and collabora-
tions with a wide range of partners, including other county departments,
community-based organizations, and for-profit businesses, (4) renewed
pressure to integrate services as part of inter-agency collaborations and
inter-disciplinary teams, and (5) increased demand for data-based plan-
ning and evaluation at all levels of the organization. While strengthen-
ing an agency’s mission, engaging in organizational restructuring, and
data-based planning and evaluation are part of the traditional skill sets
of most senior managers, the building of community partnerships and
fostering inter-disciplinary practice require community practice skills.
This analysis will focus on community-based inter-agency partnerships
and intra-agency collaboration as a way of addressing the community
practice skills needed for effective networking inside and outside the
agency.

MANAGEMENT PRACTICE AS WE KNOW IT

The literature on managerial skills in the human services reflects a
primary focus on overseeing the work of others (Austin, 1981; Kettner,
2002; Lewis et al., 2001; Lohman & Lohman, 2002; Netting,1993;
Rapp & Poertner, 1991). This focus includes an emphasis on supervis-
ing staff, managing financial and information resources, assessing cli-
ent needs and evaluating services, service and program planning, and
resource acquisition to maintain the agency’s viability. This emphasis
has its origins in the management sciences where lessons from the
for-profit arena have been adapted and modified for the non-profit sec-
tor (Au, 1994;). For the purposes of this analysis, these traditional man-
agement functions are defined as managing down (Keys & Bell, 1982).
In contrast, managing up involves middle management and top man-
agement influencing the thinking and behaviors of those at higher levels
of authority (Austin, 1988). This paper explores a third domain of man-

34 JOURNAL OF COMMUNITY PRACTICE
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agerial practice; namely, managing out which is defined here as the re-
lationship-building process whereby: (a) top managers continuously
network internally with their senior management group and externally
with agency board members or county commissioners as well as with
other community leaders and agency executives, and (b) middle manag-
ers actively network with other middle managers inside their own
agency as well as outside with colleagues in other agencies.

The challenges of reaching out and networking are similar for both
agency directors and middle managers. The increased pressure to inte-
grate services, facilitate organizational change, foster interdisciplinary
practice, and identify best practices is forcing middle and top managers
to refine or add the community practice skills of “managing out” to their
expertise in managing down and managing up. The community practice
skills related to “managing out” include the group work skills of work-
ing on an inter-agency task force, the community work skills of building
coalitions inside and outside the agency, and the community involve-
ment and development skills needed to address social service issues.
When referring to community practice skills, Weil’s (1996) definition
provides the context for the practice of managing out. She refers to
community building as the foundation of community practice that in-
cludes the activities, practices, and policies that support and foster positive
connections among individuals, groups, organizations, neighborhoods, and
geographic and functional communities. Managing out involves all of
these connections but uses the service delivery agency as the auspice for
reaching out to people inside and outside the agency. From one perspective
of managing out, the agency can be viewed as a community unto itself
with its own history, power structure, leadership capacities, communi-
cation patterns, and future directions. From another perspective, the
agency can be seen as simply one element in a network of agencies and
neighborhood/community organizations.

The need for knowledge and skills in the area of managing out
emerged dramatically in the early 1980s when social agencies con-
fronted the first major round of budget cuts, resource scarcity, and orga-
nizational restructuring (Austin, 1984). The early 1980s were a wake-up
call signaling the end of the era of continuous growth in human service
expenditures and the beginning of an era of planning for the strategic use
of scarce resources. Agency executives began to realize that new leader-
ship capacities were needed to more actively reach out and network with
other agencies, funding sources, and governing bodies outside their agen-
cies. Using coalitions to lobby at the local, state, and national levels and
expand relationships with Board members and community influentials
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became a top priority for agency directors. Some of the outreach lessons
of the 1980s are repeated in the 1990s as public social service agency di-
rectors and staff reached out and networked in the rapidly changing en-
vironment of welfare reform and managed care.

When it comes to incorporating community practice into manage-
ment practice, the “managing out” process can be viewed in terms of
Quinn’s (1988) leadership domain of boundary spanning. This domain
involves the skills of political negotiation and utilizing power relation-
ships to carry out the roles of broker and innovator. Brokering includes
the resource acquisition skills of developing and maintaining interper-
sonal relationships, monitoring the community environment, promot-
ing collaborative relations with other organizations in the community,
and effectively using power and influence. The innovator role involves
envisioning and facilitating change by managers seeking out new op-
portunities, encouraging and utilizing new ideas, and displaying a high
level of tolerance for ambiguity and capacity to take risks.

The early signs of the need for middle managers to “manage out” can
be found in the research of Havassy (1990) who noted that successful
supervisors are able to accept and deal with differences by: (1) dealing
with underlying connectedness (searching for common ground required
of someone in “the middle”) as a way to tolerate ambiguity, (2) span-
ning boundaries between various systems (departments inside and
outside the agency) by maintaining loyalty to multiple groups, and
(3) engaging in cross-system communication by expressing the
needs, expectations, and demands for one system (top management or
line staff) in the terms and concepts of another. In a similar way, Floyd
and Woodridge (1996) identified the key interpersonal components of
middle management practice: synthesizing (gathering new information
and understanding the need for change), facilitating (preparing for
change and nurturing the creative efforts of others), championing (stim-
ulating change by matching recognized and unrecognized capabilities
with emerging opportunities), and implementing (managing the process
of changing the way existing capabilities are deployed). Successful ef-
forts to “manage out” requires the synthesizing of new information,
nurturing the creative efforts of others, seizing opportunities to promote
change, and bringing people and resources together in new ways.

It is clear that the nature of managerial practice has shifted dramati-
cally over the past two decades from a primary focus on internal operations
to a more external, community focus. As Menefee and Thompson (1994)
found in one of the few studies of management practice in social service
settings:
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No longer are social work managers predominantly concerned
with structures, processes, and conditions within the agency; they
now give equal if not more attention to the entire context of service
delivery by actively monitoring and managing the boundary be-
tween the external environment and internal organizational ar-
rangements.

Menefee and Thompson noted that managers actively engage in
modeling the values and practices of boundary spanning for their staff
as they seek to foster greater staff and community ownership in the ser-
vice of the agency. They identified the core skills as networking, man-
aging internal and external relationships, lobbying external and internal
constituencies, fostering agency-community relations, and effectively
using one’s own power. They also found that boundary spanning took
place at least once a week and was regarded as very important by the
managers in their study.

In a follow-up study, Menefee (1998) found that boundary spanning
had become the central skill needed to foster internal and external rela-
tionships. The skills for successful boundary spanning include commu-
nicating, teaming, facilitating, aligning, and coordinating which are
defined as follows (Menefee, 1998):

• Communicating–Exchanging information between the agency and
its internal and external stakeholders by keeping staff informed,
making presentations in the community, and developing publica-
tions and related correspondence.

• Teaming–Organizing and enlisting the work of groups to support
agency operations and services by developing coalitions to re-
spond to community needs, organizing and developing staff
teams, planning and leading agency/community initiatives, and
modeling effective meeting management capabilities.

• Facilitating–Enabling others to carry out the work of the agency
by helping others (staff and community) to influence agency oper-
ations and programs, empowering staff with educational experi-
ences and career guidance, educating the board and community,
and serving as a role model.

• Aligning–Arranging or rearranging structures, processes, and re-
sources by delegating tasks and responsibilities, organizing tasks
into jobs or programs, recruiting and hiring staff, and maintaining
staff morale.

Michael J. Austin 37



A Lifetime of Scholarship • Selected Publications84

• Coordinating–Directing and guiding the agency which includes
service delivery and infrastructure development, coordinating
units/departments, attending to staff needs and concerns, provid-
ing distance supervision in the form of oversight/monitoring, and
consulting through the use of advising and supporting staff.

This set of boundary spanning skills is part of a comprehensive array
of managerial skills required to manage in a changing environment. The
other skill sets identified by Menefee (1998) include: futuring (strategic
planning), managing and leveraging resources (financial, physical,
material, and human), evaluating (needs, effectiveness, cost-benefit,
and capabilities), and policy practice (interpreting laws/regulations,
translating policies into practices, and representing the agency by lob-
bying/testifying before policy-making bodies).

THEORY TO INFORM PRACTICE

Before exploring the major practice components of managing out, it
is important to identify some of the critical concepts from inter-organi-
zational relations theory to provide a context for understanding the need
for managing out. In Reitan’s (1998) review of inter-organizational re-
lations in the human services, she notes the growing shift in focus from
an emphasis on intra-organizational issues to inter-organizational rela-
tions. Based on an analysis that spans the social sciences, she concluded
that inter-organizational relations in the human services: (1) feature
new ways of governing through networks of agencies, (2) represent a
continuous changing of intensity and content as agencies actively en-
gage each other in an effort to address such factors as scarce resources
and service fragmentation, (3) reflect inter-organizational structures
(collaboratives, consortia, partnerships) that are designed to ensure goal
attainment and efficiency (sharing insufficient resources or providing
integrated services), (4) carry significant importance for the recipients
of services (accessibility, availability, responsiveness), and (5) seek sta-
bility so that they can endure. The central feature of inter-organizational
relations theory is the way agency interdependence is managed as the
human services increasingly shift back and forth from competition to
cooperation (Hasenfeld & Gidron, 1993). These issues are viewed dif-
ferently by social scientists. The sociological literature on inter-organi-
zational relations focuses on cooperating relationships (Hall & Taylor,
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1996), while the political economy perspective emphasizes the
inter-agency relationship factors of transaction costs, contracting, and
accountability (Reitan, 1998). And the organizational psychology per-
spective focuses more on the strategic choices that organizational lead-
ers make as they respond to problems in their environment by
maximizing their discretion and producing different kinds of inter-orga-
nizational relations (Oliver, 1988).

Each of these social science perspectives adds an important dimen-
sion to our understanding of inter-organizational relations. It is also im-
portant to highlight the empirical research on inter-organizational
relations among human service organizations. In his search for the key
ingredients that foster inter-organizational collaboration, Bardach
(1998) found that inter-agency collaboration was a “joint activity be-
tween two or more agencies intended to increase public value by work-
ing together” based on “tangible components” (formal agreements) and
“intangible components” (expectations of each other). His major contri-
bution to our understanding of inter-organizational relations is that suc-
cessful relationships require a shared capacity to manage joint activity.
In so doing, he isolated the following critical ingredients to managing
collaboration: (1) an operating system that promotes flexibility around
turf issues, cross-training to enhance trust and open dialogue, peer ac-
countability, and financial incentives, (2) the sharing of resources (acquir-
ing and allocating fiscal, human, and facility resources), (3) establishing a
process of shared leadership to steer a course (strategic directions, cus-
tomer-centered, shared problem-solving, leadership succession planning,
and a set of shared values to guide decision-making), (4) building a cul-
ture of joint problem-solving (embracing change, mediating differ-
ences, and continuous trust-building), and (5) action planning (a
structure of specific steps that builds from the bottom up and gener-
ates/sustains momentum beginning with early successes). To foster and
maintain the collaborative process, Bardach (1998) calls for “adminis-
trative craftsmanship” in the form of seizing opportunities, playing new
roles, converting problems into challenges, appreciating the slow pace
of developing collaborations, working backwards from the goals to be
achieved to build action steps, and “muddling through” to address
shortcomings and promote continuous process improvement. Many of
these elements of interagency collaboration are central to the process of
managing out.

In addition to Bardach (1998), it is also important to note the signifi-
cant empirical work of Alter and Hage (1993) on inter-organizational
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networks and relationships. Their contribution is in the form of an evo-
lutionary theory of collaboration and a set of key questions. The core el-
ements of their theory are: (1) willingness to collaborate (linked to a
culture of trust, history and complexity of relationships), (2) need for
expertise (linked to innovation, standardization, and task complexity),
(3) need for financial resources and shared risk (linked to the political
economy of the organizational environment and the specialization of
each agency’s market niche), and (4) need for adaptive efficiency
(linked to the size of collaborating organizations and the pace of change
in technology and knowledge). While they document the complexity of
inter-organizational relationships, they also provide important guide-
posts to the continuous search for understanding this complexity. The
guideposts are in the form of key questions (p. 261):

1. What pushes organizations towards collaboration in spite of the
difficulties?

2. What are the forms of collaboration and how do they differ?
3. What influences the way in which systemic networks (of organi-

zations) are structured and operate?
4. What influences the choices of partners and insures compliance

(with shared goals)?

These questions can provide a foundation for evaluating the impact of
managing out.

And finally, the search for theory to inform practice needs to include
the impact of internal operations on the external agency relationships.
In essence, the ability to collaborate successfully with other organiza-
tions can be linked to the effectiveness of internal relationships and pro-
cesses within the agency. This perspective takes us to the important
work of Hastings (1993) and Senge (1990). Hastings focuses our atten-
tion on shifting the organizational culture from a traditional, bureau-
cratic mode to a new culture of networking. Senge identifies the
important organizational roles needed to develop a learning organiza-
tion.

It has become increasingly clear that leadership at any level in an or-
ganization is directly affected by the culture of the organization and the
organization’s capacity to learn and change. Identifying and modifying
elements of an organization’s culture can be exceedingly difficult. One
approach used by Hastings (1993) is to restructure organizations by cre-
ating organizational networks and thereby grow a new organizational
culture. The first step is to identify the nature of the old, traditional cul-
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ture in contrast to the new, networking culture. Hastings (1993) identi-
fies four key elements that need to be addressed in order to transform an
organization’s culture from the old way of doing business to the new
networking model of operations; namely role, relationships, communi-
cation, and organizational perspective. Some examples of this transfor-
mation include: (1) making the role transition from one of specialists
“telling” others to one of specialists “learning from” others, (2) facili-
tating the relationship transition from “exclusivity” to “inclusivity,”
(3) modifying the organizational perspective from “top down” to “in-
side out and outside in,” and (4) transforming the communication of in-
formation from “retaining” information to “sharing” information.

Changing the organizational culture is related to transforming hu-
man service agencies into learning organizations. Senge (1990) first
identified the art and practice of building a learning organization in
which staff continually expand their capacities to understand com-
plexity, clarify vision, improve their ability to think creatively, and
take responsibility for continued learning. The challenge for the
transformational manager is to foster a learning environment by refin-
ing one’s skills in carrying out the following roles: (a) designer or “or-
ganizational architect” who constructs learning processes to deal
productively with critical issues and develop a sense of mastery
whereby all staff can approach their work from the perspective of
“what can I learn today?” rather than “what must get done today?”,
(b) steward who seeks to balance the desire for continuity with the
desire for innovation by integrating the “big picture” into the daily
testing of new ideas as well as listening to the ideas of others as a way
to demonstrate a willingness to change or modify one’s own vision of
the future, and (c) teacher who helps staff achieve more accurate, in-
sightful, and empowering views of reality by shifting the focus of at-
tention beyond the daily events and patterns of behavior (reactive) to
the organization’s purpose for existence and future direction
(proactive) to assist others in developing systemic understandings of
the role of the agency in the community. Each of these leadership roles
is valuable for building a learning community inside and outside the
organization by identifying the forces that contribute to current reali-
ties. The gap between current realities and the vision produces the cre-
ative tension needed to energize others. For example, the extensive
efforts made by some California county social service agencies to in-
volve the community in developing the county’s welfare reform plan
provided all segments of the community (including the business com-
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munity) an opportunity to contribute to a new service system as well
as share ownership in its processes and outcomes.

This brief literature review provides a foundation of key concepts
for exploring the process of “managing out.” With regard to organiza-
tional structures, Bardach’s (1998) concepts suggest that new struc-
tures inside and outside the organization are needed to create effective
operating systems, facilitate the sharing of resources and leadership,
and establish mechanisms for linking joint problem-solving with action
planning. When it comes to redefining organizational processes, Alter
and Hage (1993) identify critical concepts that can facilitate collabo-
rative processes; namely, a willingness to collaborate as well as a rec-
ognized need for expertise, shared risk, and adaptive efficiency. One
way to capture the inter-relationships of these structural and process
concepts is to frame them as part of the following checklist for those in
organizations who are engaged in “managing out”:

Organizational Structures (Bardach, 1998)

1. Do we have the human resource capacities to build operating sys-
tems to support inter-agency collaboration in the community?

2. Do we have the mechanisms in place to share resources and lead-
ership in the community?

3. Do we have mechanisms for joint problem-solving (internal work
groups or external advisory groups) that can facilitate action plan-
ning and community collaboration?

Organizational Processes (Alter & Hage, 1993)

4. Do we have a method for demonstrating our willingness to collab-
orate and monitor the messages?

5. Do we have mechanisms in place to identify our need for exper-
tise, our capacity to share risks, and our commitment to collabora-
tion and change?

In addition to this focus on organizational structures and processes,
the literature on organizational collaboration also suggests the need to
redefine managerial leadership. As Hastings (1993) noted, traditional
organizations need leadership that can foster a networking culture
which calls for changes in roles, relationships, communications, and
perspectives. In a similar way, Senge (1990) is calling for the new lead-
ership roles of designer, steward, and teacher. Each of these concepts
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can be reflected in the following questions that address the leadership
challenges facing organizations with staff committed to effectively
“managing out”:

Fostering a Networking Culture (Hastings, 1993)

1. Is there a capacity to promote networks of staff inside and outside
the organization where “help-seeking” is seen as a strength by
staff who reach out for consultation and advice?

2. Are there ways to promote multi-disciplinary teamwork based on
relationships that are inclusive, capable of searching for common
goals with outsiders, and oriented toward reducing barriers to ex-
change in the community?

3. Can information be shared on the basis of “wanting to know”
rather than a “need to know”?

4. Can the organizational perspectives of staff be altered from a “top
down” to an “inside out and outside in” viewpoint where bound-
aries are spanned, ambiguity is tolerated, and responsibilities are
shared with others in the community?

Adopting New Leadership Roles (Senge, 1990)

5. How do leadership styles need to be modified to become the designer
of learning processes that deal productively with critical issues?

6. How does one’s day to day work reflect a balance between the
need for continuity and the need for innovation that includes ac-
tively testing new ideas, listening for new ideas and demonstrat-
ing a capacity to change one’s views (stewardship)?

7. How does one help staff gain new insights about the need to main-
tain a balance between reactive and proactive behaviors as well as
gain a more holistic understanding of the role of the organization
in the community (teacher)?

These questions, that seek to link theory with practice, provide a context
for describing the community practice aspects of “managing out” in hu-
man service organizations.

THE MULTIPLE DIMENSIONS OF MANAGING OUT

While managing out can be demonstrated at all levels of staff (e.g.,
secretaries who coordinate effectively with other units in the agency as
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well as network effectively with agencies and clients in the commu-
nity), the focus here is on the top and middle levels of management. Ir-
respective of the level of management, managing out can include the
three key functions of leading, managing, and partnering. Using
Kotter’s (1990) definitions for leading and managing, leading relates to
coping with change (setting directions, aligning people, and motivat-
ing/inspiring) and managing refers to coping with complexity (plan-
ning and budgeting, organizing and staffing, and evaluating and
problem-solving). The third concept of partnering relates to the gover-
nance of human service organizations in a community, such as working
with governing boards and inter-agency advisory boards (public and
voluntary) and monitoring changing community needs and building
partnerships with a wide variety of institutions and individuals. In order
to illustrate the potential array of activities related to managing out,
sample activities are highlighted in Figure 1 for two levels of manage-
ment (middle and top) and the three domains of management practice
(leading, managing, and partnering).

While the agency director may be able to devote a substantial portion
of a typical work week to managing out, the challenge of setting priori-
ties is no different than for anyone else holding a management position
in the agency. However, in the case of top management there may be
greater freedom and autonomy (often as a result of delegating tasks to
others) than can be found in the middle management ranks. There is
also greater accountability to keep members of the agency’s governing
board apprised of the director’s managing out efforts on behalf of the
agency. While most successful directors understand the importance of
networking and relationship-building in the community, it has only re-
cently become apparent that proactively seeking and scheduling public
speaking engagements with community groups needs to receive higher
priority (McDaniel, 1994). These outreach activities address one of the
most neglected areas of human service administration, namely commu-
nity and media relations (Brawley, 1995). By managing out, managers
can engage in the continuous process of educating the American public
about the nature of human services, sharing the successes emerging
daily from excellent staff work, and reminding the community that it is
their neighbors who need support from everyone, not just from the pub-
lic and non-profit human service agencies (Goldberg, Cullen, & Austin,
2001).

The challenges facing middle-managers and supervisors related to
managing out can be substantial. While top management has the author-
ity to manage out, middle managers often need to secure that authority
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from top management. Even with the delegated authority, middle man-
agers find their managing out activities to be primarily horizontal with
peers, relying more on persuasive abilities than any authority to mandate
change. Some of the most prevalent challenges facing middle managers en-
gaged in managing out can be: (1) getting the “right” people at the table to
foster exchange and collaboration across boundaries, (2) developing com-
mon understandings needed to get everyone “on the same page” in order to
sustain momentum, (3) understanding differing agency politics that relate to
“turf” issues in order to reach decisions, (4) dealing with the interests of agen-
cies and communities that may differ, and (5) getting clarity as to who has au-
thority to reach a decision and monitor its implementation. These
challenges are organized in Figure 2 into four areas: (1) forming group
structures, (2) addressing power and leadership issues, (3) fostering and main-
taining group processes, and (4) engaging in follow-up and implementation.

CONCLUSION

This discussion of managing out began with the community practice
dimensions of spanning organizational boundaries. It was followed by
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FIGURE 1. Sample Activities of Managing Out

Leading = Coping with
Change

Managing = Coping with
Complexity

Partnering = Building and
Maintaining Relationships

• scanning the local, re-
gional, state, and national
environment for issues of
potential importance to the
organization

• developing a shared vision
of the organization's future
by involving all key stake-
holders

• continuously on the alert
for opportunities to pro-
mote inter-agency collabo-
ration

• continuously seeking cli-
ent's assessment of the
organization

• consistently team-building
at the top of the organiza-
tion

• extensive schedule of
meetings with key people
outside the organization

• conscientiously mentoring
those inside the organiza-
tion

• consistently fostering im-
proved executive board re-
lations

• coalition-building at local,
regional, state, and na-
tional levels

• seeking pubic speaking
and lobbying opportunities
to market the organization

• continuously seizing op-
portunities to celebrate
successes inside and out-
side the organization

• continuously assessing
the needs for internal or-
ganizational change

• actively participating in
setting organizational pri-
orities

• proposing and designing
strategies to modify and
strengthen operations

• negotiating and mediating
inter-departmental con-
flicts

• building coalitions inside
the organization

• continuously fostering a
climate of collegiality and
sharing

• repeatedly searching for
opportunities for
team-building

• mentoring others inside
the organization

• building coalitions with col-
leagues outside the orga-
nization

• negotiating and mediating
inter-agency conflicts

• mentoring others outside
the organization

• fostering a climate of colle-
giality and sharing in the
community

• continuously seizing op-
portunities to celebrate
successes inside and out-
side the organization
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an assessment of inter-organizational concepts relevant to the process
of managing out. This assessment identified a series of questions for
agency managers to use in their ongoing assessment of the external and
internal dimensions of their organizational structures and processes as
well as the elements of leadership and networking. The questions pro-
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FIGURE 2. Challenges Facing Middle Managers Engaged in Managing Out

I. Addressing Power and Leadership Issues

Letting go of turf issues

Building an understanding of who has authority to make decisions

Knowing the politics of participating organizations

Handling the mutual/competing interests between agency and community

Meeting the needs of agencies and clients

II. Forming Group Structures

Getting the “right” people at that table

Identifying array of stakeholders

Finding a time and place to meet

Receiving support from above

III. Fostering and Maintaining Group Processes

Getting everyone on the same page

Getting groups to decide

Sustaining momentum

Developing common understandings

Motivating participants to complete agreed-upon work

Maintaining attendance levels

Dealing with previous histories that affect involvement (collaboration issues)

Handling a variety of issues/interests, especially competing interests

Facilitating without dominating

Identifying roles to be taken

Dealing with a lack of openness

Using the expertise of others

Saying the “right” thing (being knowledgeable and not being stereotypical

IV. Engaging in Follow-Up and Implementation

Monitoring decision-making and implementation

Insuring unified agency position on a given issue (shared understandings)

Anticipating program implications

Identifying external constraints on implementation

Developing creative strategies to make departmental changes

Monitoring implementation to see that resources are not spread  too thin
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vided a beginning framework for exploring the organizational dynam-
ics of managing out. Particular attention was given to examples of
managing out by those in top management as well as middle manage-
ment positions.

For middle managers, managing out to others inside their agency as
well as to those in other agencies may require a significant realign-
ment of traditional middle management job functions. (e.g., reducing
the amount of time devoted to supervising staff and increasing the
amount of time devoted to managing out). For senior managers, man-
aging out may require an expanded commitment to the agency’s exter-
nal issues in the larger community as well as the internal issues related
to promoting the culture of a learning organization (DuBrow, Wocher, &
Austin, 2001).

In the cases of both middle managers and top managers, the
rebalancing of current job activities to account for more managing out
would mean that internal operations might receive less attention while
external relations might receive more attention. Ultimately, the role of
the middle manager and top manager in human service organizations
will need to be redesigned if future managers are going to master the
skills of managing out as well as monitor the impact of this increasingly
important community practice component of effective agency manage-
ment. As seen in the lessons learned from implementing welfare re-
form, top management will be increasingly called upon to build and
maintain community partnerships and middle managers will be encour-
aged to give more attention to inter-disciplinary practice inside and out-
side the agency.
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and identity. This analysis draws upon the for-profit and nonprofit literature to construct a conceptual
model of managerial identity formation. The model is then applied to a case vignette of a managerial
leadership development training program developed by a regional network of nonprofit human ser-
vice agency directors. The analysis concludes with implications for managerial training and leadership
development in human service organizations.
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INTRODUCTION

It is common for human service organizations to promote direct service practitioners into manage-
ment positions, yet there is often little attention paid to the altered sense of identity and role changes
that accompany this transition. While formal prior training and experience can be useful when direct
service practitioners in human service organizations move into managerial roles, new managers
often face challenges as they learn to exercise authority, negotiate competing interests, manage
organizational politics, and move from their role as a technical specialist to becoming a managerial
generalist (Austin, 1981; Donovan & Jackson, 1991; Lowe & Austin, 1997; Patti, Diedrick, Olson,
& Crowell, 1979). Nonprofit and public sector training programs often do not adequately address
these transition challenges and tend to focus more on managerial skills.

The organizational assumptions underlying most promotions in nonprofits, even when those pro-
moted have moved up through the ranks of human service organizations (often with little or no
management training), include: 1) that participants enter with a relatively clear idea of their man-
agerial responsibilities and seek primarily to improve their management skills; 2) that participants
have broadened their client-focused identity to include an organizational and community focus; and
3) that participants have assumed a managerial role that fits their career interests.

Based on the comments, reflections, and observations of participants in a new managerial leader-
ship training program that is described elsewhere (Austin, Regan, Samples, Schwartz, & Carnochan,
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2011), it became apparent that nonprofit human service managers were having difficulty with their
managerial roles where the “managerial hat” neither “fit” nor “looked good.” For example, the
following comments were shared by the training program participants (Austin, et al., 2011):

1. “I miss the satisfaction of working with clients and I try to get similar satisfaction from
working with staff, but I really identify with the clients we serve.”

2. “I like the power and authority that comes with my manager role, but I find it difficult to be
part of the administrative hierarchy of the agency or to actually use my power and authority.”

3. “When faced with new roles, like fundraising, I find it very difficult to envision myself
attending fundraising events where I need to dress-up. I can’t imagine liking this part of
being a manager as talking to wealthy people puts me in conflict with who I am and what I
believe about serving poor people.”

4. “I often feel like I’m under siege as a manager, making it difficult to see the big picture of
my agency within its larger environment.”

5. “One of my biggest challenges is dealing with the negative projections of my staff now that
I’m a manager, especially when I’m attempting to set or maintain accountability.”

6. “I have no clearly identified space to reflect and get feedback about how I’m doing as a
manager, especially in my relationships with staff.”

These perceptions made it clear that the issues of identity and role required further investigation and
future program adjustments.

We found that some of the issues were addressed in the literature on the transition from techni-
cal specialist to first-line manager. However, due to the limited research in the nonprofit and public
sector human service organizations on this transition from direct service supervisor to program man-
ager (e.g, there is no aggregate data in either sector to identify the number of people advancing each
year up the managerial leadership ladder), this analysis involves a review of the for-profit manage-
ment literature in search of concepts and findings relevant to the nonprofit sector. The outcome is a
conceptual framework that is then used to inform nonprofit management.

This framework evolved as part of the redesign process of a nonprofit managerial leadership
development program in order to address the emerging issues of identity and role development.
The framework served as a lens to examine the experiences of participants in subsequent cohorts
to develop a deeper understanding of managerial and leadership identity formation. The follow-
ing review of the literature and its application to a managerial leadership development program
concludes with implications and recommendations for further research.

LITERATURE REVIEW

In reflecting on the transition from specialist to generalist in for-profit organizations, McCall
et al. (1988) found that successful transitions are often built upon a prior on-the-job work history
of developmental assignments (sometimes referred to as stretch assignments) where managerial
capabilities are demonstrated through a variety of activities (e.g., first supervisory experience,
project/task force experience, demonstrated capacity to cope with the ambiguity through an
understanding organizational culture and strategies, leading a team and surviving difficult situa-
tions, fixing programs that requires persuasion and toughness, and/or a significant expansion in
scope of work that requires relying on others and thinking like a manager). Successful transitions
from specialist to generalist were found by McCall et al. (1988) to reflect the following lessons
learned: 1) setting and implementing agendas (e.g., taking responsibility, building and using
organizational structures, thinking strategically and engaging in innovative problem solving); 2)
handling relationships (e.g., dealing with people over whom you have no authority, negotiating
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political situations, understanding other people’s perspectives, dealing with conflict, directing-
motivating-evaluating-developing subordinates, and managing up to senior management); and 3)
demonstrating core values rooted in self-awareness (e.g., belief that one can not manage everything
alone, importance of the human side of management, continuous acknowledgement of one’s limits
and blind spots, and recognizing and seizing opportunities by taking charge of one’s career and
maintaining balance between work and personal life).

The theme of self-awareness calls for a personal framework for self-reflective practice that,
according to McCall et al. (1988), involves identifying one’s shortcomings (either reactively as
a result of negative feedback or proactively by learning how to expand one’s self-reflective capaci-
ties), accepting responsibility for one’s shortcomings by searching for their sources, and addressing
shortcomings (e.g., placing oneself in situations calling for new learning, accessing the expertise
of others, hiring staff that compensate for one’s weaknesses, and/or change the situation, and/or
seeking coaching for use in developing personal change).

In more recent work, Charan, et al. (2011) reflect on the process of managing self to managing
others where they focus on getting work done through others (rather than relying exclusively on
yourself) and giving up the tasks and responsibilities that gave them the recognition needed to
become a manager. They noted that the transition from specialist to generalist calls for different
skills, use of time, and work values. For example, the different skills include defining/assigning
work to be done, monitoring/communicating/coaching/acquiring resources/problem solving, and
building relationships up/down/out). According to Charan et al. (2011), the use of these skills
should lead to less doing and more discussing, completing the role transition, hiring others who
reflect the organization’s work style and beliefs, maintaining availability to teach, sharing in the
successes of staff, and continuously learning about the organization’s expectations of managers.
With respect to the use of time, they note that managers need to move from the daily discipline of
managing one’s own time to more annual planning (budgets/projects) and making time available
for others (communications and team priority setting). And finally, with regard to work values, they
observed that there needs to be a shift from valuing personal/technical proficiency to valuing the
results of others and the successes of teamwork. In commenting on the transition from specialist to
generalist, Charan et al. (2011) noted that:

When first-time managers lack the ability to delegate or coach, they’ll schedule relatively little time for
each activity, preferring to spend as much time as possible on what they’re good at . . . They don’t want
to look foolish in front of their former peers and will therefore spend time on activities that make them
appear competent. They also are avoiding the monumental shift of being responsible for the productivity,
output, and expansion of individual capacity that comes with a manager’s job (p.48).

Some observers of the transition process have sought to compile their findings into a set of
success strategies to be used in the first 90 days of becoming a manager. For example, Watkins
(2003) identified the following 10 key strategies viewed as prescriptions for success: 1) promote
yourself by making the mental break from specialist to generalist; 2) maintain a systematic focus
on what needs to be learned and how to do it efficiently; 3) match strategy to situation by using
diagnosis in order to develop action plan; 4) focus on early wins to build credibility and momentum;
5) negotiate success by building relationship with your boss through multiple conversations about
expectations; 6) achieve alignment by bringing organizational structures into alignment with its
strategies, especially systems and skills; 7) build your team by evaluating current members and
recruiting new members; 8) create coalitions, both internal and external, to identify those whose
support is essential for success; 9) keep your balance between the personal and the professional
with the use of an advice/counsel network (avoid getting isolated, making poor decisions, and/or
losing perspective); and 10) help others accelerate their own performance and transitions (p. 12–14)

As these highlights from the for-profit literature on transitions indicate, the considerable change
process involves: 1) developing a sense of self and interpersonal judgment, 2) gaining role clarity
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and learning how to transition into and out of role, and 3) learning how to learn on the job (Fleming,
2008; Hill, 2003). In essence, a profound professional and psychological transformation takes place
in the process of becoming a manager (Hill, 2003).

Developing a Sense of Self

Learning to engage as a self-reflective practitioner is a key theme throughout the literature on
becoming a manager. Hill (2003) notes that personal learning is often more demanding than task
learning. Many of the managers in Hill’s (2003) study had previously relied primarily on taking
action rather than engaging in reflection and introspection and quickly discovered that this action-
oriented approach was not sustainable in their new managerial role where developing a sense
of self was critical. Watson (2001) notes that many components of managerial learning require
self-awareness and include helping staff feel valued, recognizing hidden agendas, and navigating
organizational politics. Interpersonal styles, attitudes, and mindsets that worked well at the line level
may need to be modified to be effective at the managerial level (Hill, 2003, 2007). Leadership coach-
ing has been shown to assist new managers in identifying their own interpersonal style and ways
of adapting in order to develop a managerial style that is both comfortable and effective (Koonce,
2008). Additional examples of the process of developing self are located in Appendix A.

Managing Role Transitions

New managers need to learn how to shift from the role of specialist where they rely primarily
on their own efforts to carry out their jobs to that of generalist where they rely on others to get
things done (Hill, 2003). Yet, the satisfaction that new managers typically derive from excelling as
a specialist may make it difficult for them to leave this role in order to manage a broader scope of
work and acquire the wider lens needed for managerial work (Hill, 2003). Moreover, this transition
requires that new managers move from a position of independence to one of organizational interde-
pendence where they are called upon to integrate multiple agendas and build networks both internal
and external to the organization (Hill, 2003). However, the conceptions of work and the responsibil-
ities held by new managers often conflict with the notion of getting work done through others (Hill,
2003). In addition, the increased interdependence that characterizes the role of manager heightens
the sense of a loss of control (Hill, 2003). New managers are tempted to revert back to their special-
ist role when they feel most out of control, and feedback from subordinates can help them resist this
temptation and embrace the interdependent nature of the managerial role (Hill, 2003). Additional
examples of the process of managing role transitions are located in Appendix B.

Learning How to Learn from Experiences and Training

New managers need to learn from experiences in order to make a successful transition into manage-
ment (Hill, 2003; Hill, 2004; McCall and Hollenbeck, 2007; McCall & Hollenbeck, 2008; Watson,
2001). On-the-job learning requires active reflection and inquiry, asking the questions “What did I
do?” “What did I learn?” and “Why did I do it that way?” (McCall & Hollenbeck, 2008; Watson,
2001). To engage in self-development, managers need to “adopt an explorer’s stance” by using
introspection and reflection, incorporating diverse perspectives, and seeking out opportunities for
life-long learning (Hill, 2004, p. 124). To help managers learn from their experiences, superiors
need to offer coaching and multiple sources of feedback (McCall & Hollenbeck, 2007). Research
indicates that learning on the job is enhanced if the learner is able to access support from both peers
and superiors (Hill, 2007). A person’s natural curiosity and ability, desire, and drive to learn from
her or his own experiences are often considered when assessing leadership potential (McCall &
Hollenbeck, 2007; Muson, 2008). McCall and Hollenbeck (2008) warn against moving people into
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leadership positions too quickly because sequential experiences with increasing responsibilities are
necessary to grasp some leadership concepts related to one’s own stage of development. Watson
(2001) presents the concept of an “emergent manager,” one whose on-the-job preparation and train-
ing for management can be understood in the context of a full life history of leadership development
rather than simply the point at which a formal promotion occurs.

The responsibility to develop new managers rests on both the future manager and the organization
(Hill, 2003; McCall & Hollenbeck, 2008). Organizations need to provide prospective managers
with: 1) an accurate portrayal of management, 2) resources and support throughout the transition,
3) opportunities for stretch assignments to develop managerial competence, and 4) opportunities for
post-training follow-up that reinforces new learning and allows discussion of challenges that arise
from putting training principles into practice (Hill, 2003; McCall & Hollenbeck, 2007; Pledger,
2007). Dubouloy (2004) notes that to develop managers who are comfortable innovating and able to
use their talents, management training programs need to: 1) help participants examine and construct
their identity, 2) allow time for experiences to be discussed, and 3) provide an emotionally safe
environment.

In essence, future managers need to engage in their own self-assessments to identify the fit
between their skills, attitudes, strengths, and interests and the managerial role itself, as well as
substantial “self-development” throughout their first year on the job (Hill, 2003). Suggestions for
new managers who make the transition include the need to: 1) be patient, 2) anticipate common
pitfalls, 3) demonstrate an openness to criticism, 4) maintain integrity and honesty, 5) engage in
ongoing training and development of yourself and your subordinates, and 6) develop a resource
base for ongoing assistance (Fleming, 2008; Hill, 2003).

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

These themes parallel the issues faced by human service managers who experience substantial
“social psychological discontinuity” in the areas of: 1) exercising authority, 2) guiding group
decision making, 3) focusing on service effectiveness and outcomes, and 4) managing collegial
relationships with former peers (Patti & Austin, 1977). To capture the professional and psycho-
logical transformations that accompany the transition from direct service to management in human
service organizations, where new managers seek to renegotiate their professional role and adjust
their own self-perceptions, a conceptual framework is needed as illustrated in Figure 1. The frame-
work identifies four stages that characterize the transition: 1) Emerging, 2) Becoming, 3) Acting,
and 4) Thriving.

The first stage, Emerging, marks the period in which a specialist is identified as a prospective
generalist for a role in management. Emerging managers, as well as their supervisors, often use this
time to assess the fit between managerial work and the potential manager’s knowledge, attitudes,
skills, and interests (Gaynor, 2004; Hill, 2003). An “emergent manager” is one who is encouraged
to: 1) reflect on past experiences and future goals, 2) seek stretch assignments, 3) ask questions
and observe to get an accurate picture of managerial work, and 4) actively develop professional and
support networks (Watson, 2001; Hill, 2003).

The second phase, Becoming a manager, often begins at the point of promotion and is marked
by negotiating the role and re-constructing elements of identity. The five substantial identity-related
shifts that characterize this phase include what Hill (2003) describes as: 1) moving away from
technical or clinical mastery and toward generalist competencies; 2) shifting from the role of a
specialist or an independent practitioner to that of an interdependent manager; 3) learning to adjust
one’s locus of responsibility from individual-level task completion to team-level success; 4) shifting
from building credibility primarily with clients or customers to learning how to develop credibility
with ones staff; and 5) letting go of the need to be personally liked and moving toward reliance
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FIGURE 1 The Transition From Direct Service to Management.

on being respected in role—a shift that is often associated with the loss of peer camaraderie and a
well-defined reference group (Barnes, 1981; Cohen, 2005).

As new managers gain role clarity and begin Acting in role, they are often confronted with com-
peting demands. New managers continue to construct their managerial identity as they learn to
balance the processes of: 1) managing individuals as well as an overall team (Fleming, 2008; Hill,
2004, 2007); 2) offering support while developing an ability to effectively confront problematic
behavior; 3) setting high expectations for performance as well as opportunities for growth and devel-
opment; 4) acknowledging managerial authority while striving to empower team autonomy (Hill,
2003); 5) relying on personal power while recognizing their new positional power (Hitt, Black, &
Porter, 2005); and 6) managing up and down, as well as out (both in the agency and the community)
(Hopkins & Austin, 2004).

While this model depicts a linear framework, new managers often learn to “become” and “act” as
managers simultaneously by thriving in one area and continuing to construct a managerial identity
in another. New managers find themselves Thriving as they begin to move away from crisis manage-
ment toward managerial leadership, marked by comfort and competence in planning ahead while
effectively managing the present. In order to thrive as leaders in human service organizations, new
managers are called upon to engage in the following managerial roles: 1) analytic roles that include
leveraging resources, managing resources, creating and influencing policy, and evaluating outcomes;
2) leadership roles that include boundary spanning, future planning, aligning process and structure,
team building and management, and coalition building; and 3) interactional roles that include facil-
itating, communicating, advocating, and supervising (Austin & Kruzich, 2004; Menefee, 2004).
To maintain and renew their ability to thrive, managers need to engage in an ongoing process of
self-reflection and continuous on-the-job learning (Hill, 2003, 2004; McCall & Hollenbeck, 2007;
McCall & Hollenbeck, 2008; Watson, 2001).
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An organization’s culture and context can affect the ease with which new managers form a
managerial identity. To begin exploring the application of issues related to identity formation and
managerial roles highlighted in the conceptual framework, several findings from classroom obser-
vations and participant interviews (in the form of the following case vignette) are used to illustrate
(in the context of grounded theory) the different ways that the transition from specialist to generalist
is impacted by organizational culture and context (Austin et al., 2011).

CASE VIGNETTE

Emerging

Despite the fact that many of the training program participants had been in managerial positions for
over five years, they had not yet acquired the time and/or support to engage in focused reflection
on their identities and managerial roles. As noted in Figure 3, the importance of assessing the fit
between a managerial role and a future manager’s existing knowledge, attitudes, skills, and interests
(prior to movement into a managerial role) is a key element in the Emerging stage. The responsibility
for such an assessment rests with the future manager as well as the organization (Gaynor, 2004;
Hill, 2003; McCall & Hollenbeck, 2008). While the training participants had been promoted to
managerial positions prior to the training program, it became clear that they were not comfortable
in the role, despite the fact that they were selected for the training based on their motivation, learning
readiness, natural talent, and initiative.

The clash in expectations between those who had done the promoting (agency directors) and
those who were promoted was evident in the differences between the training goals identified by
agency directors and those identified by the program participants. The primary training goals identi-
fied by agency directors included: 1) expanding the professional identities of participants to include
leadership roles within their organizations; 2) helping participants build upon their personal identity
and interpersonal skills to manage staff and develop the ability to step in and out of appropri-
ate managerial roles; and 3) developing the perspectives needed to promote systems management
(e.g., financial, information and human resources). The training goals identified by the participants
were wide ranging and included improving work/life balance, increasing their managerial compe-
tence, developing the confidence and capacity in leadership roles needed to address organizational
challenges, developing time management and prioritization skills, acquiring the tools to manage
resources while maintaining staff morale, and increasing their capacity to look and plan ahead while
managing day-to-day issues and commitments.

These different learning priorities made it clear that, while participants had been functioning in
their jobs and were clearly seen as successful (by virtue of the fact that they had been selected to
attend the program), they had different learning goals from those of their agency directors. While
the executive directors who participated in the design of the program identified the skill sets they
hoped participants would refine or acquire to become more effective managers and leaders, partici-
pants often joked about the organization’s need for “warm bodies in the management positions” as
the primary reason that they had been promoted, even if they were told that they showed consid-
erable promise for assuming managerial roles. In the Emerging phase of managerial role identity,
two factors are prominent in nonprofits. First, staff members are often critical of those in agency
leadership positions and frequently conclude that they would be able to perform more effectively
than the current incumbents of those positions. This perception does not necessarily lead to a com-
prehensive self-assessment of the strengths and areas for improvement among those in the pool of
possible candidates for promotion. Neither does the relief from finding a ‘warm body’ to fill a vacant
management positions create a firm foundation of organizational assessment needed to help a new
manager become successful.
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Making the shift from developing credibility with clients to developing credibility with staff
is another important element of managerial identity formation. A self-shadowing exercise fur-
ther indicated that participants did not feel comfortable in, and had not solidified themselves, in
a management role. In this exercise, participants recorded their time and activities on a typical day,
enabling them to reflect on how they spent their time, especially in the areas of crisis management
and counseling with staff. Participants found themselves re-creating client experiences with their
staff such as devoting extensive amounts of time to counseling them. While this may seem like an
effective strategy to develop credibility among staff, participants were able to identify the ways in
which this approach made it difficult for them to then step into their leadership roles when called
upon to do so. New managers came to recognize the need to balance both support and confrontation
when working with staff in order to manage effectively.

As participants admitted that they missed working with clients and had recreated their client
experience in their approach to managing staff, they came to recognize their ambivalence about the
managerial role. Although they liked the power and authority that came with managing, they found
it difficult to be part of the administrative “hierarchy” and to use the related power and authority.
Participants associated activities related to the organization’s health (e.g., pitching the organization’s
mission to donors) as conflicting with their client-centered identity. As they recognized how this role
conflict inhibited them from taking on organizational leadership responsibilities, they became more
aware of the process of consciously stepping in and out of leadership roles while building upon their
client-centered identities.

A self-shadowing exercise also helped participants to focus on the multiple roles involved in orga-
nizational leadership (the fundraiser, the financial manager, the public speaker, the human resource
manager, the staff motivator and the program evaluator), and assess the barriers they faced when
new roles conflicted with the identity that they had formed as human service workers (Austin et al.,
2011). It helped them recognize the strain they experienced from continuing to resist various aspects
of the manager’s role. For example, one participant asked one of the instructors who was a veteran
executive director how she handled the demands of “dressing-up, putting on heels, and going to a
cocktail party” to raise funds? With disbelief etched across her face she asked, “Do you like it? How
can you do it? Doesn’t that put you in conflict with who you are and what you believe about serving
poor people?”

Becoming

During a group simulation exercise participants began to experiment with the practice of stepping
into and out of role. This experience helped participants to see that one’s identity as a human service
professional is not necessarily compromised by taking on a management role. They began to see how
the managerial expectations for service accountability and cost-effectiveness could be balanced with
their support for practitioner creativity and autonomy needed to meet the complex needs of clients.

A learning lab simulation helped participants explore organizational roles that featured aspects
of: 1) their current workplace, 2) their organization’s relationship to the community, 3) the involve-
ment of other stakeholders in human service work, 4) ways of responding to the impact of systems
and organizational structures on role, and 5) perceptions of their role and how others perceived their
role (Austin et al., 2011).

Throughout the exercise, the training facilitator sought to shift the group’s focus from a “per-
son in role” to an “organization in environment” perspective. For example, in the systems analysis
component, one participant was able to move from seeing herself as a manager “under siege”
to recognizing that a shift in funding priorities was placing her program in a favorable spotlight
as innovators and direction-setters for new programs. She then linked this “organization in envi-
ronment” perspective to the experiences of participants in the simulation exercise. By picturing
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themselves outside of their roles in their own organization, participants were better able to view
their organizations with a big-picture lens.

As Hill (2003) indicates, it is a significant transition when a manager can shift from the perspec-
tive of an individual contributor to one who is responsible for the department or organization as a
whole.

Acting

New managers in the ‘acting stage’ of development often struggle with balancing their personal and
positional power. For example, the nonprofit managers found it extremely difficult to balance the
need to exercise their authority as a manager with the need to feel helpful and supportive of staff,
resulting in their ambivalence in exercising their positional power. While they liked the increase
in authority, they did not feel comfortable being part of an organizational hierarchy and found it
difficult to know how and when to use their power.

Once a manager begins to make decisions and take action to serve the organization’s mission,
it is inevitable that that there will be a combination of positive and negative responses. This is
often a situation where managers need to confront the conflict between their personal desire to
be liked and the expectations of the managerial role. Participants realized that as managers they
needed to earn the respect of others in their new professional role since they could not rely on peer
camaraderie or old friendships to become effective managers. Participants noted their struggle in
assuming managerial leadership roles was often complicated by the negative attitudes toward senior
management that are held by their staff members. This is particularly true in nonprofit human service
organizations where authority is often viewed with suspicion unless it is being used to respond to
the personal needs of clients.

Given the mission of nonprofits to respond to the changing needs of clients, a parallel process
also seems to emerge for managers in terms of responding to the changing needs of staff. This
norm of responding to staff can complicate the process of moving from a specialist to a generalist,
especially when staff members display resistance or anger when managers seek to exercise their
authority. For example, one manager in the training program was called upon by senior management
to communicate the decision about salary cuts to her staff and was met with negative responses,
especially from a staff member who was also a long-time friend. Following her development of
greater role clarity, this manager was able to engage in a conversation with the employee/friend to
describe the organizational salary boundaries and limitations that had been created. She was able to
take up the role that best served the organization, as well as maintain her personal values of care
and concern for this individual. At the same time she was able to tolerate the fact that this individual
was angry about the decision, held her personally responsible, and sought to end the friendship.
While she successfully traversed this challenge, this manager noted that the incident sent her on
a return visit to her therapist. This example also highlights an essential difference between the
identity development of a manager in a nonprofit organization and that of a manager in a for-profit
organization. The literature makes it clear that the process of identity development in for-profits
is a process of “professional or career” identity development with less attention to the “personal”
identity. The reference to seeking therapy highlights some of the complexity in nonprofits of making
the shift from specialist to generalist, where identity clarification operates at both the personal and
professional levels.

The discussions of personal identity and leadership roles surfaced the following three major
challenges that often require greater support when making the transition from specialist to generalist
within the context of the organization as a whole: 1) an ability to tolerate negative projections in
times when assuming a managerial leadership role does not make managers popular with staff; 2) the
capacity to work with these negative projections in a way that helps staff understand organizational
realities, and remain open to hearing their perceptions, recognizing that the manager’s role requires
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the ability to develop staff and build bridges/alliances within the organization; and 3) an ability
to carry the negative projections and at the same time retain the manager’s own standards of care
and open-heartedness toward staff who often struggle with their own pain and disappointment over
various management decisions, and then inadvertently conspire with other staff to undermine the
role of the manager.

Through the use of the simulation and subsequent group and individual coaching, participants in
this nonprofit leadership development program came to realize that in order to engage in effective
managerial leadership, they needed to understand the roles they play within their own organizations
and the ways in which others perceive those roles. Program participants who benefited most from
the program were those most willing to explore their personal identity and values in relationship to
the organizational roles of managing and leading.

Thriving

As highlighted in Figure 1, the “Personal Capacity” arrow runs through each of the stages in the
model, indicating the interaction between personal capacity (i.e., for self reflection, coping with
stress and emotion, and understanding personal style) and the transition into the manager role.
By learning how to adapt their personal styles, participants became better able to engage in activities
necessary for effective leadership, including maintaining boundaries and developing professional
relationships. Participants recognized the need to allocate additional on-the-job time to the process
of reflection and identified the following outcomes from their experience in the training program:
1) increased self-confidence in assuming a leadership role, especially in groups, 2) greater willing-
ness to step outside of their comfort zone, 3) increased ability to depersonalize experiences related
to the managerial role, and 4) expanded capacities in achieving a healthier work/life balance.

Participants also engaged in facilitated group and individual coaching that created a safe space
for feedback and reflection needed for participants to engage in honest and candid self-assessment.
Through peer learning and sharing, managers came to understand: 1) the many roles they take on in
their organizations; 2) the roles that complement and conflict with their own sense of identity; and
3) how to pull from and, at times, compensate for certain aspects of their identity in order to assume
the managerial role needed to improve their leadership within the organization. For example, one
of the participants, who initially identified with her staff in rebellion against the existing organiza-
tional structure, ultimately came to build upon the existing organizational structure in order to make
dramatic changes in her department. While this act increased her status as a leader, the participant
also had to revisit aspects of her former managerial identity (that of a manager allied with her staff)
and renew the relationships she had developed in her old role within a new set of boundaries. The
clarity about this process and the willingness to find support both within the organization and from
outside coaches provided the manager with a context for experiencing the managerial role with less
strain than in the past. Two years later, this manager remains at her organization, clearly thriving in
her managerial role. She has restructured her department and gained greater responsibility within
the organization. She was able to reflect on her experience, recognize what she has learned and how
far she has progressed, and was able to share her experiences with others.

DISCUSSION

The experiences of participants in the managerial leadership training program described above
allow for further reflection on the role transitions highlighted in Figure 3. The framework pro-
vides increased clarity with regard to the key steps in establishing managerial role identity. The
evidence presented by participants of a nonprofit leadership program illustrates some of the simi-
larities between nonprofit and for-profit transitions from specialist to generalist. However, there is
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little in the literature about the relationship between and integration of personal identity formation
and the organizational aspects of managerial role identity. Those who choose to work within non-
profit human service organizations often create career paths based on a personal value system that
shapes their personal identities. When they step into a managerial position and join the hierarchy
of the organization, those personal values are often challenged, as evidenced by the manager who
had trouble going to the cocktail party to raise money, or the manager who so easily slipped into
leading her staff in a rebellion against the management of her own organization, or the manager
who sought coaching when a colleague and friend could no longer sustain the friendship based on
a managerial decision. It is not clear if the constant effort expended by some nonprofit managers to
hold their personal identity in tact as they exercise their positional authority contributes to the high
rate of burnout among nonprofit leaders. While new for-profit managers may “fail” in their role as
managers, they do not seem to burn out. In the case of the nonprofit manager, however, it is highly
likely that the clash between personal identity and role identity makes a significant contribution to
burnout.

Recognizing that this relationship may exist, nonprofit organizations need to acknowledge that
the loss of a reference group used to support personal identity can occur within the transition to
management. Those organizations that support their new managers with education and training that
includes peer feedback may also be providing their managers with an opportunity to develop a new
reference group.

From this analysis, it is clear that more research is needed in the area of nonprofit managerial
leadership, especially since most of the research focuses on the for-profit sector. Additional research
in the nonprofit sector is necessary in order to: 1) identify experiences that are unique to nonprofit
human service agencies, as well as those that are consistent with the for-profit experience; 2) develop
strategies to reduce turnover and burnout at this career stage; 3) identify and evaluate training models
that address the development of a managerial identity; and 4) identify strategies to help managers
make the transition from reactive crisis management to proactive leadership in nonprofit human
service organizations.
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APPENDIX A: DEVELOPING A SENSE OF SELF IN THE TRANSITION FROM
SPECIALIST TO GENERALIST

I. Assessing One’s Emotional Intelligence
• Acquiring the additional human relations skills within the context of adult learning styles

to effectively supervise others (Patton and Pratt, 2002) using Goleman’s (1995) five
domains of emotional intelligence: 1) knowing one’s emotions, 2) managing emotions,
3) motivating oneself, 4) recognizing emotions in others, and 5) handling relationships

II. Assessing One’s Sense of Vulnerability and Isolation
• Identifying and addressing one’s sense of vulnerability as new managers as well as iden-

tifying and building on one’s strengths (Fleming, 2008) to acquire the five major qualities
critical to developing a managerial style: 1) self-confidence, 2) a willingness to accept
responsibility, 3) patience, 4) empathy, and 5) an ability to live with imperfect solutions
(Hill, 2003).

• Dealing with a sense of isolation and the loss of their former specialist status (e.g., the
technical challenge, the explicit goals, the clear standards of comparison, and the reg-
ular recognition; Hill, 2003), new managers need: 1) a new reference group by which
to identify norms, values, and standards for success (Barnes, 1981), and 2) a way
to re-conceptualize their past achievements and discover new ways to measure their
contributions to the organization (e.g., informal peer feedback; Hill, 2003).

III. Utilizing the Perceptions of Others in the Assessment Process
• Experiencing the threat of failure, often for the first time, can heighten the stress and loss

of control associated with the transition (e.g., psychological and/or physical symptoms)
when combined with a reluctance to discuss the emotional impact, leading to feelings of
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being overwhelmed, trapped in the present, and often unable to plan ahead (Hill, 2003).
Heightened by the pace and type of work, new abilities are needed to quickly shift priori-
ties, accept imperfection, deal with ignorance, manage contradictions, negotiate conflicts,
manage risk, put egos on the line, and come to terms with the power they hold (Hill,
2003).

• Given the new manager’s reluctance to ask for support or guidance, current bosses are
rarely seen as resources based on a fear of being penalized if insecurities, mistakes, or
challenges are disclosed (Hill, 2003, 2007). The resources needed to maintain a work-life
balance and time for self-care can be found in executive coaching (Koonce, 2008).

APPENDIX B: MANAGING ROLE TRANSITIONS IN THE TRANSITION FROM
SPECIALIST TO GENERALIST

I. Seeking Role Clarity
• New managerial role needs to be defined, as well as “clarified,” “communicated,” and

“understood” throughout the organization, especially for former peers or when replacing
a poorly performing manager (Cohen, 2005; Fleming, 2008).

• Increased clarity about roles and responsibilities relate to: 1) the purpose of the work
group, 2) upper management’s expectations of the group, 3) the group’s competencies,
4) the level of expected inter-organizational collaboration, 5) expectations for accountabil-
ity and responsibility, 6) budgetary parameters, 7) organizational philosophy, 8) protocols
for formal communication, 9) opportunities for training and ongoing learning, and
10) limits of formal authority (Gaynor, 2004).

• Discrepancies between the expectations of the constituencies and those of a new manager
require negotiating relationships with superiors, peers, or external stakeholders, espe-
cially the reliance of subordinates on the support of their manager and the reliance of
senior managers on the new manager’s ability to protect the organization and demonstrate
leadership by building relationships, communicating effectively, motivating and gaining
commitment from others (e.g., managing people, not tasks) (Hill, 2003).

II. Managing Ambiguity
• As new managers gain role clarity, they need to: “Embrace individual differences while

embracing a collective identity and goals; they must foster support and at the same time
foster confrontation; they need to focus on performance, while focusing on learning and
development; and they try to balance managerial authority with relying on their team
members’ discretion and autonomy” (Hill, 2003, p. 297).

• By demonstrating comfort with role ambiguity, new managers need the ability to make
decisions about difficult trade-offs, a capacity to look ahead while managing the present,
and a commitment to people, not just the work itself (Hill, 2003).

• In recognizing network-building responsibilities, new managers can become over-
whelmed and stressed by: 1) their own uncertainty about how to simultaneously develop
relationships with subordinates, peers, superiors, and external stakeholders; and 2) their
place on the bottom rungs of the management hierarchy (e.g., dealing with office politics
as well as external relations) (Hill, 2007).

III. Managing Down and Managing Up
• Demonstrating the ability to delegate responsibility, authority, and accountability by

learning how to manage the needs of a group (Fleming, 2008; Hill, 2003) to utilize its
collective strength and sense of empowerment for teams to exercise their own authority to
make decisions that reflect a commitment to team goals (Fleming, 2008; Hill, 2004; Hill,
2007).
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• Demonstrating the capacity to manage up as active change initiators, displaying the
capacities to generate ideas and develop the skills to implement those ideas using the fol-
lowing change management principles: 1) recognize need, 2) establish goals, 3) diagnosis,
4) selection of change technique, 5) planning for implementation, 6) implementation, and
7) evaluation and action (Watson, 2001; Hill, 2007; Fleming, 2008).

IV. Balancing Managing with Leading
• Developing leadership strategies beyond the use of formal authority (e.g., use of expert

power over positional power) relies on building inter-dependent relationships based on
trust at the team and organizational levels to develop the influence needed to get things
done (Hill, 2007)

• Establishing credibility based on the perceptions of others regarding motives, character,
competence, and the ability of a manager to deliver the right thing at the right time calls
for the capacity to control one’s response to criticism by relinquishing the need to know
everything, refrain from interpreting disagreement with a subordinate as a challenge to
their authority, develop “thick-skin,” and deliver both positive and negative news effec-
tively (e.g., differentiating between being respected and being liked and between trust in
the professional role and fostering friendship) (Hill, 2003; Crampton, Hodge, and Mishra,
1998).
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Most of the attention during the first 5 years of welfare reform (1996-2001) in
the United States has focused on reduced caseloads and the role of an expand-
ing economy, but little attention has been given to the organizational changes
in social service delivery, especially at the local levels (Lurie, 2001). As Gais,
Nathan, Lurie, and Kaplan (2001) have noted in their assessment of the early
years of welfare reform implementation, “we see a broader movement toward
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based nonprofit service providers. The internal and external dimensions of
the organizational change process are assessed in terms of the central concepts
of devolution, privatization, and community building. Based on a literature
review of the research on the contractual relationship between public agencies
and nonprofit community service providers, the analysis concludes with a set
of implications for managing the relationship.

PRIVATIZATION AND DEVOLUTION

The management of publicly funded social services has evolved during the
past 50 years in the United States through a set of decisions related to either
expanding government-based services or contracting out those services to
community-based organizations. Similar decisions are made in the for-profit
sector by purchasing needed services or materials (outsourcing) or building
internal capacity by expanding the organization’s human and physical
resources (in-house development).

In the United States today, the new forces of privatization and devolution
are affecting the relationship between nonprofit and public social service
agencies. These forces converge around the implementation of welfare
reform. The 1996 national welfare reform legislation and policies have led to
the devolving of authority and responsibility downward from the national
government to local governments and ultimately to nongovernmental organi-
zations. As Liebschutz (2000) noted that

although devolution to the states is featured in describing welfare
reform [legislation], the real federalism story of welfare reform is local,
[referred to as] a movement called “second-order devolution” . . . [which
is] manifested in two principal ways: a) heightened discretion for local
governments or local offices of state agencies and b) more extensive,
complex, local service provider networks. (p. 9)

The most dramatic, but atypical, form of this devolution can be seen in Mil-
waukee, Wisconsin, where the county chose to contract out nearly the entire
welfare-to-work program to nonprofit organizations. This pattern can be
found, to a lesser degree, in 8 out of 72 Wisconsin counties, but the vast major-
ity of counties operate their own county-administered welfare-to-work pro-
grams (Kaplan, 2000).

The contractual relationship between county social services and nonprofit
community-based organizations has a substantial history during the past sev-
eral decades. As Wolch (1990) commented on the extensive privatization era
of the 1980s, nonprofit organizations were becoming a “shadow state,” which
she defined as nonprofit organizations receiving government funds and oper-
ating outside the political system but still subject to some state control. From
her political-economy perspective in 1989, Wolch could foresee the 1990s as a
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time when government policies would become “more directive, more insis-
tent upon specifying accounting, management, personnel, and service deliv-
ery evaluation as they become more reliant on voluntary (organizations) to
meet statutory objectives” (p. 19).

From the experiences of the 1990s, it is clear that this relationship between
nonprofits and government has become more complicated, particularly in the
light of implementing welfare reform. The contractual relationship between
nonprofits and public social service agencies includes a new set of expecta-
tions related to welfare reform. For example, a community-based nonprofit
organization could be expected to provide neighborhood-based service deliv-
ery to include job development and outreach programs, colocated employ-
ment and training programs, employment retention programs, and linkages
with community college programs (Svihula & Austin, 2001). As Salamon
(1995) has so aptly noted from his studies of the nonprofit sector,

For better or worse, cooperation between government and the voluntary
sector is the approach this nation [United States] has chosen to deal with
many of its human service problems. . . . This pattern of cooperation has
grown into a massive system of action that accounts for at least as large a
share of government-funded human services as that delivered by gov-
ernment agencies themselves, and that constitutes the largest single
source of nonprofit-sector income. . . . This partnership [combines] the
superior revenue-raising and democratic decision-making processes of
government with the potentially smaller, more personalized service-
delivery capabilities of the voluntary sector. . . . The partnership has deep
roots in American history, testifying to its fit with basic national values.
(p. 114)

Although Salamon (1995) noted the “romanticism about [the] inherent pu-
rity” of nonprofits as well as their “distinctive virtues” and abilities “to pro-
duce significant change in people’s lives,” he cautions us to look more closely
at nonprofits. He sees them as afflicted with some of the same limitations as
bureaucratic institutions,

especially as they grow in scale and complexity; [namely] unresponsive,
cumbersomeness, routinization, [and] lack of coordination . . . [and an
inability to confront the tensions] between flexibility and effectiveness,
between grassroots control and administrative accountability, between
short-term responsiveness and long-term organizational maintenance.
(p. 262)

With the exception of the few large nonprofit human service organizations
found in most urban American cities, such as faith-based social services and
residential treatment organizations, many nonprofits operate as small com-
munity-based organizations, relying heavily on service contracts to help sup-
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port their underresourced organizations. La Piana (2001) has characterized
these organizations today as (a) lacking strong management capabilities and
limited fund-raising capabilities; (b) possessing limited access to “best prac-
tices” due to their survival mode and isolation; (c) operating in organizational
structures that reflect the founders’ interests, which may no longer be rele-
vant; and (d) promoting very high and unrealistic expectations for what ser-
vices can be effectively managed.

Given this brief history of the relationship, the challenge for local govern-
ments is to find new ways to support nonprofits in order to prevent them from
becoming the “weakest link in the chain” of service delivery. The focus, there-
fore, needs to be on enhancing the infrastructures of nonprofits and their ulti-
mate sustainability. Before exploring these issues in more detail, it is useful to
frame the discussion within the context of welfare reform in the United States.

THE IMPACT OF WELFARE REFORM

Welfare reform in the United States as reflected in the Personal Responsibil-
ity and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 (U.S. Congress, 1996)
and the various state legislative acts passed in the wake of the federal legisla-
tion have had a profound impact on the mission and structure of social service
agencies at the state and local levels. The legislation focuses on moving former
recipients from welfare to work with policies to address barriers to work as
well as opportunities to sustain employability. Former recipients of the income
maintenance program (Aid to Families With Dependent Children) became
participants in the program of Temporary Assistance to Needy Families
(TANF) that promoted workforce development services that were often con-
tracted out to community-based nonprofits. All of this change was imple-
mented in a policy environment of time-limited benefits and sanctions for
noncompliance.

From the perspective of the public social service agency, the changes have
been most apparent in the mission of the agency as it transformed its income
maintenance programs from client eligibility determination to client employ-
ability enhancement. This change required extensive organizational restruc-
turing, cultural change, and staff training (Carnochan & Austin, 2002; Hagen,
1999). At the same time, county social service agencies began to actively pro-
mote more community outreach and collaboration. These efforts led to prom-
ising innovations in service delivery, community partnerships, and organiza-
tional change (Prince & Austin, 2001; Svihula & Austin, 2001).

Social service agencies are in transition from operating as public bureaucra-
cies preoccupied with accounting for taxpayer funds to functioning as com-
munity-building institutions that provide leadership in partnership with oth-
ers (Austin et al., 1999; Carnochan & Austin, 1999). The organizational
changes involve the agency’s mission, location of services, and the role of staff
as highlighted below:
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• First of all, welfare reform required a new operating philosophy and
mission. The philosophy includes a social development approach to
investing in community resource development in order to develop a
career-resilient workforce able to move permanently from welfare to
work and self-sufficiency. For example, new ways for social service
agencies to invest in human resource development include helping the
low-wage working poor learn new skills through specially developed
community college programs or learning how to save by using individ-
ual development accounts. Modifying the mission statement also re-
quired confronting the tensions built into the welfare reform legislation
where county social service agencies, as well as community nonprofits,
struggled to deal with the short-term goals of reducing welfare case-
loads and the long-term goals of preparing low-income program partici-
pants for self-sufficiency. Many feared that the legislation would simply
relabel low-income welfare recipients with the term working poor and not
substantially add to the resources or capabilities of the least advantaged
in our society.

• Second, it required an expanded agency mission that creates a public fo-
rum and consciousness about promoting a civil society and open dia-
logue about future public policy directions. This change requires the so-
cial service agency to serve as a catalyst for private action to ensure that
communities address the needs of its most disadvantaged members; for
example, welfare reform in California (the federal TANF program is
known as CalWORKS) called for needs assessment strategies to docu-
ment and address local needs and community-wide meetings where
much debate took place.

• Third, there needed to be a shift from a preoccupation with the individ-
ual to a focus on the family and neighborhood in the form of neighbor-
hood-based family support services. For example, there were renewed
efforts to explore ways to decentralize governmental services into neigh-
borhood offices, often colocated with other nonprofit service providers,
with renewed attention to such family support services as child care,
transportation, and the promotion of affordable housing.

• And fourth, the transformation of the social service agency included
changing roles for agency staff in order to acquire more community-
building knowledge and skills, as well as actively transforming public
social service agencies into learning organizations. For example, the in-
creased flexibility in the use of federal and state funding has allowed lo-
cal county social service agencies to develop new services with non-
profit organizations that more effectively meet the needs of the working
poor.

In contrast to the public sector, the nonprofit sector continues to expand
and is undergoing its own transformation. The pressures for change emanate
from increased competition and government accountability. Nonprofit orga-
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• First of all, welfare reform required a new operating philosophy and
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• And fourth, the transformation of the social service agency included
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building knowledge and skills, as well as actively transforming public
social service agencies into learning organizations. For example, the in-
creased flexibility in the use of federal and state funding has allowed lo-
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poor.

In contrast to the public sector, the nonprofit sector continues to expand
and is undergoing its own transformation. The pressures for change emanate
from increased competition and government accountability. Nonprofit orga-
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nizations are paying more attention to marketing, changing political environ-
ments, assessing the viability of collaborative programming, and
strengthening internal operations. Funding for community-based services is
increasingly attached to requirements for interdisciplinary and multiservice
community programs. At the same time, the public social service agencies are
seeking to decentralize their operations into neighborhood service centers.
This adds to the pressure for nonprofits to co-locate their contracted services.
All of these pressures have led to increased interest, especially among
nonprofits and foundations, in mergers, acquisitions, joint ventures, and con-
solidation of “back-office functions” (management information systems, fi-
nancial and human resource management, facilities management, etc.). All
these changes produce an increasingly complex environment in which to
manage community-based nonprofit organizations.

Up to this point, the context for the relationship between nonprofits and
government has been described in terms of the expansion of privatization, the
devolution of public policy authority, and the impact of welfare reform on
both the public and private sector. These changes provide an important foun-
dation for identifying the major lessons learned, during the past several
decades, from service contracting.

FROM CONTRACTING TO PARTNERSHIP

The increased use of community-based nonprofits in the era of welfare
reform provides an opportunity to assess lessons learned from past experi-
ences with service contracting. The extensive literature in this area1 identifies
the increasing reliance of public social service agencies on nonprofit service
providers. To date, the advantages appear to outweigh the disadvantages. The
advantages for public social service agencies include the ability to (a) fulfill
legislative mandates, (b) increase efficiency, (c) gain flexibility in service
start-up and termination, and (d) improve service quality as nonprofits extend
the public sector’s service capacities and access to special services. Some of the
disadvantages include (a) insufficient competition among nonprofit service
providers, (b) difficulty in measuring performance and accountability, and (c)
increased transaction costs related to human resources (contract monitors)
and information systems. Some of these dilemmas have been addressed by
extending the time and providing more information on costs and caseloads to
respond adequately to bids, use of timely cost reimbursements and financial
incentives, and providing assistance to nonprofits in adopting new manage-
ment information systems and handling new fiscal requirements.

Service contracting also has significant advantages for nonprofits. They can
gain increased financial resources and legitimacy that enhance their commu-
nity reputation and increase access to other funding sources. Some of the dis-
advantages they experience include (a) unrealistic funding to cover actual
costs and limited resources to address reporting demands, (b) increased
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pressure to employ costly professional staff, and (c) providing contracted ser-
vices that may not address current community needs or the agency’s historical
mission. Because of high start-up costs, unanticipated increases in service
costs, and delays in contract reimbursements, nonprofits experience cash flow
problems that contribute to staff turnover and the recruitment of less expen-
sive staff. The successful strategies used by nonprofits to address these issues
include (a) increased use of political advocacy to get their messages heard by
public social service agencies as well as through community networks, (b)
organizational restructuring to reduce overhead and administrative costs,
and (c) entrepreneurial capacity building related to fund-raising, expanding
board competencies and contacts, and using the technical assistance provided
by local consulting organizations.

Despite all these factors, successful contracting seems to depend more on
the quality of the long-term relationship between the partners than on techni-
cal performance issues. Yet, the relationships are negatively affected when
public social service agencies do not have enough staff with experience in col-
laborative contract negotiations and/or monitoring. A similar negative
impact results when nonprofits suffer from high staff turnover. Within the
context of welfare reform, there is a growing interest among public agencies in
facilitating ongoing partnerships with community-based nonprofits. This
includes the public sector’s provision or funding of technical assistance to
nonprofits (Wynn, 2000) along with the use of multiyear funding contracts
designed to address and stabilize the fiscal uncertainties experienced by
nonprofits. Social service agencies have begun to define the select group of
nonprofits as “core agencies” or “central” to the mission and operations of the
public agency. The relationship is more of a partnership than a traditional
“low-bid contract service provider.” It is not clear how effectively these newly
structured partnerships will be in addressing the shared goals of the collabo-
rators. Further research is needed to assess these new collaborative relation-
ships. Based on the work of Mattessich and Monsey (1992), the key research
issues include the assessment of (a) the mission and goals of the partnership,
(b) the nature of facilitated collaboration, (c) the managerial leadership
requirements of all partners, (d) the time commitment to building trust and
promoting participatory problem solving, (e) the multiple levels of staff
involvement required, (f) the use of interagency work groups, (g) the conflict
resolution processes, (h) the start-up funding required, and (i) the adequacy of
financial and human resources to carry out collaborative partnerships.

FROM DEVOLUTION TO COMMUNITY BUILDING

In the context of devolving the implementation of welfare reform policy
down to the lowest level of government, the issues in the preceding section
reflect less of the old principal-agent dimensions of privatization (Fleisher,
1991; Oliver, 1988; Powell & DiMaggio, 1991; Reitan, 1998) and more of the
community-building and networking dynamics of partnership development
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(Alter & Hage, 1993; Bardach, 1998; Fleisher, 1991; Gray & Wood, 1991; Provan &
Milward, 1995). The emphasis is less on “bricks and mortar” and more on
expanding the social capital and human capital of the community.

With the growing shift to multiyear contracting with community-based
organizations, public social service agencies are viewing themselves increas-
ingly as “one agency among many” in a community (i.e., not the old dominat-
ing public bureaucracy). The contracting process appears to be increasingly
directed toward providing needed services through nonprofits and strength-
ening the infrastructure of community-based organizations. The goal of the
contracting relationship then becomes service provision and community
building.

Weil (1996) defined community building as activities, practices, and poli-
cies that support and foster positive connections among individuals, groups,
organizations, neighborhoods, and geographic and functional communities.
This process definition suggests, for example, that county social service agen-
cies need to orient their programs and operating style to make community
partnerships central to their service delivery agenda. Kingsley, McNeely, and
Gibson (1997) used community-building concepts of shared values, planning,
and networking. These concepts can be applied to the changing partnership
between nonprofits and public sector agencies in the context of welfare
reform.

From the perspectives of Kingsley et al. (1997), strengthening the public-
private partnership involves the reinforcement of shared values whereby
trust building and interagency networking (building social capital) are com-
plemented by staff learning new ways to communicate and collaborate over
time (building human capital). This approach involves moving from the old
“auditor” model of contract compliance activity to the new “partner” model
of shared values, expectations, and outcomes. In addition, the partnership
needs to reflect sufficiently broad participation by staff in both agencies (pub-
lic and nonprofit) to foster a high level of ownership and self-reliance. This
participation can be greatly enhanced when the partnership demonstrates the
capacity to actively use and benefit from outside help (e.g., third party consul-
tants brought in to address or help resolve difficult issues).

When placing the public-private partnership within the context of commu-
nity building, it needs to take into account the role of planning, strategy devel-
opment, and entrepreneurial processes. Kingsley et al. (1997) noted that suc-
cessful community building includes comprehensive assessment and
planning; strategic visioning related to opportunities and priorities; and the
entrepreneurial approach to quickly creating results, however small, to build
confidence and capacity. The assessment and planning involves the thorough
documentation of the assets (skills and ideas) of the public and nonprofit
agencies as well as the communities in which they are located. The strategic
visioning is based on face-to-face interactions among staff members in both
agencies in order to build trust and ongoing networks of collaboration. The
entrepreneurial process involves identifying early successes (“picking the
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low-hanging fruit”) as well as annual service evaluation and contract
monitoring.

And finally, Kingsley et al. (1997) noted that community building involves
the expansion of partnerships into networks of collaboration with the goal of
“consciously changing institutional barriers” through the use of organiza-
tional development and conflict resolution skills that address concrete out-
comes. In essence, successful community building involves the use of outside
help in order to continuously reflect on the unfolding process of partnership
development as well as the recurring need to address small and large conflicts
that are bound to emerge in the collaborative process.

There are multiple examples of community building emerging from the
implementation of welfare reform (Austin, 2002). For example, when it comes
to removing barriers to workforce participation, county social service agen-
cies have contracted with nonprofits to provide transportation services for
TANF participants and train them as drivers for future jobs in transit systems.
In other situations, contracted services with nonprofits were contingent on
co-locating nonprofit mental health services with the public TANF services to
create one-stop neighborhood-based service centers. In another example,
community building involved the collaboration of three public agencies
(social services, mental health, and public housing) with a community non-
profit to create wrap-around family services for formerly addicted TANF
mothers and their children in housing on a former army base. In contrast to
these service delivery examples, other community-building programs
include a family loan program (involving local banks, a foundation, and a
social service agency), an adopt-a-family program (to connect middle-class
families with low-income families to provide support and community
involvement), and a community hot line (managed by a nonprofit agency
under contract with the public social service agency to assist current and for-
mer TANF participants with parenting, personal counseling, workplace
issues, and access to community resources). Community building can also be
found in the establishment of new organizational partnerships. Some exam-
ples include partnerships between public social service agencies and local
community colleges for TANF job training, coalitions of nonprofit service pro-
viders with the support and involvement of the public social service agency,
and the merger of county employment and social service agencies into a new
integrated human services agency.

To link the community-building aspects of partnership development with
privatization in the form of contracting and devolution in the form of transfer-
ring policy implementation downward, Figure 1 has been constructed to cap-
ture some of the forces (Factors A, B, and C) that reflect the interactions
between these key dimensions. The forces of privatization (Factor A) continue
to call for accountability with respect to the use of public funds and the need
for carefully documented outcomes. These pressures affect community build-
ing in ways that call for increased understanding of different frames of refer-
ence used by the public sector contract monitor and the nonprofit sector
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service provider. The forces of devolution (Factor B) involve the sharing of
authority as public agencies seek to share the authority and responsibility for
meeting the needs of TANF participants with their community-based service
providers. Responsibility sharing also places unique pressures on community
building, whereby working together requires increased investments in mech-
anisms that promote trust, collaboration, interdisciplinary understanding,
and the centrality of empowering clients and communities to achieve self-suf-
ficiency. And finally, the interaction between privatization and devolution
(Factor C) suggests that there is a unique political and economic dynamic to
service contracting. The challenge is to empower those closest to the problem
(neighborhood-based service delivery) through the devolution of public pol-
icy authority and responsibility while, at the same time, addressing the
accountability attributes of privatization. The liberal (empowerment) and
conservative (accountability) philosophies underlying these two forces now
need to be redirected away from the old “business as usual” approach (where
there is a dominance of one philosophy over the other at different points in
time) toward a new focus on community building. Because both philosophies
include the shared goal of fostering self-sufficiency, the staff members who
hold these views need to redirect their energies and creativity toward the
goals of community building. This will clearly involve “new ways of doing
business,” especially when it comes to using outside third parties to facilitate
team building, trust, organizational learning, and ongoing collaboration.

The discussion, up to this point, has focused on the changing nature of the
relationship between nonprofits and public social service agencies within the
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Figure 1. Sociopolitical Forces Affecting the Relationship Between Nonprofits and the Pub-
lic Sector

context of welfare reform. With this foundation, it is now possible to explore
the implications of these changes and developments for future practice.

IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE IN NONPROFITS

Numerous practice implications flow out of this analysis. Issues of leader-
ship, communications, problem solving, facilitating, and evaluating call for
new or expanded skill sets on the part of existing line staff and managers.
Some of the facilitating and problem-solving challenges could be addressed
through the use of outside or third party technical assistance that respects the
different ways in which nonprofits and public agencies might choose to foster
“real collaboration.”

Although focusing primarily on collaboration between nonprofits, La
Piana (2001) noted that “real collaboration” needs to be distinguished from
“marriages of convenience” if it is to (a) foster trusting relationships (often
quite difficult to do in a frenetic service delivery environment where funding
is at stake); (b) focus on substantive issues requiring extensive interaction and
engagement, especially to manage conflicting points of view that may require
painful processes to resolve; (c) emphasize the voluntary aspects of collabora-
tion and reduce the coercive aspects associated with gaining or losing fund-
ing; and (d) promote a commitment to finding the time needed to nurture the
collaborative process.

There are also skill sets needed by line and management staff. As Salamon
(1995) has noted, managers of nonprofit organizations need to refine their
skills related to marketing, personnel management, strategic management,
and advocacy. Marketing refers to monitoring market trends, especially con-
sumer demand and competition from other service providers, as they use
“industry analyses” and market surveys to define and maintain a suitable
market niche. Personnel management refers to the pressures of both control-
ling staff salaries as well as raising them, minimizing supervisory hierarchies
to maintain solidarity with line staff, and maintaining the tradition of
volunteerism, given the potential for tensions between paid staff and
volunteers.

Strategic management in the nonprofit arena involves the challenge of
maintaining “a distinctive sense of organizational mission” that binds all
stakeholders together. The internal and external tensions need to be managed
in such a way as to ensure that new resources/contracts do not distort the his-
torical values and priorities of the organization. Salamon (1995) identified the
need to preserve the advocacy role of nonprofits, especially their strength in
serving as social critics of government policies and market sector forces, as
well as innovative thinking in policy development. Becoming enmeshed in
the marketplace and bottom-line considerations will make it difficult for man-
agers of nonprofits to find the time and incentives for continued advocacy.
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IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE IN THE PUBLIC SECTOR

In contrast to the non-profit sector, the public sector social service agencies
are also under immense pressure to upgrade and refine the skills of line staff,
especially as they make the transition from bureaucratic eligibility determina-
tion to community-based employability assistance. Outreach to the business
community requires new approaches to networking. Tracking information
inside and outside the agency requires new skills in using information sys-
tems. Promoting the interests of program participants involves the new use of
group work skills in forming job clubs as well as advocacy skills in the com-
munity. All these changes require staff to become more adept at managing
change, becoming more self-reflective practitioners, engaging in interdisci-
plinary teams, helping to define realistic workloads, and participating in
transforming the agency’s bureaucratic culture into a learning organization.

The challenges for public social service managers are equally daunting.
They include changing the culture of the agency from a “rule-bound” bureau-
cracy to a catalytic partner in collaboratively addressing the needs of the com-
munity. This can take the form of extensive community needs assessment
activity using public forums and interagency task forces. It also involves the
decentralization of services into neighborhood service centers, co-locating
services with other service providers, and developing new partnerships.
Internally, considerable attention needs to be given to restructuring the
agency, such as integrating separate programs, while at the same time encour-
aging the decentralization of service delivery into the neighborhoods. Calling
for increased teamwork is one thing, but actually restructuring the organiza-
tion to foster interdisciplinary teamwork using matrix management strategies
is something else. Similarly, it is also difficult to help staff increase their capac-
ity to engage in data-based planning and evaluation when many service activ-
ities are new and require new skills. The shift in emphasis from counting cli-
ents to assessing service outcomes can be a major undertaking.

All of these managerial changes related to welfare reform also involve a
process of redefining the relationships with nonprofit service providers. The
transition involves the shift from the privatization perspective of seeking the
highest quality services at the lowest price to the devolution perspective,
where nonprofits are seen as partners in addressing community problems
with the support of welfare reform public policy. The devolution process
includes the expansion of contracts with long-term service providers based on
their past efforts to successfully address the client needs of public social ser-
vice agencies. To maintain their contract service provider status, smaller
nonprofits are being pressured to either expand their infrastructure capabili-
ties to monitor client information and program finances, merge with others to
strengthen their managerial capacities, or go out of business.

The implementation of welfare-to-work programs refocuses the attention
of public social service agency managers on the infrastructure problems of
small nonprofits. Some examples include collaboration with other funders in

108 Austin

the community (e.g., United Way and local foundations) to compare notes on
current funding levels and the potential for shared goals, as well as providing
grants to nonprofits to address infrastructure needs including hardware, soft-
ware, technical assistance, and training.

The managerial skills needed to address all these changes in the partner-
ship between public and nonprofits organizations parallel those skills needed
to transform the internal operations of the public agency as a result of welfare
reform. These include enabling the partnerships to engage in data-based plan-
ning and evaluation with an emphasis on service outcomes, use of teamwork
skills to problem solve in contrast to the old contracting relationship focused
only on fiscal accountability, and engaging in more culturally competent
cross-cultural communications. Given the pace and magnitude of change, lit-
tle time has been devoted to educating each other about the different organiza-
tional cultures and capacities reflected in community-based nonprofits and
county-based public social service agencies. The evolving partnership
between public social service agencies and nonprofit service providers has
begun to open the door to the use of technical assistance, either by the staff of
the public social service agency or by third party consultants specializing in
management assistance.

In reviewing the skills sets needed by the staff in public agencies and
nonprofits, it is clear that they share the need for skill enhancement to main-
tain an effective partnership. The common skills needed include managing
time for collaboration, using outside technical assistance, managing conflict,
assessing service outcomes, fostering effective interagency communications,
managing scarce fiscal and human resources, and enhancing the commu-
nity-building process.

CONCLUSION

This journey through the land of changing relationships raises more ques-
tions than it answers. It is clear that the implementation of welfare reform in
the United States has had a substantial impact on the role of nonprofit service
providers as well as on their partners in the public social service agencies. The
journey began with the realization among public social service agency direc-
tors that the extensive public policy changes related to the welfare-to-work
programs required a new way of doing business. In the early days of imple-
mentation, it was not always clear what those new ways would be. The chang-
ing partnership needed to take into account the history of collaboration. As a
result, our journey needed to include an assessment of the advantages and dis-
advantages during the past several decades of public-private collaboration. It
is clear that future research questions and practice challenges need to be
framed to help chart future directions. We need to expand our understanding
of the partnership between nonprofits and public social service agencies in
some of the following areas: (a) more research on the administrative
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leadership needed to promote successful partnerships and the mutuality of
the goal-setting and evaluation process; (b) more attention to staff training
needed to promote successful collaborations, effective communications, and
creative management of financial and human resources; and (c) more evalua-
tion of the technical assistance processes used to assist nonprofits and public
social service agencies in managing the complexities of their ongoing
relationships.

The early returns of the evaluation of welfare reform implementation sug-
gest a complex picture of implementation with implications for both public
social service agencies and nonprofits. As Gais et al. (2001) have noted,

The most striking findings from the early implementation of TANF are
the size and scope of the opportunities and challenges, and the need for
time and stability to allow states and localities to work them out. These
systems cannot adapt well to instability with respect to money or policy.
The administrative structures involved are complex, often involving
hundreds, even thousands, of contracts, memoranda of understanding,
and informal agreements among a wide variety of public and private
agencies at all levels of government. . . . Making these systems work
demands enormous investments in staff training, information systems,
and contract negotiations, as well as informal adjustments and the build-
ing of trust among diverse state agencies, different levels of government,
service providers, and community organizations. (p. 63)

The challenges ahead will require administrative creativity and persever-
ance. The leadership of both public social service agencies and community
nonprofits will need to include individuals who have absorbed the institu-
tional memory of welfare reform implementation. This memory will be
needed to sustain relationships over time in order to maintain systems that
truly address the needs of low-income TANF participants and those who have
left the rolls but are still in need of assistance to achieve self-sufficiency. This is
a major challenge for a society with a short “attention span” on the issues of
poverty and a perpetual desire to move on to other problems confronting
America and the world at large.

Note

1. Adams and Perlmutter (1995); E. R. Alexander (1995); J. Alexander (1999); Alliance for Rede-
signing Government (1997); Alperin (1992); Bartik (1995); Bernstein (1991); Brown, Pitt, and
Hirota (1999); Craig, Klik, James, and Shamin (1998); Crittenden (2000); DeHoog (1984); Dina
(1993); East Bay Management Assistance Partnership Project (2000); Eggers and Ng (1993); Ferris
and Grady (1986); Golensky and DeRuiter (1999); Gooden (1998); Gronbjerg (1991, 1993);
Gronbjerg, Chen, and Stagner (1995); Harlan and Saidel (1994); Hasenfeld (1983); Hess, Mintun,
Moelhman, and Pitts (1992); Kettner and Martin (1994, 1996); Kohm, La Piana, Vergara-Lobo, and
Gowdy (2000); Kramer (1994); Kramer and Grossman (1987); Kramer and Terrell (1984); La Piana
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(1997); Liebschutz (1992); Light (2000); Lipsky and Smith (1989); Mann, McMillin, Rienzi, and
Eviston (1995); Maryland Association of Nonprofit Organizations (2000); McMurtry, Netting, and
Kettner (1991); National Commission for Employment Policy (1989); Nightingale and Pindus
(1997); O’Brien and Collier (1991); Ostrander (1987); Peters and Masaoka (2000); Saidel (1991);
Saidel and Harlan (1998); Salamon (1987, 1997); Sclar (2000); Scott and Meyer (1991); Singer and
Yankey (1991); Smith (1989); Smith and Lipsky (1993); Sosin (1990); Stein (2000); Stone, Bigelow,
and Crittenden (1999); Tuckman (1998); U.S. General Accounting Office (1996, 1997a, 1997b,
1998a, 1998b); Wolch (1990); Wynn (2000); Yates (1997a, 1997b, 1997c).
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One of the biggest challenges facing human service organizations

is the proliferation of information from inside and outside the

agency that needs to be managed if it is to be of use. The con-

cepts of tacit and explicit knowledge can inform an approach to

this challenge. Tacit knowledge is stored in the minds of prac-

titioners (often called practice wisdom) and the explicit knowl-

edge is often found in organizational procedure manuals and

educational and training materials. Building on this perspective,

this analysis provides a preliminary definition of research-minded

practitioners by explicating the elements of curiosity, critical re-

flection, and critical thinking. The organizational implications

of developing a cadre of research-minded practitioners include

the commitment of top management to support ‘‘link officers’’,

evidence request services, research and development units, and

service standards. The challenges include the capacity to iden-

tify/support research-minded practitioners, promote an organiza-

tional culture of evidence-informed practice, redefine staff devel-

opment and training, redefine job descriptions, and specify the

nature of managerial leadership.
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INTRODUCTION

In the process of building knowledge sharing systems in local, public sector
social service organizations, it has become increasing clear that more atten-
tion needs to be given to an array of organizational supports for practitioners
as well as to the identification and nurturing of research-minded practitioners
(Austin, Claassen, Vu, & Mizrahi, 2008). This analysis addresses this new
challenge for senior management by describing the emerging organizational
context for evidence-informed practice, an evolving definition of the crit-
ical elements of a research-minded practitioner, a beginning framework
for conceptualizing relevant organizational supports, and case examples of
organizational supports provided by national organizations in the United
Kingdom. It concludes with an emerging set of lessons learned and questions
to guide practice and future research.

Organizational Context

In this age of service accountability in the United States and United Kingdom,
increased attention is being given to measuring and assessing outcomes. This
development has placed new pressures on managers and practitioners to
specify service objectives and invest time and resources in measuring the
outcomes of these objectives. The efforts to establish, expand, update, and
refine information systems have been at the heart of this recent development.
While there has been considerable investment in this type of managerial
infrastructure, there has been much less attention given to the presentation,
dissemination, and utilization of the results coming out of these information
systems. Monthly or quarterly reports on services have focused over time
on outputs (e.g., how many clients served, etc.) and less on outcomes (e.g.,
level of change or improvement in client conditions). Even when outcome
data is available, it is rarely presented in a form that practitioners can either
understand or utilize to improve their practice.

At the same time that outcome measurement is being stressed, practition-
ers are being called upon to identify how evidence, either administrative data
emerging from their agency information systems or evidence emerging from
research centers, is being used to inform their practice. For some staff, the
language of evidence-informed practice is viewed as another mandate from
top management that needs to be accommodated. For others, the elements
of evidence-informed practice have challenged them to look for new ways
and promising practices that they might assess and incorporate into their
own practice. In addition to these internal organizational dynamics, there
is a growing interest (especially in the United Kingdom) to incorporate the
voices of service users and carers into the process of promoting evidence-
informed practice. All of these new developments are creating a new climate
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in which to reassess organizational-staff relations as well as organizational-
client relations.

One of the biggest challenges facing human service organizations is
the proliferation of information from inside and outside the agency that
needs to be managed if it is to be of use. The for-profit sector has the most
experience in the area of knowledge management, and the applications of
this experience to the public sector is captured in the concept of knowledge
sharing and knowledge transfer (Austin et al., 2008). The essential elements
of knowledge sharing are the use of tacit and explicit knowledge; namely,
the tacit knowledge stored in the minds of practitioners (often called practice
wisdom) and the explicit knowledge reflected in organizational procedure
manuals and the textbooks developed to prepare practitioners.

The concept of knowledge transfer relates to the substantial investment
made by organizations in the on-the-job training of staff and the capac-
ity to transfer new learning back to the workplace. Both of the processes
of knowledge sharing and knowledge transfer rely upon the capacities of
intermediary organizations (e.g., universities, institutes, consortia, etc.) or
intermediary units within organizations (e.g., research, policy, evaluation
staff, or link officers) to effectively disseminate knowledge and promote
utilization (Anthony & Austin, 2008). In light of the challenges presented by
knowledge management, it is clear that very few of them can take place until
human service organizations adopt the principles of a learning organization
and reflect them in their mission, future directions, and practices modeled
by senior management (Austin & Hopkins, 2004).

Defining the Research-Minded Practitioner

The definition of the research-minded practitioner depends on who does the
defining. If educators do the defining, it usually focuses on becoming knowl-
edgeable research consumers (sometimes referred to as appraisal training in
the contest of agency training programs) and/or becoming a beginning social
science researcher. If practitioners do the defining, it often includes aspects of
the following: (a) an essential practitioner attribute, (b) a capacity to critically
reflect on practice to develop researchable questions, (c) a capacity to be
informed by knowledge and research related to social work values, and
(d) capacity to understand research designs and related methodologies in
order to theorize about practice (Harrison & Humphreys, 1998).

The growth and support of a research-minded practitioner is often
assumed to emerge as a result of attending research courses while pur-
suing professional education at the undergraduate and/or graduate level of
a college or university where practitioners gain an overview of research
methods and are encouraged to conduct research projects. However, given
the fact that most research courses are taught without much attention to
practice, many practitioners acquire either a limited appreciation of research
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or a negative perception of its relevance to practice. As a result, it often
falls to the workplace and on-the-job learning experiences for practitioners
to begin to value the use of data and see the value of research within an
organizational practice context.

An example of a career trajectory of a research-minded practitioner is
presented in Appendix A. There are several important processes buried
within such a trajectory, one of which is curiosity or interest in finding
explanations to practice dilemmas:

I increasingly found myself in a process of exploring research and think-
ing about methodological issues that were interesting, stimulating, and
empowering : : : the movement from being concrete to identifying pat-
terns that are informed by previous knowledge and theories were very
enlightening : : : my mind had been opened up and I was seeing practice
and service delivery in a new light : : : (R. MacRae, PhD, Research and
Development Director, Institute for Research and Innovation in Social
Services, personal communication, August 21, 2008)

Have a capacity to engage in critical reflection of one’s practice also emerged
as an important process:

My feeling is that this intellectual work, required for evidence-informed
practice can be very challenging for practitioners as it requires time
and support to reflect and make judgments. Perhaps most challenging,
the process raises questions about what you are doing and why (this
uncertainty, in the first instance, can be quite overwhelming but it is part
of the learning process that many practitioners are not exposed to) : : :

(R. MacRae, personal communication, August 21, 2008)

In line with critically reflecting on one’s practice, having a capacity to engage
in critical thinking about available knowledge usually reflected explicitly
in the research literature is another important process for research-minded
practice:

Making the transition from viewing individual clients as unique to seeing
common patterns in their behaviors and searching for similarities and
differences and speculating on the reasons why these patterns occurred
: : : I was questioning pretty much everything and my efforts to chal-
lenge common practices probably threatened some of my colleagues
: : : of course the relationship between evidence and practice is not
straight forward and implementing research findings is most challenging.
(R. MacRae, personal communication, August 21, 2008)

These three elements are the focus of the next section, and examined fur-
ther especially in relationship to facilitating research-informed practice (see
Figure 1).
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FIGURE 1 Key elements of the research minded.

EXPLORING CURIOSITY AND INTEREST

Curiosity is an approach-oriented motivational state associated with asking
questions, examining/manipulating interesting images/objects, reading ex-
haustively, and/or persisting on challenging tasks. The function of curiosity is
to learn, explore, and immerse oneself in an interesting topic/event. Curiosity
also serves a broader function of building knowledge and competence.

In the process of defining curiosity, Kashdan and Silvia (2009) note that
curiosity can include the recognition, pursuit, and intense desire to explore
novel, challenging, and uncertain events. It is an innate characteristic of
humans that varies in its level of intensity but is always present to some
degree (Harvey, Novicevic, Leonard, & Payne, 2007). To truly appreciate
the importance of curiosity in nearly every area of human activity, it is
important to examine its fundamental attributes. According to Loewenstein
(1994), curiosity is voluntary, intense, transient, immediate, stimulus-bound,
and varying in satisfaction. It is caused when focusing on a gap in one’s
knowledge. Curiosity also can result from a motivation to increase one’s
competence related to mastering one’s environment (Deci, 1975).

Over a century of psychological study has resulted in several different
models of curiosity. Berlyne (1971; cited in Silvia, 2006, p. 33) proposed
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that new, complex, and surprising things activate a reward system related to
exploring novel things (externally stimulated) and identified four approaches
to understanding curiosity: (a) epistemic curiosity (desire for knowledge),
(b) perceptual curiosity (aroused by novel stimuli), (c) specific curiosity (de-
sire for a particular piece of information), and (d) diverse curiosity (general
seeking of stimulation). In Berlyne’s research he identified situations that
aroused curiosity as complex, novel, uncertain, and conflict-laden (Berlyne,
1954a cited in Silvia, 2006, p. 180).

Curiosity and interest have also been placed within the category of
knowledge emotions (Keltner & Shiota, 2003) that are associated with learn-
ing and thinking as well as the building of knowledge, skills, relationships,
and wellbeing (Kashdan & Steger, 2007). By connecting curiosity to interests,
an appraisal model of curiosity can help to explain why people don’t find
the same things interesting, why interest changes dynamically over time, and
why feelings of curiosity vary in response to similar events.

Kashdan, Rose, and Fincham (2004) further elaborated on curiosity as
a knowledge emotion, proposing that curiosity is a ‘‘positive emotional-
motivational system associated with the recognitions, pursuit, self-regulation
of novel and challenging opportunities’’ (p. 291). This personal growth model
of curiosity differs from motivation or cognitive models in that it assumes that
curiosity stems from a person’s interest in self-development. In this more
recent area of research, Litman and Jimerson (2004) have proposed that
individual differences in curiosity can reflect either curiosity as a feeling of
interest or as a frustration about not knowing something. As an emotional-
motivational state, curiosity is complex in that its arousal can involve positive
feelings of interest associated with the anticipation of learning something
new, as well as relatively unpleasant feelings of uncertainty due to a lack
of knowledge (Litman & Jimerson, 2004). Curiosity is aroused by novel
questions, complex ideas, ambiguous statements, and unsolved problems, all
of which may point to a ‘‘gap’’ in one’s knowledge and reveal a discrepancy
between that which one knows and desires to know (Litman & Spielberger,
2003; Loewenstein, 1994). It has become increasingly clear that curiosity is
influenced by both situation and disposition where situational interventions
can stimulate a disposition to satisfy one’s curiosity.

The model of situational and individual curiosity includes three types
of curiosity: (a) individual interest is a dispositional tendency to be curious
about a certain domain (individual differences in what people find interest-
ing), (b) when someone with an individual interest encounters an activity
relevant to the interest, actualized interest arises, and (c) curiosity is caused
by external aspects of activities and objects that may involve complexity, nov-
elty, uncertainty, conflict and/or inherently emotional content (Hidi, 1990;
Hidi & Anderson, 1992; cited in Silvia, 2006, p. 184).

Lowenstein (1994) offers an intriguing theory of curiosity based on
information theory. He proposes an information gap theory, which ‘‘views
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curiosity as arising when attention becomes focused on a gap in one’s
knowledge’’ (p. 86). Such information gaps produce the feeling of depri-
vation labeled curiosity. He notes, ‘‘The curious individual is motivated to
obtain the missing information needed to reduce or eliminate the feelings
of deprivation’’ (p. 87). Thereby, nurturing practitioners’ curiosity may also
facilitate the development of research-minded practice, with the following
implications for the development of staff:

1. Curiosity requires a pre-existing knowledge base and the need to ‘‘prime
the pump’’ to stimulate information acquisition in the initial absence of
curiosity.

2. To stimulate curiosity, it is important to recognize/increase staff awareness
of manageable gaps in their knowledge, helping staff ‘‘know what they
don’t know.’’

3. As staff gain knowledge in a particular area, they are not only likely to
perceive gaps in their knowledge but those gaps will become smaller
relative to what they already know. Staff members are likely to become
progressively more curious about the topics that they know the most
about.

4. The intriguing intersections of cognition and emotion suggest that interests
promote learning (Schiefele, 1999; Son & Metcalf, 2000; cited in Silvia,
2006, p. 204).

5. Curiosity-induced behaviors such as information seeking can play a mean-
ingful role in workplace learning as well as in job performance (Reio &
Wiswell, 2000).

Ultimately, staff members who are curious are able to challenge their
views of self, others, and the world around them as they seek out infor-
mation, knowledge, and skills. This process can provide a pathway to the
building of a meaningful work life that is supported by a focus on the present
(mindful engagement, sense of meaningfulness) and the future (continuous
search for meaning with minimal concern about obstacles).

CRITICAL REFLECTION

One of the specific contributions of workplace learning is the emphasis on
informal and socially situated learning that focuses on the everyday ways
that people learn within specific work situations (Argote, 2005; cited in Fook,
2008, p. 7). Hager (2004; cited in Fook, 2008, p. 8) argues that we need to
view learning as a reflection process in which learners construct their learning
in interaction with their environments. In this sense, reflection is more about
the processes by which individuals think about their experience and learn
about this in organizational context (Fook, 2008, p. 10). The process includes
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the recapturing, noticing, and re-evaluating of their experience and ‘‘to work
with their experiences to turn it into learning’’ (Boud et al., 1993, p. 9; cited
in Fook, 2008, p. 24).

Reflection refers broadly to the intellectual and emotional processes by
which individuals change their thinking in order to make meaning of and
thus learn from experience (Fook, 2008, p. 33). This may involve many
different activities and processes and many different changes in different
types of knowledge. Reflection, therefore, can take many different forms,
and be enacted in many different ways. According to Fook (2008), learning
from experience is not prompted by the existence of experience per se, but
by the disquiet or discomfort that some experiences entail and reflection
is the key element in response to this disquiet. For example, reflection
more specifically refers to the notion of discrepancies between professional
practice as enacted and the need to expose the tacit assumptions inherent
in enacted practice to resolve the discrepancies. Reflective practice therefore
involves the unearthing of implicit assumptions by professionals in their
own work.

While critical reflection refers to general thinking processes to make
meaning from experience, there are several specific theories that differentiate
those processes and changes. For example, ‘‘Transformative learning refers to
the process by which we transform our taken-for-granted frames of reference
: : : to make them more inclusive : : : and reflective as that they may generate
beliefs and opinions that will prove more true or justified to take action’’
(Mezirow, 2000, pp. 7–8; cited in Fook, 2008, p. 35). Transformative learning
is linked to critical reflection when it transforms ‘‘frames of reference within
the scope of one’s awareness through critical reflection on assumptions’’
(Mezirow, 1998, p. 190; cited in Fook, 2008, p. 35).

By recognizing and allowing the expression of the disquieted or emo-
tional elements of professional practice, critical reflection may provide in-
valuable support in sustaining workers in difficult or anxiety-producing work
situations. It also may assist in managing some of the organizational dynamics
which are driven by emotions. For example, by understanding how power
works (implicitly and explicitly) in an organization, critical reflection may
help workers gain a sense of their own power and see different ways in
which to create organizational changes (Fook, 2008, p. 39). For instance,
critical reflection may be used as a form of dialogue which ‘‘involves learning
how to learn from one’s own experiences and learning how to learn from
the experiences of others’’ (Schein, 1993, p. 82; cited in Fook, 2008, p. 40).

Critical reflection is a process which may be used to mine tacit knowl-
edge and make tacit knowledge more assessable so it can be more or-
ganizationally acknowledged and changed. To quote Senge (1990, p. 12;
cited in Fook, p. 40), ‘‘A learning organization is a place where people
are continually discovering how they create their reality and how they can
change it.’’ According to Fook (2008, p. 40) essential elements of the learning
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process involve critical reflection processes that involve cognitive, emotional,
and action elements throughout, and some of the following: (a) initial dis-
crepant experience; (b) examination of discrepancy with regard to both
past experiences and cultural contexts; (c) re-examination of past experi-
ences/interpretations; (d) reconstruction of past and present experiences in
this light; and (e) testing the resulting interpretations (in action).

Steps in the Critical Reflections Process

The reflective process includes several different stages or levels. Williams
(2001) identified the following key stages: (a) awareness of an event or
situation that creates puzzlement, surprise, or discomfort, (b) an analysis of
the situation leads to an examination of current knowledge, perceptions,
and assumptions, and (c) revised assumptions that lead to a new sense of
balance.

Step #1: Creating awareness. Identifying the discomfort that some ex-
periences entail is a key element of critical reflection. Reflective practice
involves staff in exploring the implicit assumptions in their own work based
on perceived discrepancies between a practitioner’s beliefs, values, or as-
sumptions and new information, knowledge, understanding, or insight. Ac-
cording to Stein (2000), the learning strategies designed to create awareness
in individuals and work groups include dialogue journals (Kottkamp, 1990
and Meziro, 1990; both cited in Stein, 2000), diaries (Heath, 1998; Orem,
1997; both cited in Stein, 2000), action learning groups (Williamson, 1997,
cited in Stein, 2000), autobiographical stories (Brookfield, 1995; cited in Stein,
2000), and sketching (Willis, 1999; cited in Stein, 2000).

Three additional techniques often used in critical reflection include
critical incidents, diaries, and small group processes. Critical incidents are
used in teaching critical reflection (Hunt, 1996; cited in Stein, 2000) as a way
to critically examine one’s beliefs and (Newman, 2000) positive or negative
experiences. Creating a safe and structured climate can increase the willing-
ness to share difficult experiences (Haddock, 1997; cited in Stein, 2000). Diary
keeping or journaling involves recording events and reactions to events for
later reflection (Heath, 1998; Mackintosh, 1998; Orem, 1997; and Williamson,
1997; all cited in Stein, 2000). The limitations of this approach may include
the lack of writing skills and expressive skills, or the inability to confront
comfortable assumptions (Heath, 1998; Orem, 1997; and Wellington, 1996;
all cited in Stein, 2000). Using a small group process to share experiences,
personal insights, and ideas among practitioners is another reflective strategy
to develop ways of improving professional practice (Graham, 1995; cited in
Stein, 2000). Using the concept of ‘‘externalization,’’ Nonaka and Takeuchi
(1995; cited in van Woerkom, 2004) place reflection in a process of social
interaction between individuals devoted to the development of new explicit
knowledge out of tacit knowledge.
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Step #2: Analyses. Questioning is an essential component of critical
reflection that is needed to make explicit assumptions explicit and to validate
underlying premises. Brookfield (1988; cited in Clark, 2008) identified four
processes for analyzing critical reflections:

� Assumption analysis—activity engaged in to bring awareness of beliefs,
values, cultural practices, and social structures that regulate behavior in
order to assess their impact on daily activities (making explicit the ‘‘taken-
for-granted’’ notions of reality).

� Contextual awareness—identify how assumptions are created within spe-
cific historical and cultural contexts.

� Imaginative speculation—opportunities to challenge prevailing ways of
knowing and acting by imagining alternative ways of thinking.

� Reflective skepticism—represents the combination of assumption analysis,
contextual awareness, and imaginative speculation needed to question
claims of universal truths or unexamined patterns of interaction.

Step #3: Action. The primary outcome of critical reflection is an in-
creased ability to reflect and act on newly formed knowledge understandings
based on reconstructing experiences in the light of new interpretations or
areas for further elaboration (Stein, 2000). At the individual level, critical
reflection can increase a practitioner’s understanding of the need for change,
the complexity of personal or interpersonal dynamics, and the prospects for
future action by:

� Identifying and constructing shared meanings from critical reflection ex-
periences.

� Identifying and developing ways in which this shared meaning can be
supported at the colleague, group, and organizational levels.

� Identifying new ways to make tacit knowledge more explicit in the form
of new organizational processes that link organizational learning with the
development of a culture of learning that is essential for the growth of
learning organizations.

Critical reflection provides an opportunity for managers and practitioners to
learn from their own experiences as well as the experiences of others. Critical
reflection contributes to a learning organization where staff can continuously
discover how they create reality and how they can change it. Engaging
colleagues in critical reflection allow practitioners and managers to examine
differing views from their own. Understanding the views of practitioners
is essential for building the trust that is critical for developing the creative
tension need to encourage learning.

� When it comes to organizational supports for critical reflection, it is clear
that management needs to provide a safe space where practitioners/
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managers have the freedom to build their understanding of how their
own experiences shape, and are shaped by, social conditions (Ecclestone,
1996; and Mackintosh, 1998; both cited in Stein, 2000). This process is
based on the following assumptions:

� Power is both personal and organizational;
� Practitioners/managers participate in their own sense of being dominated;
� Organizational change is both personal and collective;
� Evidence is both empirical and constructed; and
� Dialogue and communication are essential in critical reflection.

In summary, with the appropriate organizational supports, the use of
the steps in critical reflection (creating awareness, conducting analysis, and
action) can lead to the following outcomes (Fook, 2008, p. 41):

� Increased understanding of the connections between individual and orga-
nizational identity (and ways of preserving individual integrity).

� Increased understanding of the need to acknowledge, express, and accept
emotion in individual work and organizational dynamics, to both support
workers and improve organizational processes and practices.

� Increased capacity to use an awareness of power (both personal and
organizational) in helping staff to see different possibilities for change.

� Increased capacity to make sense of organizational issues.
� Increased capacity to ‘‘mine’’ the tacit knowledge (about both being and

doing) related to individual and group/organizational practices in order to
make these explicit and allow reformulation.

CRITICAL THINKING AND DECISION MAKING

Decision making is at the heart of social service practice (e.g., making and
using client assessments for service planning and evaluation) (Gambrill,
2005). The quality of well-reasoned practice decisions depends precisely
on the quality of the thought involved. If we want to think effectively,
we need to understand the rudiments of a thought process (Elder & Paul,
2007). Several structures can be used to describe the critical thinking process.
The eight-part structure developed by Elder and Paul (2007) is illustrated in
Figure 1 and the process explained as follows:

When we think, we think for a purpose within a point of view based on
assumptions leading to implications and consequences. We use concepts,
ideas, and theories to interpret data, facts and experiences in order to
answer questions, solve problems, and resolve issues. These elements
are interrelated. If you change your purpose or agenda, you change your
questions and problems. If you change your questions and problems, you
are forced to seek new information and data. (p. 5)
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This eight-part structure (Elder & Paul, 2007) is used to outline the next
sections and the outline is supplemented with material from Gambrill (2005,
2006).

Identify Fundamental Purpose

Several questions can be used to help determine the fundamental purpose
of the social services practice decision. What exactly is the issue or pattern of
behaviors that you want to understand or what data or information have you
received or want to receive? What context can be used to clarify the issue
(program changes or big picture concerns related to connecting personal
trouble to social issues)? What am I trying to accomplish?

Develop Questions

A key step in critical thinking is translating practice and policy issues or
concerns into specific, answerable questions and stating them as clearly and
precisely as you can (Gambrill, 2006, p. 287). Different kinds of questions
illicit different types of information and require different forms of analysis.
Examples of different types of questions include the following (Gibb, 2003;
Sacket et al., 1997; both cited in Gambill, 2006, p. 291): (a) For people
recently exposed to a catastrophic event, what evidence exists to support
brief psychological debriefing or doing nothing in order to avoid or minimize
the likelihood of post-traumatic stress disorder? And (b) For adolescents in
foster care, what is the evidence that early home visitation programs reduce
the frequency of delinquency?

Experience may be a valuable source of ideas about what may be true,
(Gambrill, 2006, p. 80). However, experience must be critically appraised
using additional sources of information related to practice such as ‘‘what
works, for what client, in what circumstances, and to what effect?’’ Are there
other studies that support the findings? Do the findings apply across popu-
lations or only for certain populations? Also, some suggest that answerable
questions need to be posed as part of critical thinking: (a) how can the
population be described; (b) what interventions are relevant to address the
need of the population; (c) how can the interventions be compared; and
(d) what are the outcomes? (Sackett et al., 1997, 2000; as cited in Gambrill,
2005, p. 289). Gibbs (2003; cited in Gambrill 2005, p. 289) referred to these as
COPES questions because they are client-oriented, have practical importance,
can be used to search the literature, and can be used to identify outcomes.

Point of View

Critical thinking includes the search for the big picture to identify and make
explicit underlying or opposing points of view (Gambrill, 2006, p. 30). In
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everyday practice, it is often easy to forget about economic, political, and
social context in which personal and social problems are defined (Gambrill,
2006, p. 31). Therefore, when thinking critically, it is important to clarify the
influence of values and standards used in decision making. Values can be
defined as the social principles, goals, or standards held by an individual,
group, or society. Values reflect preferences regarding certain goals and how
to attain them. They are used to support decisions at many different levels
(Gambrill, 2006).

Problems are often socially constructed and defined differently at dif-
ferent times and receive more or less attention (Gambrill, 2006). In addition,
resources available to address personal and social problems are related to
larger structural variables (Gambrill, 2006). There are many organizational
factors that influence a practitioner’s decisions (e.g., large caseloads, lack
of clear policy concerning priorities, contradictory demands from diverse
sources, availability of resources, social and time pressures, perceived value
of task, goals pursued, access to information, and agency culture) (Gambrill,
2006).

Operating Assumptions

An assumption is an assertion that we either believe to be true in spite of a
lack of evidence of its truth or are willing to accept as true for purposes of
debate or discussion (Gambrill, 2006). A recommended question for checking
for assumptions is—What am I taking for granted?

Identification of bias is central to critically appraising the quality of
research and decision making. Bias is a systematic ‘‘leaning to one side’’
that distorts the accuracy of thinking. For example, we tend to seek and
overweigh evidence that supports our beliefs and ignore and under weigh
contrary evidence (Nickerson, 1998; cited in Gambrill, 2006, p. 227) (i.e., we
try to justify or confirm assumptions rather than to question them).

Oversimplifications can be based on biases about certain groups, indi-
viduals, or behaviors that influence our judgments (Gambrill, 2006). Gener-
alizations influence what we do and what we believe. They are quick and
easy and we do not have to think about all the ways in which a client, for
example, may not fit pre-conceptions. However, if the degree of variability is
underestimated, a chance is lost to identify clues about what a person is like
or may do in certain situations. If we search only for evidence that supports
a stereotype, we may miss more accurate alternative accounts (Gambrill,
2006).

Implications and Consequences

Different ways of defining problems have different consequences. Critical
thinking requires an evaluation of options, taking into account the advan-

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f C

al
ifo

rn
ia

, B
er

ke
le

y]
 a

t 1
3:

07
 2

5 
A

pr
il 

20
16

 



A Lifetime of Scholarship • Selected Publications150

Research-Minded Practitioners 187

tages and disadvantages of possible decisions before acting. What conse-
quences are likely to follow from this or that decision?

Essential Concepts

Gambrill (2006) points out the importance of clarifying and analyzing the
meanings of words and phrases. Practitioners use words to describe people
and events, to describe relationships between behavior and events and to
express evaluations, and language is used in posing and ‘‘thinking’’ about
practice questions (p. 123). Language may compromise the quality of de-
cisions through (a) carelessness, (b) lack of skill in writing and thinking,
and (c) deliberate intent. Some common errors in clarifying and analyzing
the meaning of words and phrases, include: (a) incorrectly applying labels,
(b) assuming that a word has one meaning when words have different
meanings in different contexts, and (c) using vague terms (p. 131). If terms
are not clarified, different meanings may be derived.

What Information is Needed?

Observation is always selective and is influenced by our theories and related
concepts. We are influenced by our own evolutionary history in how we see
and react to the world as well as by the culture in which we have grown
up. According to Gambrill (2006), we see what we expect to see. Therefore,
we need to collect information carefully by asking such questions as:

� What data is most helpful in making evidence-informed decisions?
� How can such data be obtained?
� When has enough information been collected?
� How should contradictory data be handled?
� What criteria should be used to check the accuracy of data?
� How can inaccurate and incomplete accounts be avoided?
� Does the measure reflect the characteristic it is supposed to measure?

(Gambrill 2006, p. 466)

What Does it Mean? Interpretation and Inference

Basic to deriving meaning is the critical discussion and testing of theories
(eliminating errors through criticism). What is called scientific objectivity is
simply the fact that no scientific theory is accepted as dogma, and that all the-
ories are tentative and are continuously open to rational, critical discussion
aimed at the elimination of errors (Popper, 1994, p. 160; cited in Gambrill,
2006, p. 103). Scientists are often wrong and find out that they are wrong by
testing their predictions. In this way, better theories (those that can account
for more findings) replace earlier ones. Unexamined speculation may result
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in acceptance of incomplete or incorrect accounts of problems. Untested
speculation can get in the way of translating problems into outcomes that,
if achieved, would resolve problems (Gambrill, 2006). The kinds of infer-
ences questioned in an evidence-informed assessment include the following:
(a) frequency of a problem, (b) contextual factors, (c) accuracy of assessment
measures, and (d) accuracy of different practice frameworks.

Additional analytic techniques that are used in critical thinking include:
(a) identifying significant similarities and differences, (b) recognizing con-
tradictions and inconsistencies, and (c) analyzing and evaluating arguments,
interpretations, beliefs, or theories. Evaluating an argument is a classic critical
thinking technique to understand a problem. An argument is a group of
statements one or more of which (the premises) support or provide evidence
for another (conclusion). An argument is aimed at suggesting the truth (or
demonstrating the falsity) of a claim. A good argument offers reasons and
evidence so that other people can make up their own minds. Argument
is an essential form of inquiry. It provides a way to evaluate the accuracy
of different views. Steps to analyze an incomplete argument include the
following from (Nicerkson, 1986a, p. 87; cited in Gambrill, p. 74).

1. Identify the conclusion or key assertion,
2. List all the other explicit assertions that make up the argument as given,
3. Add any unstated assertions that are necessary to make the argument

complete (Put them in parentheses to distinguish them from assertions
that are explicit in the argument as given),

4. Order the premises (or supporting assertions) and conclusion (or key
assertion) so as to show the structure of the argument.

In summary, critical thinking involves the careful examination and evaluation
of beliefs, arguments, and actions by considering alternative views to arrive
at well-reasoned decisions, for example, ‘‘paying attention to the process of
how we think, not just the outcome’’ (Gambrill, 2005, p. 253).

In an effort to integrate all three elements of a research-minded prac-
titioner, Figure 2 summarizes the elements and provides the conceptual
foundation for the construction of training and course curricula.

DEFINING ORGANIZATIONAL SUPPORT

The traditional forms of organizational supports are usually located in a
range of professional development activities for practitioners. They include
taking an educational leave to complete a degree program or a more time-
limited certificate to workplace related activities that include learning from
a performance evaluation, participating in induction or specialized training,
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FIGURE 2 Eight basic structures of critical thinking (Elder & Paul, 2007).

effective supervision, and/or given a special assignment that involves new
learning.

The newer forms of organizational support can be found in an array of
examples from the United Kingdom where the implementation of evidence-
informed practice has had a longer lifespan. The examples noted in this
section include the role of top management, the use of link officers, the
use of an evidence request service, the use of agency-based research and
development units, the role of service standards (and accreditation), and the
sharing/learning from other organizations.

Commitment of Top Management

Since the design and management of organizational support systems are of-
ten the responsibility of senior management, it is logical to start with the role
of top management in supporting evidence-informed practice. According to
Research in Practice (2006) in their publication entitled Firm Foundations: A

Practical Guide to Organizational Support for the Use of Evidence-informed

Practice (see Attachment 1 for abridged version), organizational support
includes: (a) giving strategic leadership, (b) setting expectations, (c) sup-
porting local research, (d) improving access to research, and (e) encourage
learning from research. Setting directions and expectations involves bringing
together and consulting with any staff interested in evidence-informed prac-
tice, often led by one or more senior staff members who can demonstrate
how evidence-informed practice can be linked to both planning and review
processes.
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A second dimension of organizational support involves increasing staff
competence related to evidence-informed practice through training and on-
going support. The support could include outcome measurement, opportu-
nities to use data-based websites, leading focus groups with service users,
and involving student interns. The roles of senior management related to
research (modeling critical thinking, incorporating evidence into agency doc-
uments, and maintaining research partnerships with universities, institutes,
and consultants) are identified in Appendix B.

Another approach for senior management is to identify the role of
evidence-informed practice in the organization’s mission statement. For ex-
ample, Barnardo’s in the United Kingdom has developed the following com-
ponent for their agency’s mission statement related to:

� Improving outcomes for children based evidence-informed decision-
making: Service development and design are driven by evidence drawn
from performance evaluation data derived from existing services and/or
external research evidence.

� Practice decisions are based on the best available evidence (external re-
search, views of service users, government service audits, program evalu-
ations, and expertise of managers and practitioners).

� Practice is monitored, evaluated, and performance data generated to en-
sure that intended outcomes are being achieved and not causing harm.

� If staff is unsure about the effectiveness of an approach or intervention,
pilot efforts are evaluated before full scale implementation.

While there are multiple staff barriers to achieving this mission (e.g., work
pressures and lack of time, lack of research knowledge, lack of practical
supports and resources, relevance of current research to practice, etc.), it is
also recognized that senior management can help to address these barriers
by:

� Demonstrating a clear commitment to the mission;
� Investing organizational resources in staff training and senior staff facilita-

tion as well as Internet access;
� Build evidence-informed practice into ongoing organizational processes

(e.g., supervision, team meetings, reading opportunities, Internet search-
ing, etc.);

� Increasing communications devoted to sharing practice knowledge up and
down as well as across the organization;

� Managing and sharing in-house (administrative) data and ensuring that
information reaches the people who need it;

� Using evidence to inform (influence) public policy;
� Modeling reflective practice as an organizational norm by creating a learn-

ing organization that values curiosity, inquiry, and life-long learning; and
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� Supporting communities of practice that bring practitioners in similar areas
together on a regular basis to work on similar issues and share resources.

Link Officers

Another approach to creating organizational support for evidence-informed
practice features the role and functions of staff members who serve as Link
Officers (Research in Practice, 2006). The role can be carried out by a staff
member or a group of staff working as part of a knowledge sharing team.
While each organization can shape the role to meet its own needs, the link
officer role often includes one or more of the following:

� Fostering relationships between agency and research organizations (e.g.,
universities);

� Helping staff use service evaluation research to improve services and
outcomes;

� Identifying opportunities for special projects and partnerships;
� Contributing to the integration of evidence-informed practice in the agency;
� Participating in multi-county knowledge sharing projects when they ben-

efit the agency;
� Coordinating learning events, disseminating materials, and encouraging

the use of relevant websites.

The implementation of the link officer concept can include a wide
variety of activities. If the role is shared with a group of key managers, it
could include monthly meetings that involve: (a) sharing external reports
with specific staff along with an overview of key findings and possible
relevance for practice, (b) assessing the transfer of learning from various
learning events, (c) sharing information on agency intranet site, (d) co-
ordinating student research projects by including relevant staff members,
(e) assisting staff with the conduct of small evaluation projects, (f ) supporting
staff with the presentation of in-house or outside research at staff meetings,
(g) promoting research collaboration with local universities, (h) fostering
greater service user involvement in evaluating services, (i) including content
on evidence-informed practice in staff induction programs, and (j) promoting
more staff training related to becoming a more research-minded practitioner.

Evidence Request Service

While senior management often has access to analysts or evaluators who
have the skills and resources to engage in quick literature searches, this is
often not the case for middle-management and line staff. It is clear that the
research interests of top management are often different than those of line
staff. As a result, the search for evidence is different. Senior management
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tends to focus more on the issues facing populations being serviced (e.g.,
why are there so many children of color entering the child welfare system)
while line staff tend to be more interested in learning about interventions or
‘‘what works’’ with specific types of clients.

One approach to address this dilemma is the development of an Evi-
dence Request Service (ERS) by Barnardo’s in the United Kingdom. Building
upon the publications from a nationally funded project (What Works for
Children, Economic and Social Research Council, 2001–2005), the ERS was
launched in 2004 to improve staff access to relevant and reliable research
evidence and to increase the use of research evidence in service planning
and delivery. Based on specific requests from staff that are refined for data-
based searching, the ERS operation (one full time researcher and an assistant)
informs staff to existing research and information inside and outside the
organization through the use of a comprehensive online search for the most
rigorous and relevant research related to the topic under investigation. Staff
members are then provided with a clear and easy-to-read summary (3–
5 pages) that identifies some preliminary implications so that staff can meet
to develop their own implications for practice. With a sufficiently refined
search topic, the literature review summaries can be produced in up to eight
weeks (at an average cost of $350 and an average time of 10.3 hours based
on an hourly rate of $35 for skilled electronic database searcher, without
costs associated with managing this service).

Some of the topics researched in the first several years of operation
included:

� What is the best way to involve young fathers with children on the child
protection register?

� What are the best counseling interventions for sexually abused children?
� What are the effects of abuse and neglect on brain functioning and cog-

nitive development?
� What are the risk factors associated with sibling sexual abuse?
� What works with children of parents who abuse substances?
� What works in emergency and short-term foster placements?

Research and Development Unit

One of the most innovative forms of organizational support can be found
in the local public social service agency in Helsinki, Finland. When staff
members were unable to find relevant research related to their practice
concerns, they needed a venue for engaging in small scale studies to build
their own foundation for evidence-informed practice. When staff defined
the research questions (in contract to those developed by academics, policy
analysts, and/or senior management), a form of practice research was begun
and needed a place to thrive. When the Helsinki department established an

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f C

al
ifo

rn
ia

, B
er

ke
le

y]
 a

t 1
3:

07
 2

5 
A

pr
il 

20
16

 



A Lifetime of Scholarship • Selected Publications156

Research-Minded Practitioners 193

agency-based Practice Research & Development Unit (R&D), it was created
to help staff explore client and service delivery issues emerging from their
practice.

The R&D Unit has several unique operating features: (a) staff can submit
a plan for conducting a piece of exploratory research, provided that it relates
to the strategic directions of the department, (b) if the topic is selected,
they can be re-assigned to the R&D Unit for a period of time (a year or
more) along with a small number of other staff working on different topics,
(c) staff are supervised by a part-time researcher from the faculty of a local
university social work department who rotate through the unit for a period of
time (a year or more), (d) most approved research projects include multiple
perspectives (staff, administration, service users, and faculty researchers), and
(e) the research process includes weekly case presentations (internal staff or
external experts), weekly journal clubs, involvement of students currently
placed in the agency, and annual senior staff presentations. The outcomes
of the R&D Unit include:

� Expanded number of research-minded practitioners;
� Increased faculty involvement in practice research;
� Increased agency capacity to identify and disseminate promising practices;
� Increased agency capacity to focus on service outcomes and improve

service effectiveness;
� Increased opportunity to elicit service user perspectives;
� Expanded venue for agency–university collaborative research; and
� Enhanced in-house think tank capacity to engage in policy-relevant re-

search.

Service Standards

As noted earlier, one of the strongest rationales for providing organizational
support for evidence-informed practice can be found in the current pressure
on social service agencies for increased accountability in the form of mea-
suring outcomes. These new pressures often require a change in the culture
of an organization that has been more concerned with serving as many
clients as possible than with measuring service outcomes. As a result, senior
management often finds itself searching for tools to use in communicating the
importance of outcomes with staff. However, Research in Practice (UK) has
developed a promising communications tool called Performance Pointers.
These publications are designed for dissemination to staff and combine the
following critical ingredients of outcome assessment:

� A full explanation of a service standard in terms of its policy origins
and rationale (e.g., stability of placements of foster children in terms of
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number of moves related to: (a) increasing choice of placements, (b) de-
veloping/supporting foster carers, (c) using multi-disciplinary treatments,
(d) stabilizing placements of older children, and (e) stabilizing residential
care);

� A synthesis of relevant research (selected, not comprehensive);
� An identification of promising practices related to the service standard

(selected, not comprehensive);
� An identification of key questions for staff to explore in staff meetings;

and
� A selected list of references for further inquiry.

LESSONS LEARNED: IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE

Implications for Practice: Identifying the Research-

Minded Practitioner

This analysis provides an opportunity to explore the processes needed to
identify research-minded practitioners and the types of organizational sup-
ports needed to promote evidence-informed practice. As noted in Figure 2,
the activities of a research-minded practitioner might include: the search
for promising practices (curiosity) to address practice dilemmas, integrating
critical reflection into one’s daily practice, and regularly engaging in critical
thinking about the available knowledge and research related to one’s prac-
tice. One of the first steps toward identifying research-minded practitioners
and enhancing their professional development may include consulting with
staff to locate practitioners who display considerable curiosity about the
services provided, critically reflect on their practice, and critically think about
the impact of research on their practice. Supervisors and administrators
are often in a position to identify critically thinking practitioners who use
organizational data and knowledge to inform their practice as well as request
or seek out specific research to increase their understanding of specific
practice questions.

Conversely, senior level administrators may find less interest in research-
mindedness where practitioners are resistant to learning how to use data,
reading reports, or seeking out practice relevant research. It may be that the
previous attempts of staff members to pursue their curiosities and interests
were met with organizational challenges and barriers. In a similar way, the
tools being used to convey knowledge and research may be incomprehen-
sible and confusing for practitioners (e.g., complicated graphs and reports
with little clarification).

Supporting research-minded practitioners, once identified, often requires
the development of organizational supports to promote evidence-informed
practice. These include focusing on staff and career development, revising
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job definitions to include research learning, incorporating evidence into
ongoing managerial decision-making, and creating a culture of curiosity.
Developing a culture of curiosity within human service organizations may
help bridge the link between organizational supports and nurturing the
growth of research-minded practitioners.

Organizational Supports Promoting Evidence-

Informed Practice

Culture of curiosity. The organizational culture of curiosity can be de-
scribed in terms of goals, processes, and supports. The goals of such a
culture could include efforts to create an organizational climate where there
is room to be creative, where it is safe to question decisions and those in
authority, and where there is a consistent message about pursuing new or
better ways of doing business. The processes that would need to be visible in
an organizational culture of curiosity include: (a) creating a sense of wonder
about how things might be done better, (b) encouraging staff to ask why and
to value the pursuit of more information, (c) encouraging the search for input
from others at all levels of the organizations, and (d) clarifying boundaries
for question-raising related to the rationale for work procedures and/or ways
to improve them as they might relate to client outcomes. And finally, the
organizational supports for a culture of curiosity might include: (a) increased
recognition for those who develop new approaches, (b) encouragement of
those who innovate by acknowledging their contributions, (c) increased
attention to opening doors for staff to pursue ideas, and (d) providing
resources for staff to search for alternatives and thereby cultivate individual
and situational sources of curiosity.

Staff development and career development. The second crossover area
between the research-minded practitioner and organizational supports re-
lates to staff development in the form of learning/training events and career
development in the form of project-based learning as noted in Appendix A.
At least three core skills are needed to promote evidence-informed practice
in an organizational environment of outcome assessment: (a) cultivating
curiosity, (b) critical reflection, and (c) critical thinking. These three compe-
tency areas need to be reflected in all training programs and project learning
opportunities, irrespective of their content.

Three primary connections need to be made in order to incorporate
these areas into all practice learning opportunities. The first connection is
between the tacit knowledge (stored in the head/experiences of all staff ) and
the capacity to critically reflect on their practice. Critical reflection capacities
grow over time if they are nurtured and supported by peers, supervisors, and
managers as part of life-long learning. The second connection is between
explicit knowledge and critical thinking. Analyzing new social policies or
recent research articles/reports involves critical thinking skills that are needed
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for evidence-informed practice. While it is often assumed that these critical
thinking skills are acquired in undergraduate and graduate programs, it is
not clear that these skills are well developed and/or effectively transferred
to the workplace. For many staff members, years of experience with trial
and error efforts have contributed to their own skill development in critical
thinking.

The third connection that needs far more attention in the workplace
as well as on campus involves the inter-relationship between practice skills

and research skills. Until staff and students fully recognize that engaging in
practice is a form of research, it will be difficult to make this connection
apparent to all. It means that practice and research need to be taught as two
sides of the same coin and integrated on campus and in field work education.
For example, efforts to assess client outcomes need to be integrated into all
phases of case management practice. The challenges associated with this
level of integration are beyond the scope of this analysis but call for con-
siderable dialogue and creativity, especially since very few current training
curricula, course outlines, or textbooks reflect this integration.

Job redefinition and research learning. In addition to the focus on a
culture of curiosity, there are many implications for prioritizing organizational
supports. For example, in the area of job descriptions, it is necessary to
expand the definition of practice performed by line staff from worker–
client facilitator and worker–supervisor facilitator to new collaborator roles
‘‘worker–evaluator’’ and ‘‘worker–policy analyst.’’ The scope of practice needs
to include the evaluator/researcher role as well as the policy practice role
in order to help staff connect what they see in their caseloads with the
broad policy dialogue about how policies need to be changed, enhanced, or
created (Harris, Scott, & Skidmore, 2009). While some have noted that these
multiple roles are part and parcel of generalist practice, they have rarely
been integrated for students on campus or called for in agency practice.

Both agency senior management and university educators need to be
able to articulate the theories of change that underlie practice and demon-
strate how logic modeling can inform research on practice. In addition
to educating knowledgeable research consumers on campus and in the
agencies, practitioners need to be equipped and supported in the conduct of
exploratory pilot studies of practice issues. This often requires an in-house
research and development capability. In a similar way, senior management
needs to find ways to support the career trajectories of their most research-
minded practitioners through in-house research opportunities and outside
learning opportunities at universities and elsewhere.

Managerial leadership and organizational support mechanisms. Orga-
nizational supports for evidence-informed practice need to be mainstreamed
into ongoing managerial decision making (Reynolds, 1998). As noted in
Table 1, systems of organizational support need to be built in the four areas
of evidence requesting, evidence linking, evidence generating, and evidence
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TABLE 1 Systems of Organizational Support for Evidence-informed Practice

Practice wisdom
(tacit knowledge)

Published research
(explicit knowledge)

Evidence requesting Survey promising practices Search existing literature
Evidence linking Convening staff to share Routing and discussing relevant

sources/citations
Evidence generating Critical reflection for research

questions
In-house research and development

units (R&D)
Evidence monitoring Case record review, case

conferencing, and
administrative after-action
reviews

Administrative data and reports
linked to national service
standards

monitoring. Each of these can be described in terms of their relationship
to tacit knowledge (practice wisdom) and explicit knowledge (published
research).

First, evidence requesting involves the capacity to continuously scan
the local, regional, national, and international environment for promising
practice related to human service delivery. The same scanning is needed in
the area of explicit knowledge through in-house and national databases, most
frequently aided by experts in the field and on campuses. Second, evidence
linking involves continuous efforts to convene staff to share in relationship
to curiosity (e.g., raising questions), critical reflection (e.g., recent practice
experiences), and critical thinking (e.g., issues raised in a Journal Club) as
well as to learn from each other by the sharing of tacit knowledge and
related practice wisdom. From the perspective of explicit knowledge, systems
need to be created by senior management to enhance the routing, sharing,
and discussing of relevant research publications, policy analyses, and other
citations.

Third, the process of evidence generating involves efforts to support the
translation of critical reflection questions emerging from staff into research
questions to be addressed inside or outside the organization. In addition, the
explicit knowledge generated by senior staff in the form of administrative
data needs to be effectively disseminated in a form that all levels of staff
can understand and ultimately utilize as part of service delivery decision
making. Densely filled tables of numbers with little attention to the principles
of effective dissemination and utilization are no longer effective evidence
sharing activities.

Finally, the fourth dimension of organizational supports relates to ev-
idence monitoring. The tacit knowledge dimensions of monitoring can be
found in the processes of case record review, case conferencing, and after-
action reviews where the tacit knowledge of staff can be shared, organized,
and disseminated for future decision-making.
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It is clear that developing a culture of curiosity involves special attention
to staff/career development, job redefinition and research learning, and man-
agerial leadership related to organizational support mechanisms. There are
many challenges facing research-minded practitioners and senior managers
engaged in creating organizational supports for evidence-informed practice.
However, the opportunities to transform human service organizations into
learning organizations that engage in data-based decision making at all levels
are unlimited.

CONCLUSION

Evidence-informed practice continues to gain momentum as a framework
for linking research and practice in human service organizations. Despite
consistent offerings of research courses while preparing future social work
practitioners during graduate school supplemented with much attention to
evidence-based and evidence-informed practice in the field, integration of
data and research into daily practice remains an elusive goal for human
service organizations. Delving further into the mechanisms that may be in-
fluencing the integration (or lack) of evidence in practice, it is clear that many
factors come into play. By nurturing aspects of curiosity, critical reflection,
and critical thinking in front-line practitioners, those that are responsible for
implementing evidence-informed practice may be more capable of seeking
out, consuming, and applying the knowledge needed to support evidence-
informed practice with clients. Simultaneously, putting in place organiza-
tional supports that promote the pursuit and application of information and
knowledge is also needed for the research-minded practitioner to succeed.
With administrators and managers leading the way, working to develop
a culture of curiosity within their organizations, research-mindedness and
evidence-informed practice can become the new norm needed to promote
excellence in human service organizations.
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APPENDIX A: A CASE EXAMPLE OF ORGANIZATIONAL

CAREER DEVELOPMENT SUPPORTS FOR ON-THE-JOB

CONTINUING PROFESSIONAL EDUCATION*

1. Learning on the job following completion of professional education
� Learning from other professionals through case conferences
� Learning from a supervisor who encourages practitioners to be reflec-

tive about one’s practice in order to identify future learning needs
� Being given assistance in making conscious the impact of one’s profes-

sional knowledge and practice experience on service users
� Learning from other members of a service team
� Being made aware of learning opportunities, formal and informal, that

could be pursued or self-directed
2. Working in an organization that fosters learning by

� Scheduling weekly staff development events in the form of an after-
noon journal club, case discussion, in-house learning event, research
presentation

� Promoting links with local university research centers
� Using case scenarios that simulate real cases and provide staff a safe

place to unpack the service issues
� Receiving special assignments to develop a program and search out

resources electronically and through networks (small-scale literature
reviews)

� Receiving support for conducting a needs assessment related to a client
population or participate in a program evaluation

� Given opportunities to consult with researchers to find resources related
to a client population
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3. Providing support for pursuing further education (certificate or degree
programs)
� For example: ‘‘We were encouraged and coached to apply for a study

fellowship through contacts with an academic researcher. I considered
it because it was an exciting opportunity to work with researchers on
a practice problem that I felt was important to our clients and for the
opportunity to design a service that facilitated better client outcomes.
Intellectually it was a huge opportunity and challenge as I increasingly
found myself in a process of exploring research and thinking about
methodological issues that were interesting, stimulating and empower-
ing. I think it is interesting to reflect back on the links between my own
intellectual curiosity, my practice concerns, the need for service design,
my previous work experience, and exposure to critical and reflective
thinking and the supportive organizational systems and structures. I’m
not sure that if any of these elements were missing whether or not
I would have found my way into the research arena. It was a very
non-linear process that included a mix of several facilitative factors.’’

� Reviewing literature fosters increased opportunities to reflect on one’s
own practice

� The process of analyzing data in which one moves from concrete de-
scription to analysis of aggregated data can be challenging and provide
for much learning

� Making the transition from viewing individual clients as unique to
seeing common patterns in their behaviors and searching for similarities
and differences and speculating on the reasons why these patterns
occurred.

� For example: ‘‘This movement from the individual to the collective
and the movement from being concrete to identifying patterns that are
informed by previous knowledge and theories were very enlightening.
My feeling is that this intellectual work, required for evidence-informed
practice can be very challenging for practitioners as it requires time
and support to reflect and make judgments. Perhaps most challenging,
the process raises questions about what you are doing and why (this
uncertainty, in the first instance, can be quite overwhelming but it is
part of the learning process that many practitioners are not exposed
to).’’

� Pursuing doctoral education does not mean a commitment to an aca-
demic career when there are numerous opportunities in an agency to
promote evidence-informed practice

� For example: ‘‘I was totally inspired by my academic supervisor but I
never for a moment thought I would be able intellectually, practically
or financially pursue a PhD. The issues of confidence and identity
were pertinent here. In my mind at the time, someone who pursued
a PhD was clever, had done well at the university, and was a good
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student prior to university enrollment. When I got the ‘‘research bug,’’
my mind had been opened up and I was seeing practice and service
delivery in a new light. I was questioning pretty much everything and
my efforts to challenge common practices probably threatened some
of my colleagues. I wanted my work to impact on practice—directly
and immediately—but of course the relationship between evidence and
practice is not straight forward and implementing research findings is
most challenging.’’

� For example: ‘‘After my PhD, which I found to the most stimulating and
challenging of processes, I was driven to undertake research that had a
relevance to and currency with practice. I took a job as a researcher in
a social work research centre and worked there for 4 years as a contract
researcher. However it continued to frustrate me that not enough of the
research focused on practice. So when this position came up I saw it
as a an opportunity to promote evidence-informed practice at strategic
and operational levels by encouraging government to fund practitioners
and managers to use research in a way that benefits their services and
service users as well as expanding the use of technologies to increase
access to knowledge and working with managers to see the value in it.’’

*Developed with the assistance of Dr. Rhoda MacRae, Institute for Research and Innovation in Social

Services, Dundee, Scotland

APPENDIX B: ROLE OF SENIOR MANAGEMENT IN

PROMOTING EVIDENCE-INFORMED PRACTICE (EiP)—

BARNARDO’S NORTHERN IRELAND

1. Supporting and enabling critical thinking about practice and applying
evidence to improve services for users
� Exercises in critical thinking built into EiP training related to Research

in Practice materials and searching electronic databases
� Working with staff to define models of service user assessment and

engagement
� Evaluating services using surveys and focus groups of service users and

service referral sources
� Helping staff use appropriate research methods in evaluating service

outcomes
� Sharing logic modeling with staff

2. Generating and sharing evidence
� Encouraging staff to write-up and share their evaluation results at con-

ferences and online
� Help staff prepare briefings for senior management and other staff
� Encourage staff to participate in larger, multi-country studies

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f C

al
ifo

rn
ia

, B
er

ke
le

y]
 a

t 1
3:

07
 2

5 
A

pr
il 

20
16

 



A Lifetime of Scholarship • Selected Publications166

Research-Minded Practitioners 203

3. Modeling appropriate behaviors
� Making sure that evidence is incorporated in annual reports, business

plans, communication tools, and communications with funders
4. Creating strategic partnerships

� Maintain relationships with other EiP organizations
� Maintain university partnerships

APPENDIX C: FIRM FOUNDATIONS

A PRACTICAL GUIDE TO ORGANIZATIONAL SUPPORT

FOR THE USE OF RESEARCH EVIDENCE

1. USING RESEARCH EVIDENCE

What do we mean by research evidence?

Although few people would dispute that decision-making should be in-
formed by the best available research evidence, there is still vigorous debate
about what constitutes credible and robust research in the social science
context. There has been much debate about the validity of different research
methods—for example, the relative merits of studies based on experimental
designs to determine the effect of an intervention (such as randomized con-
trol trials) versus studies using qualitative methods (concerned with people’s
experiences and opinions). It depends on the question you are seeking to
answer as to which is the most valid or appropriate research method. But
just as important as an appropriate research design is that the research has
been soundly conducted so that the results are reliable.

How should research be used?

Research can be used in individual cases to inform the assessment or plan-
ning of services for children, young people and their families. It can also be
used more strategically to inform policy, procedures and service develop-
ments. The ways in which research is used can be challenging because:

� The nature of research in social care is that it is often more about in-
creasing background understanding, giving insights into the nature of
problems, changing attitudes and beliefs, and generating ideas, rather than
prescribing action. Child welfare research rarely provides strong, directive
evidence or definitive answers that signpost what to do.

� Research findings cannot just simply be taken at face value and applied to
any situation. Messages must be assessed for their relevance and transfer-
ability to the local context and circumstances (which might be a complex
family situation with ill-defined, contradictory or competing goals and
multiple stakeholders).
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� Practitioners are not passive recipients of research. They have to make
sense of research by reconstructing or synthesizing it with other sources
of knowledge (such as professional experience and the views of service
users).

� Research must also be melded with other (sometimes conflicting) factors
that influence decisions about the way forward (such as the resources
available or the risks involved).

According to Brechin and Sidell (2000), social care practitioners are likely
to draw on ‘different ways of knowing, moving in and out of them seam-
lessly or engaging in them simultaneously.’ Such ‘ways of knowing’ include
empirical knowing (where a practitioner uses research evidence), theoretical
knowing (where a practitioner recognizes different ways of approaching a
problem), and experiential knowing (a tacit knowledge based upon years of
experience). All three are useful ‘evidence’ when reaching a decision.

So, research evidence should not (and cannot) drive decisions. Rather, the
practitioner goes through a considered and thoughtful process where a range
of factors (including research) influence the judgment or proposal made. It
is this thoughtful process that we call evidence-informed practice (EIP). The
evidence-informed practitioner carefully considers what research evidence
tells them in the context of a particular child, family or service, and then
weighs this up alongside knowledge drawn from professional experience
and the views of service users to inform decisions about the way forward.

evidence-informed practice D research evidence

C practice wisdom C user views

Evidence-informed practitioners: Adapted from Lewis (2002)

� ask challenging questions about current practice
� know where and how to find relevant research
� are aware of research about what is likely to improve outcomes for chil-

dren and families
� consider the implications of research in different case contexts
� reflect on their experiences in order to learn
� measure the impact their work is having for users
� listen to what users have to say about services
� are explicit about how research, experience and user views have informed

their conclusions, proposals and decisions
� share their knowledge and best practice with others.

It is because research evidence is just ONE of the factors that needs to influ-
ence practitioners’ decisions and judgments that we think the term ‘evidence-
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informed practice’ is much more appropriate than the more commonly en-
countered phrase ‘evidence-based practice.’

Why using research is important

Social service staff members make significant interventions in the lives of
children, young people and families, with possibly far-reaching and perma-
nent consequences. It is the responsibility of professionals to do so only on
the basis of the best available evidence of what is likely to help. Otherwise,
their actions become nothing more than experiments in helping (and worse,
may actually do some significant harm). It is not enough to mean well.
Making proper, transparent use of the research evidence base will improve
the likelihood of positive outcomes for children and families.

Every child has the right to expect that anyone involved in practice decisions
about them and their family knows what is most likely to work—thereby
increasing the likelihood of achieving positive results, and also making sure
that time and money is not wasted on things that have little, no, or even a
negative effect.

Are there other benefits to using research?

Apart from the obvious gain of better outcomes for service users (as discussed
above), practitioners have also reported that making greater use of research
evidence:

� makes work more rewarding by delivering better results and experiences
for service users

� enables us to articulate why we think a particular course of action will
produce effective outcomes

� helps us to explain to service users the rationale for our decisions and
actions

� encourages a reflective and learning culture that prepares us to meet the
challenge of the Every Child Matters change agenda

� ensures our precious time and resources aren’t wasted on things that are
less likely to work

� is a source of new ideas and innovation, which is motivating
� gives us a sense of professional confidence and identity
� provides a theoretical framework for our practice.

WHY IS ORGANISATIONAL SUPPORT SO IMPORTANT?

Getting research into the bloodstream

Spreading the use of research into routine, mainstream practice requires your
agency to take purposeful action to overcome barriers, create incentives and
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make it easier for people to use research. This is what we mean by providing
organizational support for evidence-informed practice.

Your agency will have a number of individuals (or maybe whole teams) who
are research-minded. You can probably think of several staff members who
are:

� committed to making sure they keep up-to-date with research in their field
� feel confident about their knowledge base actually use research to guide

their decisions and explain their rationale.

The problem is that these committed enthusiasts are probably in rather
isolated pockets around your agency.

For example, they will need:

� access to good-quality research (through journals, libraries, the internet or
a budget to purchase materials)

� forums to discuss research with the authors themselves, and with their
colleagues to debate the practice implications

� opportunities to develop their skills in finding and understanding research;
the space to think about how research fits with their existing knowledge

� an expectation and encouragement from their managers to work in this
way.

These facilities and opportunities depend on action being taken on an agency-
wide basis, rather than by individuals or teams.

Research about how to achieve changes in any sort of behavior suggests that
success depends upon people:

� knowing what they are expected to do (what)

� being committed to it (why)

� being enabled to do what’s expected (how).

Dissemination of research is clearly an important enabling action, but it’s
only one of the things staff need to help them do what’s expected of them.
And of course, focusing on dissemination alone fails to address both the
‘what’ (setting clear expectations) and the ‘why’ (winning hearts and minds).

What sort of organizational support is important?

The evidence indicates that these are the key ingredients of effective orga-
nizational support:
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� senior leadership that clearly signals the importance of research as a source
for new ideas, ‘sells’ the benefits and models EIP personally

� strategic oversight and effective co-ordination of efforts to take EIP forward
� credible ‘champions’ who act as catalysts in promoting integration of

research into practice
� clear expectations about research knowledge and its use in job descrip-

tions
� procedures which embed the use of research in working practices
� incentives to work in an evidence-informed way and to try new ap-

proaches
� a culture that rewards constructive challenge and values research-informed

behaviors and decisions
� opportunities for reflection and to look for and read research
� adequate training to develop skills in finding research, reading it critically

and applying the messages
� easy access to digestible research to promote and research literacy and

awareness
� information and research support staff to offer expertise in finding, inter-

preting and using research
� time with researchers and colleagues to consider together the practice

implications of research findings
� a local program of research studies, routine service evaluation and sys-

tematic consultation with users.

The five key foundations of organizational support

It’s clear from the list above that a number of elements need to be in place
to create the right infrastructure and climate for evidence-informed practice
to thrive in your agency. As noted in Figure C1, we have crystallized into
five key foundations the support that organizations need to put in place.

FIGURE C.1 Five key foundations of organizational support.
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2. GETTING STARTED

How to use the organizational support audit tool

The self-assessment exercise has five sections—one for each of the key
foundations of support described above—but it’s not a test! Instead, think of
it as a helpful tool that prompts you to stand back and reflect critically on
what’s going well, and what isn’t.

We recommend that a group of people complete the self-assessment to-
gether, rather than one person doing it alone. This way, you are more likely
to get a balanced view of the current state of support for EIP, gather a richer
mix of ideas for improvement and start to build some ownership of the
need for action. You might want to use an existing forum (such as a practice
development group or research committee) or you might need to convene a
special group. The group will probably need to meet twice—once to kick-off
the audit, and once to share and discuss the results. In either case, make sure
the group has cross-agency representation. It’s important that you capture
the perspectives of staff:

� who work in a range of children’s services
� from different professional disciplines (e.g., social work, education, health)
� in front-line, higher and management grades
� in strategy and planning roles
� in support functions (like personnel, information and performance).

If these perspectives are not represented in the group, you may need to do
some consultation as part of the audit process to make sure you build a
balanced picture of what’s going on. You might also like to think of inviting
someone from outside your agency to offer an independent perspective and
some new ideas perhaps a contact at your local university, or a colleague
from another agency.

The group might want to work through the audit together, or you could al-
locate each section to one or more people to complete separately and report
back. Encourage participants to do some digging to answer the questions.
For example, consult some colleagues about internet access, or check out
the current status of your research program.

For example, in the Organizational Support Audit (Figure C.2) you are asked
to score each aspect of support using a four-point scale. The score you
give should reflect not only how good your approach is, but also how
consistently it is applied. In order to score ‘4,’ your approach should be
sound and applied widely across the organization (rather than being isolated
in pockets of good practice). Are there particular services or staff groups

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f C

al
ifo

rn
ia

, B
er

ke
le

y]
 a

t 1
3:

07
 2

5 
A

pr
il 

20
16

 



A Lifetime of Scholarship • Selected Publications172

Research-Minded Practitioners 209

A. Giving a strategic lead
1 2 3 4

1. There is a senior manager and steering group clearly
responsible for supporting the development of EIP

2. There has been a debate about what evidence-informed
practice means in reality, and a shared vision documented

3. There is a published action plan that sets out what steps will
be taken to encourage greater use of research

4. Practice development posts (e.g., senior SWs) are used to
promote learning from research, consultation & evaluation.

5. The extent to which research actually informs policy and
practice decisions is monitored and formally measured

Key strengths Key areas of improvement

B. Setting expectations
1 2 3 4

1. Job descriptions, competencies & progression criteria state
what is expected of staff in terms of research awareness & use

2. Practitioners are expected to record how research evidence
and user views have informed their assessments and plans

3. Service strategies & plans are required to demonstrate how
they’ve been shaped by research evidence & user consultation

4. Managers understand their role to develop a research-minded
culture and how to model EIP themselves

5. There are incentives to work in an evidence-informed way
and mechanisms to recognize and reward achievements

Key strengths Key areas of improvement

FIGURE C.2 Organizational support audit. (continued)

where support for research use is stronger or weaker? If so, record them.
The audit works best if you record the reasoning behind your scores (why
you gave that rating) so that when you come to debate the results, you can
more easily reach a consensus. However you choose to do it, make sure
the group reviews the results together and agrees a consensus score for
each question. But remember the discussion is more valuable than getting
unanimous agreement about the final score. Use the chart in Figure C2 to
plot your agreed results.

3. GIVING A STRATEGIC LEAD

Nominating a senior leader

� developing a vision of evidence-informed practice and communicating it
� giving strategic direction about how to get there
� bidding for any additional resources that might be needed

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f C

al
ifo

rn
ia

, B
er

ke
le

y]
 a

t 1
3:

07
 2

5 
A

pr
il 

20
16

 



Michael J. Austin 173

210 M. J. Austin et al.

C. Encouraging learning from research
1 2 3 4

1. In-house events for staff are often used to raise their research
awareness & keep them abreast of developments

2. Supervision & annual personal reviews are used to develop
reflection & professional research-based knowledge

3. There are many examples of innovations, pilots and trials of
new models & services which are formally evaluated

4. The research expertise, events and resources of partners,
universities and professional bodies are fully exploited

5. There are regular opportunities to share professional expertise
and good practice between teams

Key strengths Key areas of improvement

D. Improving access to research
1 2 3 4

1. Training and professional help is available on where to look
for research and on getting, understanding & applying it

2. A library of agreed key research publications (e.g. journals,
reports, bulletins, books) is available at each worksite

3. All managers and practitioners have access to the internet at
work at a time and location convenient to them

4. There is a managed process for disseminating to target staff
any new research publications and the practice implications

5. The results of local research (e.g. projects. evaluations and
consultation are shared with staff as sources of learning)

Key strengths Key areas of improvement

E. Supporting local research
1 2 3 4

1. There is a strategy to promote more effective consultation with
all children, young people and families using services.

2. Services are supported to routinely evaluate the outcomes and
impact of their work and how users think it could improve.

3. The use of published scales and tests to measure the
outcomes of interventions is common.

4. A program of research work that explores priority issues and
gaps in knowledge has been agreed and is resourced.

5. The projects undertaken by PQ students are shaped by the
agency’s research priorities and are centrally logged

FIGURE C.2 (Continued).

� motivating followers and building allies (both internally and with outside
partners)

� monitoring progress and sustaining momentum.

Setting up a steering group

� debate what you actually mean by ‘evidence-informed practice’

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f C

al
ifo

rn
ia

, B
er

ke
le

y]
 a

t 1
3:

07
 2

5 
A

pr
il 

20
16

 



A Lifetime of Scholarship • Selected Publications174

Research-Minded Practitioners 211

� develop a shared vision of how research should influence practice and
policy decisions

� agree some realistic actions that will develop the necessary culture, systems
and skills to support learning from research

� co-ordinate progress and ensure it is tied in to other related initiatives.

Setting objectives

� on giving a strategic lead time
� on setting expectations
� on encouraging learning
� on improving access to evidence
� on supporting local research

Action planning

Evaluating impact

4. SETTING EXPECTATIONS (see full report)

5. ENCOURAGING LEARNING FROM RESEARCH (see full report)

6. IMPROVING ACCESS TO RESEARCH (see full report)

7. SUPPORTING LOCAL RESEARCH (see full report)

8. REFERENCES AND FURTHER READING (see full report)

Source. Research in Practice (2006).
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Redefining the Bureaucratic Encounter between Service
Providers and Service Users: Evidence from the Norwegian

HUSK Projects

Sarah Carnochan and Michael J. Austin

Mack Center on Nonprofit and Public Sector Management in the Human Services,

School of Social Welfare, University of California—Berkeley, Berkeley, California, USA

The HUSK projects, involving collaboration between service users, providers, educators, and

researchers, coincided with the reorganization of national government services (NAV). The NAV

reorganization brought together employment services, social insurance, and municipal social service

benefits, and called for a service model where users would be empowered to influence the provision of

services. In this analysis of the HUSK cases the authors focus on the relationship between the service

user and the service provider, identifying themes in two broad domains: concepts of the individual that

included the service user and the service provider and concepts of the relationship that included power,

role, activity, interaction, and communication. Within each theme, the analysis highlights the transition

from a traditional or historical state to a new or desired state and draws upon some of the classic

literature that frames the encounters between service users and providers.

Keywords: Service user, street-level bureaucrat, bureaucratic encounter, dialogue

Given the unique dimensions of the Nordic welfare state and the HUSK projects designed to
improve public social services in Norway, it is important to frame an analysis of the HUSK case
studies within the context of social policy. As noted elsewhere in this volume, the local HUSK
projects were based on the collaboration between service users, providers, educators, and
researchers that also coincided with the major reorganization of national government services
(NAV). The NAV reorganization brought together employment services, social insurance, and
municipal social service benefits for the purpose of making welfare services more efficient. The
NAV reform was intended to address poverty and social exclusion by providing work incentives to
help with the transition from benefits to gainful employment. Work-oriented services were required
to be based on a comprehensive assessment of service user experiences and expertise as well as
active service user involvement in activities that maximized choice and individual initiative.

This form of Norwegian “welfare reform” also called for a service model where each user or user
group needed to be, to a greater degree, empowered to influence the provision of services by inserting
their experiences and needs into service delivery decision making (Kildal & Nilssen, 2011).
This transition from passive receipt of monetary assistance to active engagement in employment
services raised questions about the difference between user participation and user involvement.
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User participation often focuses on policy development related to a social contract that includes
specifying user rights and entitlements as well as duties and responsibilities. User involvement, on
the other hand, often refers to policy implementation that features the availability of integrated,
geographically accessible services. As Julkunen and Heikkila (2007) note, the processes of user
involvement can be viewed as part of a continuum “from weaker to stronger or from more passive
forms towards more active forms of involvement” (p. 89). The strongest or most active stage of the
process features users as service definers/managers of their own programs, the next stage involves
user influence (independent and competent to assess service quality), followed by user involvement
(contributing to changes in service delivery), and finally user participation (advisers and informants,
often related to the development and/or evaluation of public policy).

The empowerment of service users relies heavily on the normative foundations of the Nordic
welfare state. As Kildal and Kuhnle (2005) note, the normative foundation in Norway includes a
commitment in legislation to broad and universal protection and centralized administration using a
complex set of regulations (sometimes leading to long delays in processing claims and negative
stereotyping of people who are dependent). They identify the three essential features of the welfare
state as: (a) a comprehensive social policy, (b) institutionalized social entitlements as social rights,
and (c) social legislation in support of universal welfare for all citizens. They also identify the
elements of universal welfare in Norway as including the following:

. Community-building and social inclusion (“pension as people’s insurance,” p. 21)

. Protection against social risks leading to social rights and prevention (“we are all in the same
boat,” p. 22)

. Support for human dignity to counter social exclusion—removing the humiliating loss of social
status and self-respect (“no longer the worthy or unworthy poor as a public burden,” p. 23)

. Economic and bureaucratic efficiencies (“no more selectivity or discrimination based on
moral or economic grounds,” p. 24)

The historical origins of universal welfare in Norway can be traced to the role of citizens directing
their welfare demands toward government, the emergence of egalitarian social structures rooted
in preindustrial peasant society, the cultural homogeneity of the society (ethnic, religious, and
linguistic), and the extra-ordinary crisis of World War II that brought political opponents together
to form a “broader common values platform” (Kildal & Kuhnle, 2005, p. 20).

In this analysis the authors focus on issues in the relationship between the service user and the service
provider reflected in theHUSKcases.As highlighted in Figure 1, the cases can be categorized in termsof
dialogical processes, social work education, and service innovation. In the next section, a brief review of
classic works that examines the service user–service provider relationship identifies central dilemmas
and dynamics in the encounters between users and providers. The cross-case analysis that follows
represents a thematic analysis (Braun&Clarke, 2006) that is informed, but not limited, by this literature.
In the concluding section, we reflect on questions and lessons emerging from the HUSK cases.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Much attention has been given in the social work literature to the relationship between service users
and service providers in the context of public social services. This selective review focuses first on
the provider experience articulated by Lipsky (1980; 2010) in his street-level bureaucrat (SLB)
framework. It then turns to the analyses of service user experiences outlined by Hasenfeld and
others (Hasenfeld, 1985; Hasenfeld, Rafferty, & Zald, 1987; Hasenfeld & Steinmetz, 1981). Last,
counterbalancing these largely critical views of the relationship, more optimistic perspectives
offered by Goodsell (1981), Hupe and Hill (2007), Lefton (1970), and Seikkula, Arnkil, and
Ericksson (2003) are highlighted.

BUREAUCRATIC ENCOUNTERS BETWEEN PROVIDERS AND USERS 65
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The pioneering research of Lipsky (1980, 2010) sought to identify the discretionary components
of the work of service providers whom he called SLBs. As Lipsky (2010) notes, when exploring
different concepts of work, service provider discretion is needed given the complexity of service
needs and the sensitivity required to address them. Lipsky (1980) articulated a framework in which
the conditions of the street-level bureaucracy shape the exercise of discretion by the SLB. The
conditions impacting the use of discretion include uncertain policies and goals, inadequate
resources, and the need to exercise human judgment in order to carry out the SLB role. In response
to these conditions, SLBs develop work routines and beliefs about the client that allow them to
manage work responsibilities; however, while these routines and simplifications assist them in
managing complexity, they are frequently subject to bias and the objectification of the service user
(Lipsky, 2010). Beliefs about the client include views about the role of the clients in assuming
responsibility for their troubles and about their capacity to exercise choice or judgment about their
own lives. There is an ongoing tension between the bureaucratic model of detachment and resource
limitations and the human relations model of recognizing the humanity in each person and being
equipped to respond to specific needs (Lipsky, 2010). Commenting in an updated edition, Lipsky
(2010) notes the importance of strategies for increasing client power “for their potential
contribution to changing street-level relationships” (p. 193), including demystifying bureaucratic
policies and practices, instituting practices to strengthen accountability to clients, and developing
mechanisms allowing client participation in agency governance.

Dialogue

Individual Perspectives

1. Traces of User Participation: User Perspectives on Conversations between 
Social workers and Users (HUSK Agder)

2. A Researcher’s Experience with Service User Involvement: A self-reflective
essay of participating in a Course for Changing Attitude

Group Perspectives

1. Dialogue Seminars in Baerum (HUSK Oslo Region)

2. The Evolution of the HUSK Dialogue Group (HUSK Mid-Norway)

Social Work Education

1. The University Clinic in Social Work in the NAV Sagene District Office (HUSK
Oslo Region)

2. User Involvement in Social Work Education (HUSK Agder)

Service Innovation

Service Users

1. Courses for Changing Attitudes (HUSK Oslo Region)

2. Users Experiences with the Social Services (HUSK Stavanger Region)

3. The Meeting Place (HUSK Stavanger Region)

Service Providers

1. Professional Text: Documenting Professional Work (HUSK Mid-Norway)

2. The Conceptual Project (HUSK Agder)

FIGURE 1 Selected HUSK cases.
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While service providers represent the welfare state in their role as SLBs, service users assume
the role of applicant while engaging in a wide range of bureaucratic encounters. Hasenfeld (1985)
defines bureaucratic encounters as including the following elements: (a) a form of exchange
relationships involving the transfer of resources between clients and service bureaucracies, (b) the
client obtaining services at minimal personal cost, (c) the organization obtaining resources needed
to operate and minimize costs, (d) the power-dependence relationship between clients and SLBs
determining the outcome, (e) client dependency proportional to the client’s needing services (the
poorer the client, the greater the impact of the SLB), and (f) bureaucracies dependent upon the
client for achieving their mission.

In an effort to focus on the power dependency associated with the bureaucratic encounter in
public assistance organizations, Hasenfeld and colleagues (1987) focused on such organizational
factors as the client’s limited awareness of service availability and eligibility criteria,
administrative controls reflecting service scarcity, low levels of professionalization despite high
levels of discretion, and the existence of stigmatizing norms and perceived unfair policies and
procedures. They found that service users experience bureaucratic encounters with a sense of
powerlessness, low expectations for satisfaction, and low rates of utilization due to reluctance to
exercise their rights based on the stigmatizing aspect of disclosing private problems to public
officials and experiencing the bureaucratic encounters as demeaning. In particular, they noted that
“the bureaucratic encounter is both an information exchange and a negotiation of a conflict
management process through which the applicant’s normative framework and expectations are
brought in line with the organization’s” (p. 402). In essence, they observed that “welfare state
bureaucracies use their power advantage (over the applicant) to structure the bureaucratic encounter
in a manner that buttresses their political economies” (p. 405).

Hasenfeld and Steinmetz (1981) found that client-official encounters are shaped by the forces
inside and outside the organization that result in a set of tactics used in the bureaucratic encounter
by both parties. The tactics used by service users include: (a) sustaining persistence in the face
of discouraging obstacles, (b) exercising persuasion regarding need and service eligibility, (c)
managing appearances in order to “pass” as higher social status (dress, appearance), (d) gaining
familiarity with bureaucratic procedures and language, (e) using threats, and (f) participating in
collective organizing (client advocacy groups). In contrast, the tactics used by service providers
when dealing with service users include: (a) ignoring the impact of waiting time, (b) using
discouraging or abusive language, (c) controlling communications (completing questions on intake
form), (d) selectively disseminating information (limited transparency of policies and procedures),
(e) labeling or defining client identities for the purpose of organizational processing, and (f)
engaging in incomplete or insufficient communications due to differences in culture and/or class.

Lefton (1970) provides an alternative to the primarily negative depictions offered by Lipsky,
Hasenfeld, and others. Using the concepts of laterality (client’s biographical space) and
longitudinality (time dimension of service), Lefton (1970) notes that client-serving organizations
are as influenced by the behaviors of clients as they are by the behaviors of staff members and
other stakeholders. In defining a high degree of organizational responsiveness to client needs, Lefton
(1970) developed the concept of “plus laterality” in which “a client-serving organization takes the
‘whole’ person into account in its efforts to effect given social, psychological or physical change”
(p. 19). Based on the view of organizations as social psychological systems of interacting parts (e.g.,
service users and providers), he viewed “plus laterality” as a way to democratize bureaucracies.

Similar to Lefton, Goodsell (1981) found in his research on service providers and users in a public
assistance organization a form of bureaucratic encounter that he called “positive discrimination.”
Goodsell (1981) defines positive discrimination as “the granting of personal favors in the form of
extra-attentive behaviors to individual clients (not categories of them) who are for some reason
personally appealing (worthy)” (p. 771). This form of bureaucratic encounter involves a more open
manner in the face-to-face client encounter where interest is shown in the ongoing events in the life
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of a client (e.g., health, children, etc.) as well as sharing limited aspects of the worker’s life (children,
etc.) as a form of power-sharing and humanizing dialogue. The benefits of “positive discrimination”
include increased service user comfort based on receiving extra attention, temporary service
provider relief from exhausting routines and enhanced self-image as a valued professional helper,
and an increased sense of job satisfaction experienced by service providers based on the exercise of
personal power and empowerment achieved by resisting bureaucratic constraints.

Citing Lipsky (1980) and Hasenfeld and Steinmetz (1981), Hupe and Hill (2007) acknowledge
the traditionally asymmetrical relationship between the service provider and the service user
resulting from the non-voluntary status of service users and the service provider’s discretion over
resources. They offer a typology of accountability regimes in which the public administrative type
is characterized by conformity to standard operating procedures and rule-bound relationships
between users and providers. In contrast, they propose a model of participatory accountability
involving “shared goal and standard setting” between SLBs and service users (Hupe & Hill, 2007,
p. 294). In this model, accountability occurs within a relationship of trust that emphasizes service
user voice and is focused on whether shared outcomes have been achieved.

Recent efforts to understand the bureaucratic encounter can also be seen in the work of Seikkula
and colleagues (2003) who conceptualize “zones of subjective worry” (small worries, growing
worries, and great worries). The zones can be captured on a continuum from no worries (1) to slight
worries (2) to repeated thoughts of worry (3) to growing worry that diminishes confidence (4) to
marked worry resulting in reduced resources (5) to strong and constant worry that reduce energy
and resources (6), and finally to very deep and strong worry that exhausts capacities and leads to
danger or harm. Since worries are shared by all humans, Seikkula and colleagues contend that the
concept of “zones of subjective worry” provides for a more equal “playing field” for building and
maintaining the service user–provider relationship. Exploring “zones of subjective worry”
involves: (a) separating “talking” from “listening” in order to make room for inner dialogues, (b)
finding a safe place to address unexpected questions that provide opportunities to think aloud and
engage in thought experiments, and (c) approaching the present situation by focusing on the future
where many worries reside (Seikkula et al., 2003).

This brief review of the literature provides multiple perspectives to inform analysis of the HUSK
cases. Figure 2 summarizes the key concepts that characterize the traditional bureaucratic encounter
as described by Lispky, Hasenfeld, and others, including power dependence, stigma, and unilateral
disclosure on the part of the service user, contrasted with power, resources, and discretionary
assistance on the part of the service provider, with communication constrained by bureaucratic
requirements.

METHODS

Following close reading and discussion of the HUSK cases, the authors developed an initial
analysis with reference to Lipsky’s (1980, 2010) SLB framework, drawing additionally upon Hupe
and Hill’s (2007) related work defining participatory accountability. In this analysis, a set of
preliminary codes were created and used by the authors and a research assistant to code the set of
cases using the comment function in Microsoft Word to perform coding. The codes developed for
this first stage of the analysis included participatory accountability, power sharing, coproduction of
services, reciprocity, choice, asymmetrical relationships, objectification of service user and
provider, role of place, conceptions of work, and goals.

After reviewing the first draft of the cross-case analysis, a decision was made to broaden the
analytical approach in order to integrate an inductive coding strategy using a line-by-line emergent
coding process. This process generated a set of codes that retained revised versions of some of the
original SLB concepts, added new codes, and restructured the relationship between codes. A list of
code frequencies was generated in order to identify high frequency codes both within and across
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cases. At the same time, the authors engaged in additional reading in the literature on bureaucrat
encounters in the social services. Drawing upon this literature and with reference to the code
frequency analysis, the codes and related excerpts were reviewed by the authors, and an expanded
thematic framework was developed as summarized in Figure 3. Each concept was represented in
multiple cases ranging from three (e.g., Activity) to nine (e.g., Service User Conceptualization).
In the cross-case summary that follows, a purposive selection of examples from the cases is used to
illustrate the themes.

SUMMARY OF THE CROSS-CASE ANALYSIS

As summarized in Figure 3, the cross-case analysis identified themes in two broad domains:
concepts of the individual that included the service user and the service provider and concepts of the
relationship that included power, role, activity, interaction, and communication. Within each
theme, the analysis focused on the transition from a traditional or historical state to a new or desired
state. The following discussion briefly describes and illustrates each theme.

Concepts of the Individual: Toward Partnership and Shared Expertise

Participants spoke of the traditional conceptualization and roles of the service provider and service
user in the Norwegian welfare state and described ways in which these were changed within some
of the HUSK initiatives. As one participant in the Users Experiences with Social Services case
noted, both providers and users approach the relationship with biased views about their
counterpart:

FIGURE 2 Traditional bureaucratic encounter.

BUREAUCRATIC ENCOUNTERS BETWEEN PROVIDERS AND USERS 69



Michael J. Austin 181

I learned that both the social worker and the user enter the service relationship with their own prejudices;
namely, my views as a social worker of service users, and the users views of both social workers and the
system they represent. (p. 41)

In the case on Courses of Changing Attitudes, participants noted the importance of reducing
biased views by developing understanding between providers and users with regard to the “skills,
personal qualities, and personal experiences of the other” (p. 11).

Concept of Welfare State Bureaucrat: Toward Partnership

Comments by participants in some HUSK cases reflect the concepts of the traditional and
transformed service provider. For example, a social worker involved in the HUSK Mid-Norway
Dialog Group described her previous work experiences in the 1990s, highlighting the effect of high
case loads and absence of oversight that contributed to the traditional conceptualization of service
provider as “helper” and service user as “passive recipient.” She explains:

Concept of Individuals: Toward Partnership and Shared Expertise

Service Provider:

Expert Helper Participant/Partner

Service User:

Passive Recipient Expertise and Worthiness

Concept of Relationship: Toward Equality and Authenticity 

Power

Asymmetry Voice/Rights

Role: 

Helper and Helped Reciprocal Disclosure

Activity: 

Bureaucratic Encounter Shared Dialogue Activity

Interaction: 

One on One Group

Place: 

Office Shared/Safe Space

Communication: 

Formal Informal

Problems Worries

FIGURE 3 Themes emerging from cross-case analysis.
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Under such conditions I struggled to get good conversations and build relationships, where I could
become familiar with the particular man or women in front of me. This created frustration in my daily
work . . . . I was the good helper who knew best, while the client was and would still be the passive
recipient. (p. 29)

As the concept and role of the service provider changed in profound ways in the HUSK Dialog
Group, some staff welcomed the transition, while others resisted, stating:

Not all staff members were comfortable withworking side-by-side with service users, especially left (sic)
alone to share a meeting room with them. It was strange to go from conversations at the office behind a
closed door to casual and informal conversations with ordinary people. Many staff members noted that
they got energy and strength when they worked closely with people who often felt powerless. (p. 30)

The Meeting Place case captures the difficulties and benefits associated with a changed concept
of the service provider and service user. In this case, the provider’s expert knowledge is challenged
by the user’s knowledge derived from experience as follows:

Practitioner’s expert knowledge as the norm is being challenged with the meeting with users. The
knowledge is based on the users’ own experiences and how they feel about being dependent on the
system. When the practitioners are present within a users’ area of comfort, they can help to break down
the boundaries that are there. (p. 34)

A social worker involved in the Users Experiences with Social Services case spoke to the
reframing of provider expertise and its relationship to power asymmetry in the relationship:

Those of us who worked in the HUSK projects were probably more open than was usual in the social
services. Social workers are used to being the experts and being in control so when the user is in need of
help, we are the helpers. An equal partnership clearly challenged this view. The staff found it strange
that they should deal with people whom they suspected would be very critical of the social services
department. (p. 41)

Concept of Service User: Toward Worthiness and Expertise

To an even greater extent, the HUSK cases reflect changes in the conceptualization of service users.
The following five interrelated concepts emerge across the cases: recognition, worthiness,
expertise, individuality, and responsibility.

Recognition. In many of the cases, recognition (i.e., hearing and seeing the service user as a
human being) was an important aspect of the experiences reported by participants. Without this
basic experience of recognition by the service provider, a service user in the Users Experience case
described the following loss of sense of self:

They do not think about the person. You mean nothing, and I was very preoccupied about it; don’t they
see me? Is it really true that I almost do not exist? I then feel that they do not care, I do not mean
anything. I feel like I literally slip away. (p. 38)

In the Traces case, the experience of being recognized and taken seriously is captured in the
following:

The youth explains that user participation is about taking people seriously, and not avoiding their
issues . . . . The youths say that social workers must take them and what they say seriously if
participation is to take place. They say the social workers, as professionals, must be able to understand
them, especially beyond what is explicitly expressed. (p. 58)

For service users to be heard, service providers needed to listen beyond the spoken words in
order to interpret what is known about the individual user.
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Worthiness. Many of the HUSK initiatives reflect a central concern with transforming the
view of the service user from unworthy to worthy. Participants in the Dialog Group initiative
described the following sustained shift in the perceived status of service users:

We all had the same social status, everyone were [sic ] equal. The group developed a feeling of
togetherness, where you could be yourself without fear of being looked down upon. You did not need to
feel ashamed. It made it easier to try new things and face new challenges that might not have been
considered in the past. (p. 31)

These participants reported a related shift in the relationship between service user and service
provider when “the user is no longer in the role of seeking help, but is a person with resources”
(p. 29). In the Traces case, youth participants noted the connection between self-worth and
individual change, as one described how her social worker challenged her to do new things: “I am
very much a person who believes she can’t do anything. It has been important to show what I can
do. I can’t do that. Or . . . I have to be pushed to do it.”

User expertise. The changes in perceptions of service user worthiness were related to
increased recognition of user expertise in the design, delivery, and evaluation of services and the
education and training of new social workers. For example, in the Meeting Place case, it was noted
that the emphasis on service user expertise challenged the traditional model of “practitioner’s
expert knowledge” by focusing on “the users’ own experiences and how they feel to be dependent
on the system” (p. 34). The Dialog Group case described challenges in helping service providers
and users understand that user participation:

. . . was important because their knowledge and experience was needed to develop the new space.
We needed to develop a culture where everyone felt comfortable to participate and where the
experiences of everyone were equally important, regardless of background and education (p. 30).

The experiences of service users contributed to the education of nonuser members:

All members of the Dialog Group had their experiences which they brought with them. While no one in
the group had a social work degree, everyone had many years of experience with the ‘system.’ You
could say that everyone in the group acquired an informal education about the experiences of service
users. (p. 32)

Individuality. Perhaps implicit in the theme of recognition is the focus on individuality that
appeared in some of the cases. For example, in the Dialog Seminars, a proposal that emerged in the
third seminar related to the design of individualized measures for assessing user progress:
“Measures must be tailored to the users so that they fit the user—and not vice versa. We need to find
non-traditional solutions that suit the user” (p. 24). Similarly, the aim in the Professional Text case
was to provide a guide for documentation that would help the provider “become familiar with the
client’s situation, needs, resources, and perspective” (p. 63).

In contrast, a social worker participant in the Dialog Group described her struggles in traditional
social work settings to “become familiar with the particular man or woman in front of [her]” (p. 29).
Similarly, in the Conceptual Project, participants were “concerned about how categorization of
users could represent an obstacle to capturing the uniqueness of each individual situation” (p. 68):

In NAV labor (employment services), the users were considered as ordinary job seekers but in NAV
social insurance (services) the users were considered as disabled and needed follow-up. I think we’ve
had very different views of exactly the same users, due to the type of (service or) benefit they received”
(p. 68). With respect to the reforms, one provider noted the need to be more concerned about how we
treat each other and said: “We must not treat everyone in the same way: If you are not like this or like
that, then you are not interested in getting a job. It’s not like this. (p. 69)
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Responsibility. The recognition of the worthiness, expertise, and individuality of the service
users was accompanied, in some cases, by changes in how user responsibility is viewed and
exercised. For example, service users in the Meeting Place case assumed considerable
responsibility when they were:

. . . hired to do a job; they are responsible for when the house is open, for purchasing and serving,
cleaning and practical tasks, such as maintenance . . . . It is the host’s responsibility to organize the day,
determine what is to be served and how long and how often the facility should be open. (p. 33)

In the Traces of User Participation case, youth participants noted the value of their own initiative
and action. For example, one participant “emphasized that it was his own efforts that gave him the
job” (p. 57). As the author explains:

The youth’s reflections show that they see user participation as part of being active in promoting the
changes that have taken place. This activity goes beyond their interaction with their social worker, and
relates to more options than those the social worker can offer. They present themselves as proactive
individuals who do not settle for suggestions or activities that they are dissatisfied with. They appear
as autonomous individuals who take control and do not want their days filled—at least not for the long
run—with what other people fill them with. (p. 57)

However, the author goes on to point out that while the youth view themselves as acting
autonomously, the youth’s goal of being engaged in activities is consistent with the overall goals of
the program.

Concept of Relationship: Toward Equality and Authenticity

Power: Toward Voice and Rights

A number of the HUSK cases involved efforts to make the transition from power asymmetry to less
asymmetry and more equality between service users and providers. The leaders of the Dialog
Seminars who were service users envisioned a project in which they would “work equally with
practitioners towards common goals” (p. 19) and led a change process that they referred to as the
“coup” (p. 20). After demanding equal user control of meetings (including the agenda and minutes),
they reported that “[w]e felt we had accomplished something, a balance of power was created”
(p. 20). However, these efforts faced considerable resistance from service providers, who explained:

The user representatives realized their desires, but not without resistance and after several rounds of
negotiations. Such a process is in line with the essence of empowerment where you have to expect
resistance when it comes to the redistribution of power. (p. 22)

The user-led group went on to establish a series of Dialog Seminars that “made it possible to
achieve a redistribution of power in the way that user representatives gradually took more
responsibility . . . [giving] them the opportunity to meet the staff in a more equal position, where
they in partnership can collaborate to improve the services” (p. 25). However, subsequent
experiences of user participants with respect to power symmetry were very different. Two who
went on to work as employees of KREM reported: “As project managers with user experiences, we
experienced powerlessness, rather than the power and influence (we developed) in the work at
HUSK Baerum” (p. 27).

The Dialog Group also sought to empower service users. Reflecting on the power relations when
she worked in a traditional social service office in the 1990s, one of the social workers noted:

When I decided to study to be a social worker, I had a hope to enter into a partnership with human beings
on an equal arena. I wanted to engage in joint efforts that could lay the foundation for change and a
better life for the clients, however, conversations with clients were either in the reception or in the office
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behind closed doors. No one could monitor what we said, (how we) behaved, or how we exercised our
power. . . . The power structure was evident, and those clients who needed our help were completely at
the mercy of our reviews. (p. 29)

In contrast to this earlier experience, the Dialog Group was “user-driven” and designed to allow
service users to express their opinions on services where “we all had the same social status,
everyone was equal” (p. 31).

Role: Toward Reciprocal Contributions

Accompanying efforts to balance power in the service user–service provider relationship were
changes in the roles played by these individuals in service delivery and decision making. For
example, the Dialog Group emphasized a shift in role for service users, from help-seeker to active
resource contributor. In the case on Changing Attitudes, service users were trained as coaches for
other participants and acted as role models for current service users. In the Dialog Seminars, user
representatives served as process advisors, led the seminars, and engaged in data collection. The case
author concludes that “The users are a resource and should contribute, and the (official) ‘helpers’
should not help, but collaborate.” The author goes on to highlight individual challenges in assuming
new roles, often relying on personal characteristics as well as past practices and experiences that call
for reflecting on these roles to plan further work and how the tasks should be allocated.

In the Meeting Place case, users were hired as hosts and performed tasks that included “purchasing
and serving, cleaning, and practical tasks, such as maintenance” (p. 33), as well as deciding “how they
will organize the day, what to serve and how long, and how often they should be open” (p. 33). As in
the Dialogue Seminar case, this role transformation presented challenges for service users and service
providers, as it required “new ways of understanding equal collaboration” (p. 34).

Activity: From Bureaucratic Encounter to Shared Dialogue Activity

Several of the HUSK projects featured new types of shared activities that differed from the typical
bureaucratic encounter that focuses on eligibility determination, needs assessment, or service
referrals. In the Changing Attitudes case, the participants hiked, climbed, and explored the local
town in Turkey where the course was held. They used these outings as an opportunity to share
issues and get to know each other. As the participating researcher noted, it was essential that all
participated equally in the storytelling and other activities, so that all could feel confident sharing.
The participant researcher explained:

I shared many things about myself in the group that I would not tell to (almost) anyone because I
developed a sense of full confidence in the group. The confidence was there because everyone did the
same sharing—it was not only one party that would “confess” to another where the other is [a]
professional worker. I gained such a strong feeling when I could see/hear that others understood what I
was saying and what I was feeling. (p. 16)

In the Dialog Group case, service users and providers shared meals together in a common
meeting space that provided an opportunity for informal dialog and cooperation, representing a
substantial change from common practices. The change was described as “ . . . quite a contrast from
communicating in a public office, and this new idea met with considerable resistance. Not all staff
members were comfortable with working side-by-side with service users, let alone sharing a
meeting room with them” (p. 32).

Some service users also struggled with feeling comfortable in this new shared activity: “Some
(service users) sat with their bowl of food in a corner or in another room until it became comfortable
to join the rest of the group at the table” (p. 32).

One of the initial events in the Meeting Place case involved service users and managers traveling
together to Copenhagen to visit a similar project. The trip enabled them to walk and talk together so that
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they “got to know each other as persons,” contributing substantially to the level of respect, cooperation,
and trust among participants (p. 33). The development of the Meeting Place itself provided further
opportunities for shared activities, “both practical and organizational” (p. 33). Participants noted that
shared activity led to a sense of shared ownership: “the facility renovation was an important part of the
partnership, and was performed by the participants in the project . . . (where) the practical work and
effort from all parties gave everyone a sense of ownership of the house” (pp. 33–34).

Interaction: Toward Group Processes

Group processes were a common feature of the HUSK cases that provided a number of benefits. For
example, in the case on Changing Attitudes, the group provided emotional support and an
experience of equality for participants. “When the participants were asked to read their stories to the
group (only as a voluntary act), the fairy tales elicited emotional responses in an environment where
the service users, researchers, educators, students and practitioners were all equal” (p. 10). The
group process also contributed to the development of a shared understanding between service users,
practitioners, students, educators, and researchers and provided a venue to identify changes at the
level of individual and system relationships.

In order to design the User Involvement Project, a group process was developed to involve service
users, a student, representatives of service user organizations, and an educator. After regular meetings
and discussions of user involvement and user expertise, a decision was made to employ service users
as mentors to students, with the mentoring itself to be provided in a group format. While the user
representatives felt the need to acquire specific training in group methods, the educator sought to
reassure the service users that they were fully equipped to engage in dialogue that emphasized
“reflection as the basis for learning” (p. 50). Group membership was an important factor, such that the
planning group decided to exclude teachers and supervisors in order “to give students a space where
they would not be evaluated (when it came to sharing) their own practical experiences” (p. 52).

Place: Office to Shared/Safe Space

The multiple HUSK projects highlighted the importance of place, particularly settings outside of
the social service offices. These alternative service locations were seen as contributing to shared
understandings, authentic relationship building, and the empowerment of service users. For
example, the Changing Attitudes case took place in a small rural town in Turkey where the foreign
location amplified “the impact of the experience of service users, service practitioners, students,
and academics working together to develop a common understanding of what is needed to achieve a
better relationship and cooperation, both at the individual and on the system level” (p. 11). The
participating researcher highlighted multiple benefits, stating:

It was clear that the venue made a difference in terms of its remoteness, privacy, intimacy, and feeling of
being in another world. The climate of Turkey made it possible to be outside for large parts of the day,
both on adventure tours of nature and the sea as well as for small group meetings. (The process of) being
so close to nature gave me new energy and many others expressed the same reaction. (p. 14)

However, some raised the question of whether changes achieved in a new and distant location
could be sustained upon return to a familiar environment to work with a social worker who had not
participated in the course (p. 16).

With respect to the impact of place, the Dialog Seminars represented contrasting experiences.
The seminars identified a desire on the part of users and staff for “a meeting place outside the office,
where they can share experiences and information, and how they can work together more
informally” (p. 25). In a contrasting reference to place, two service users hired as project managers
experienced striking exclusion from the NAV/social service offices, explaining:
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After a while we got an office with a good size for the two of us, where we could work and have
meetings. The office was not part of the NAV or social services, but physically nearby, just across the
hallway. The office had no access to toilets, water or canteen. . . . When we finally got the key to the
social services office, it felt like we did not belong there, that we had snuck in and we were followed, and
sometimes even stopped by the employees. (p. 26)

In the Meeting Place case, communal meeting spaces were created where service users and
providers could engage in very different kinds of interactions and conversations. The Meeting Place
was designed as a “big room in the middle of the house owned by the municipality and used by various
nonprofit organizations” (that provided) a place to meet for informal discussions over a cup of coffee
where facilities were shared. The rooms were used equally by participants and staff. We got feedback
that it was nice to gather there and one participant noted, “Here, I know that they are happy together.
There are no conflicts hanging on the walls. Here you can talk together like normal people” (p. 30).

By moving the interactions out of the social services agency and into the community, the Meeting
Place provided a different physical context for interaction that helped to challenge the “actors’
perceptions and stereotypes of each other” (p. 33). The conversations between users and providers
were altered and became more “informal and not about results or writing minutes” (p. 34).
Summarizing the lessons of the project, the author wrote that “it is important to have a venue to meet,
not necessarily to come up with solutions or answer of questions, but to talk and find support in each
other, and to avoid unnecessary misunderstandings or unrealistic expectations” (p. 34).

In the University Clinic case, social work education experiences were moved out of the
university and into the agency in order to facilitate collaboration with practitioners and service
users. This experience helped to challenge student stereotypes about the agency:

For many students, it is their first experience in a NAV office, while others have experience as former
NAV service users. The students really appreciated this orientation to practice as it made a positive
impression on them, especially given the negative media coverage of the NAV reorganization reforms
and scandal. (p. 45)

The NAV office became a classroom that reflected “situated learning” within a “community of
practice” (p. 47). Similarly, the User Involvement case makes the point that student mentoring by
service users is provided in the workplace, helping to further distinguish this experience from the
university-based guidance they receive (p. 51).

Communication: Toward Authenticity

Finally, the HUSK cases involve substantially different kinds of communication between service
users and practitioners, based on dialogue involving storytelling, reciprocal disclosure, and
informal conversations, with the potential to transform the relationship between individuals with
different backgrounds and experiences. The Traces case focuses intensively on the individual
communications between youth and social workers, highlighting the central role of dialogue in
social service encounters. Communications between social workers and youth were recorded,
transcribed, and reviewed by the participants, who were then interviewed about their perception of
the conversation. The youth participants emphasized “the importance of talking together to clear
things up. In conversations, they could exercise influence, and could be influenced” (p. 57).

In the case on Changing Attitudes, fictional storytelling using fantasy figures, metaphors, and
symbols was used to help participants “create meaning in their lives through the stories they tell
about themselves” (p. 10). Through this exercise, using a very different kind of language than the
bureaucratic language of assessment or case planning, “service providers and users are given the
opportunity to develop a common understanding of each other’s experiences and perspectives,
meeting the person ‘behind the mask’ and exploring the process of redefining relationships in social
service settings” (p. 11). The researcher who participated in the course explained that while social
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workers typically do not self-disclose in their professional interactions with service users, she
viewed it as appropriate to “be more personal than is usual for a social worker or researcher” (p. 14),
allowing participants to “connect with each other as human beings and get to know each other as a
humans” (p. 15), through a process “founded on reciprocity and trust” (p. 17).

In the Dialog Group and Meeting Place cases, participants also highlighted the different kinds of
communication in which they engaged, including informal discussions. A Meeting Place
participant praised these informal encounters that allowed people to “talk together like normal
people” (p. 30). While it felt strange for some to “go from conversations at the office behind a
closed door to casual and informal conversations with ordinary people” (p. 30), the authors report
that “social workers gained considerable experience by engaging in informal conversations with
participants in this new space” (p. 30). This project further focused on communications by creating
the Dialog Group to develop “an easier way for service users to present their views on things they
found to be a problem as well as what seemed to be working well” (p. 31). The topics were selected
by group members, based on their importance, often leading to “engaged and heated discussions”
(p. 31). As one participant explained, the Dialog Group was a setting where authentic
communication was made possible: “The Dialog Group was a place where you could drop the
social mask that you normally use to hide the fact that you are a social services user. In the Dialogue
Group, we all had the same social status, everyone was equal” (p. 31).

DISCUSSION

The HUSK projects reflect efforts to redefine the nature of practice within public assistance
programs, with particular attention to transforming the relationship between service users and
providers. Figure 4 highlights key aspects of the redefined encounter between users and providers
that emerged in the HUSK cases.

Central to the HUSK reforms was the recognition of the equal worth of service users that is in
stark contrast to the traditional stigma described by Hasenfeld and colleagues (1987). The
discretionary nature of the activities carried out by SLBs (Lipsky, 1980) made it possible to expand
frontline practice to include increased power sharing within the bureaucratic encounter. In line with
Lipsky’s later prescription for increased client power (Lipsky, 2010), multiple approaches to power
sharing provided both the service provider and user with an opportunity to reflect upon and share
their own perspective as a way of making explicit their tacit knowledge. Power sharing served to
humanize the discretionary power of the service provider and empower the service user,
maximizing both experience and expertise relevant to managing the bureaucratic encounter. This
focus on service user expertise from experience provided a way to increase client resources,
thereby, decreasing the dependency on the provider that Hasenfeld (1985) described. Rebalancing
the power between service users and providers facilitated role transformations in which their
contributions to the exchange relationship were more equal, though not identical.

As illustrated in the HUSK cases, shared activities provide a form of intervention when both
service users and providers are engaged in meal preparation and meeting planning. While this form
of activity may be common in residential human service organizations where both users and
providers are in sustained contact with one another, it is less common in community-based services
where various forms of individual bureaucratic encounters are the dominant activity. Shared service
evaluation activities were also important, reflecting a more participatory accountability model as
outlined by Hupe and Hill (2007). In addition to these shared activities, the location of service was
also significant in a number of cases. Moving out of government offices to locales that foster
communications proved to be another important finding from the HUSK cases. The shift in the
communications environment from formality to informality increased the potential for power-
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sharing and more open, candid relationships reflecting both “positive discrimination” as noted by
Goodsell (1981) and “plus laterality” as noted by Lefton (1970).

Another example of power sharing can be found in the language used for discussion of services
and goals between service users and providers. As service providers shift their focus from “helping
to address service user problems” to joint engaging in an exploration of self, it becomes possible
to amplify the volume and clarity of service user voices as well as rebalance the traditional
hierarchical, power-dependent relationship between two human beings. As the content of
communications between service users and providers shifted away from the information exchange
related to user problems described by Hasenfeld and colleagues (1987) and toward authentic and
reciprocal disclosure, the stigma associated with unilateral disclosure of personal problems to
public officials was reduced and, in some cases, removed.

The emphasis in the HUSK cases on dialogical communications (Seikkula & Arnkil, 2006)
illustrates the importance of “removing masks” through dialogical meetings as a way to open up
communications within unequal power relationships. Seikkula and colleagues (2003) point to the need
in the service provider–user relationship to move from a predominant focus on objective facts (e.g.,
limited job skills, inadequate work histories, etc.) to subjective worries in order to capture what service
providers see subjectively andwhat service users experience subjectively. The focus in theHUSKcases
on listening in order to fully recognize the uniqueness of human beings engaged in the service
provider–service user relationship can be informed by theworry zone framework outlined by Seikkula
and colleagues (2003), where listening and thinking out loud are critical aspects of communication.

The pioneering efforts of the HUSK projects raise many questions for future practice and
research, and a few are noted below:

(1) How can future social work practitioners learn the power-sharing skills associated with this
form of redefined practice and use them effectively in bureaucratic settings?

(2) Is there evidence that the use of these skills leads to improved outcomes for service users?
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FIGURE 4 Redefining the bureaucratic encounter.
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(3) What are the implications of shifting the focus of dialogue between service providers and
service users from “problem solving” within the context of the bureaucratic encounter to the
articulation of “shared worries” within the framework of “zones of subjective worries?”

(4) To what extent are the practice issues of shared activities, alternative meeting places, and
authentic communications relevant to different fields of practice beyond public assistance
services?

(5) What types of organizational and managerial supports are needed in a wide variety of human
service organizations to help staff engage in new forms of practice?

(6) To what extent can government policy and funding support future innovations as illustrated
in the HUSK projects?

In reflecting on the role of helping and helplessness, Gummer (1979) nearly 35 years ago
commented on the structure of discretion in the American welfare system by noting:

that the social work profession, because of its history, assumes an orientation to its clients that flows
from a conception of the client as intrinsically dependent and thus with limited abilities to participate in
the process of service provision. Social workers must seriously reappraise their positions as more and
more clients demand to be treated in ways that require severe limitations on the prerogatives
traditionally claimed by professionals. The issue of professional and administrative discretion gets to the
heart of one of the most pressing of modern concerns; namely, the way in which people’s behavior
should be regulated. (p. 225)

To what extent does this perception of dependent service users and dominant service provider
continue to exist in today’s welfare systems?While somewill argue that there has been little change,
others will note that our colleagues in Norway and elsewhere in other welfare states are taking
promising strides in the direction of transforming practice and redefining the bureaucratic encounter.
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ABSTRACT
This exploratory qualitative study examines the experiences of eleven
county human-service agencies as they worked through the budget reduc-
tion process during the Great Recession (2008–2013). The principles and
values that guided decisions are identified retrospectively through an ana-
lysis of 46 individual interviews with members of the senior management in
each organization. The findings include decision-making strategies that
include the engagement of stakeholders as well as the tactics employed
for balancing the budget. The study informants reflect upon the success of
their actions and upon the environmental and organizational factors that
facilitated and constrained managerial decision making. The study con-
cludes with implications for practice and future research.
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In the fall of 2008, Lehman Brothers, a global financial services firm, filed for bankruptcy, marking
the beginning of a global financial crisis that disrupted the U.S. economy and global markets.
Individuals and families across the nation were losing their jobs and their homes, and were turning
to county human-service organizations (HSOs) for help. Applications for public assistance programs
increased substantially, and the need to process and determine eligibility for an unprecedented
number of applicants stretched organizational resources. The circumstances surrounding the budget
reductions for human services from 2008 to 2012 were unprecedented with many fearing a repeat of
the Great Depression of the 1930s. When searching for prior experiences with substantial budgetary
cutback strategies for social services, the major examples of budget reductions were in response to a
change in federal legislation during the Reagan era in the 1980s. While these reductions to social
welfare budgets created serious challenges, they occurred during a time of relative economic
expansion in the United States.

In order to inform current managerial practice and to lay groundwork for further empirical
examination of the Great Recession, this qualitative empirical study captures and describes the
principles and factors that guided HSO leaders in reducing budgets while expanding public social
services. This analysis begins with a description of the environmental conditions leading up to and
surrounding the HSO budget reductions in California during the Great Recession and reviews the
literature on cutback management in public organizations during the late 1970s and 80s. Within the
context of qualitative research methods and their limitations, key findings describe how organiza-
tional leaders engaged with stakeholders to capture shifting organizational priorities and use these
formalized priorities, agency data, and financial modeling to reduce the HSO’s reliance on county
funds and maximize their federal funding through the use of innovative organizational and pro-
grammatic restructuring and increased partnerships. The decisions of organizational leaders and
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managers were often shaped by the size and structure of the organization and by the nature of
relationships with the elected board of supervisors, the offices of the county administrator and the
relationships with labor unions. The discussion reflects on current and historical differences in
environmental resources and stressors that may contribute to variations in cutback approaches. The
article concludes with implications for further research and practice principles for addressing
significant budget reductions.

The Great Recession

The 2008 collapse of the financial markets led to negative growth in the U.S. gross domestic product
in 2008 and 2009, and the national unemployment rate jumped to over 9% (Center of Budget and
Policy Priorities, 2014). The federal budget, already with a deficit of over one trillion dollars, took a
battering during this time as income tax revenues fell drastically and expenditures increased for
unemployment claims, food stamps, and other safety net programs (Ruffing & Friedman, 2013).
Substantial decreases in income tax and sales tax revenues, combined with increasing enrollment in
state-subsidized safety net programs, decimated state budgets. The American Recovery and
Reinvestment Act (ARRA), a federal economic recovery package intended to shore up the consumer
market, funneled substantial assistance to state budgets, mostly in the form of increased Medicaid
funding and a “State Fiscal Stabilization Fund” (Oliff, Mai, & Palacios, 2012).

In California, unemployment reached an all-time high of almost 12% in 2009 (California Budget
Project, 2009), and there were successive multimillion- or billion-dollar annual deficits, including a
15 billion dollar budget shortfall in 2013. The state was forced to reduce services in public health, cut
funding for the children’s health insurance program, and reduce services supporting HIV/AIDS
patients. California eliminated all funding for the state’s domestic violence shelter program as well as
maternal, child, and adolescent health programs. Aid to disabled and elderly populations was capped
or reduced, childcare subsidies were reduced, and the state eliminated cost-of-living adjustments for
cash assistance programs. The state also cut its public workforce significantly, forcing furloughs and
pay cuts for state employees (Johnson, Oliff, & Williams, 2011).

California social services are administered through the counties, and county human-service
agencies are responsible for child welfare and foster care functions, employment services, adult
and aging services and for eligibility determination for all forms of economic assistance, including
Medicaid, general assistance, and food stamps. Many counties supplement human-service funding
with county general fund dollars that are generated through county property taxes. When the
housing bubble burst, property values plummeted, and property tax revenues dropped drastically
in 2008 and 2009. Owing to major reductions in state allocations and to shrinking county general
funds, counties faced budget reductions ranging from 15% to 30%, resulting in the elimination of
hundreds of millions of dollars from their operations. Administrators and managers were being
forced to address the reduction or elimination of state allocations for safety net programs. In the
context of significant budget reductions and increased demand for services, the choices made by
county human-service-agency leaders shaped the services available in their counties during the
financial crisis.

Literature highlights

Beginning with economic stagnation in the 1970s and the ensuing reductions in domestic spending
during the 1980s Reagan administration, “cutback management” became a familiar term among
government administrators as scholars began to examine the phenomenon. Early scholarship on the
subject was largely theoretical as illustrated by Levine’s (1978, 1979) theoretical framework for
understanding public-sector retrenchment related to legislative and judicial program funding man-
dates and to the realities of term limits and turnover of legislators (Levine, Rubin, & Wolohojian,
1982). Levine posited that the causes for organizational decline can be classified into four quadrants,
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“divided along two dimensions: (a) whether they are primarily the result of conditions located either
internal or external to the organization, or (b) whether they are principally a product of political or
economic/technical condition” (Levine, 1978, p. 318). In addition, political considerations domi-
nated the specific decisions of managers (Edwards & Mitchell, 1987; Jick & Murray, 1982; Levine,
1978) and the process for allocating cuts within an organization (Bigelow & Stone, 1995; Levine
et al., 1982; Murray & Jick, 1985; Reisch & Taylor, 1983). Given the unique constraints of this
environment, cutback-management scholars have offered a range of suggestions for successfully
navigating public retrenchment. These are illustrated in Figure 1.

Pandey (2010) points out that the structure and processes of public organizations affect the
strategies and tactics that can be accessed when dealing with budget reductions. For example, public
organizations can expect and rely on a steady flow of resources that allow them to function in a
relatively stable operational environment. However, in a public organization, leaders are limited
regarding what actions can be taken to increase resources. In addition, Pandey (2010) notes that the
goals of public organizations are often appealing and well-supported by employees and the public
because they are designed to serve community needs. As a result, the organization has less input in
setting goals and “compromises among competing interests in the political arena filter down” to
goals that are multiple, conflicting, and vague (p. 566).

I. Revisiting organizational mission 
• create a mission-based strategic plan that both informs cutback implementation 

and allows for adaptive shifts to new funding sources (Austin, 1984; Behn, 1980, 
1988).  

• engage in mission redesign, in order to:  
o prioritize essential services (Flynn, 1991; Goplerud, Walfish, & Apsey, 

1983; Goplerud, Walfish, & Broskowski, 1985; Jerrell & Larsen, 1984; 
Partnership for Public Service, 2011) 

o guide where to make cuts (Nakamoto & Altaffer, 1992) 
o identify ways to compete for limited resources (Goplerud, Walfish, & 

Apsey, 1983)  
o build relationships with influential people, through an influential board 

member, or directly oneself (Goplerud, Walfish, & Apsey, 1983; 
Goplerud, Walfish, & Broskowski, 1985; Packard et al., 2007; Pawlak, 
Jeter, & Fink, 1983).  

II. Engaging governance structures 
• develop relationships with key policy makers and constituencies (Austin, 1984; 

Behn, 1988); engaging in innovation (Behn, 1988; Biller, 1980; Glassberg, 1978; 
Levine, 1978) 

III. Engaging in systematic decision-making 

• engage in the difficult process of systematically prioritizing which services to cut 
and which to spare (Austin, 1984; Behn, 1980, 1988; Levine, Rubin, & Wohojian, 
1982) 

• create incentives and rewards for successful downsizing (Behn, 1988; Biller, 
1980; Levine, 1979; Levine, Rubin, & Wohojian, 1982)  

• focus attention to either long-term or systematic planning (Goplerud, Walfish, & 
Broskowski, 1985; Jerrell & Larsen, 1984, 1985; Murray and Jick, 1985).   

* Bigelow & Stone, 1995; Levine, Rubin, & Wolohojian, 1982; Murray & Jick, 1985; Reisch & 
Taylor, 1983 

Figure 1 Lessons learned from the 1980s for navigating the retrenchment of public programs.*
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Overall, however, empirical investigation into public sector cutback management remains
limited, with only a handful of studies on the topic being published since the topic’s “zenith”
in the first half of the 1980s (Bozeman, 2010, p. 558). To encourage more contemporary thinking
about the nature of cutback management in public organizations, Bozeman (2010) notes that
research into public-sector cutback management largely fails to examine the effects of budget
reduction on organizational structure and design. These studies tend to focus more on strategies
for dealing with decline than on examining cutback processes within the context of organiza-
tional recovery. Bozeman points to the need to examine public cutback processes in the context
of long-term strategic management, in which organizations can expect to deal with decline but
also plan for recovery or expansion (p. 560).

This study seeks to respond to Bozeman’s critique of the literature by examining modern
strategies for addressing budget reductions, the impact of such strategies on organizational structure
and programmatic design and the relationship between organizational and environmental features
and managerial strategies. The current study provides an empirical examination of modern public-
sector cutback management and was designed to inform current and future HSO managers by
addressing the following research questions:

(1) What contextual factors influenced decision making by organizational leaders and
managers?

(2) What principles guided organizational leaders in the process?
(3) What strategies were used for decision making?
(4) What tactics were utilized to reduce the budget?
(5) What were the most critical lessons reported by leaders and managers?

Methodology

This qualitative study examines the cutback strategies of 11 California county human-service
agencies located in the San Francisco Bay Area. A qualitative approach was used as a means of
capturing detailed, in-depth descriptions of the budget-reduction experiences of county HSO leaders
and staff related to the interorganizational and intraorganizational challenges emerging from the
Great Recession. During the economic stagnation between 2008 and 2013, all bay area HSOs
experienced substantial reductions in their annual funding from federal and state sources. Many
of these counties, with politically liberal voters and elected boards of supervisors, heavily supple-
mented human-services funding with county general-fund dollars generated through county prop-
erty taxes. When property values in the bay area plummeted in 2008 and 2009, property tax revenues
dropped dramatically (California County Annual Report, 2014), increasing the severity of budget
reductions faced by county HSOs.

County demographic characteristics

The 11 county HSOs differ in population size and include one small rural county with fewer than
300,000 residents, three medium-sized suburban counties with between 300,000 and 700,000
residents, and seven large urban counties with between 700,000 and 2,000,000 residents.
Counties also range in physical size, from less than 47 square miles to over 3200 square miles.
Though all 11 counties are considered to be metro areas by the U.S. Census Bureau, the
population density across the counties varies widely, from 17,000 people per square mile to
127 people per square mile. Income level and distribution in these counties also varies greatly;
between 2008 and 2012, median household income ranged from $60,000 to $91,000, while
persons living below poverty level ranged from 7.5% to slightly more than 16% (U.S. Census
Bureau State and County Quick Facts, 2014).
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Organizational characteristics

The size of county HSOs also varies with the size of the county. Three agencies in the sample have
fewer than 800 employees, four have between 800 and 1,500 staff, and four agencies have over 1,500
full-time staff. Three of the 11 county organizations are integrated health and human service
agencies, providing public health and behavioral health services in addition to public assistance,
child welfare, employment services, and senior services.

Sampling/data collection

Participating HSOs provided a diverse organizational sample in terms of organizational structure
and size, budget size and required reductions, and staffing resources. The diversity of these
characteristics provided leaders with different levels of flexibility or resources to influence budgetary
decision making.

Qualitative interviews were conducted with three to six executive team leaders in each participat-
ing HSO. All interviews were conducted by the second author over the course of 4 months.
Purposive sampling was used to identify the participants by asking each HSO director to participate
in an interview and to identify other informants in his or her organization that could provide insight
into the budget reduction process and experience. High-level leaders in organizations were selected
because of their comprehensive understanding of all the factors that went into the decision making
and the budget-reduction process. Front line or middle-management staff had less access to the
various factors that contributed to making decisions, designing implementation strategies, and the
technical fiscal tactics used to address budget reductions.

A total of 46 interviews lasting 60–75 minutes were conducted in 11 counties, and all but two of
the interviews were recorded and transcribed. Two individuals declined to be recorded, but detailed
notes were taken. The interview guide was semistructured to elicit the experiences and observations
of expert informants. Interview topics were drafted by the research team and were reviewed, revised,
and finalized in collaboration with participating HSO directors to ensure coverage of key subjects
that included (1) planning and implementation issues (e.g., scope of reductions, implementation
processes, organizational priorities, mission and guiding values, resources) and (2) organizational
strategies (e.g., innovative strategies, structural changes, programmatic or service delivery change
and changes to the use of technology and staffing).

Data analysis

The analytical approach involved multiple inductive-coding cycles to create holistic single-case
studies for each county HSO (Saldana, 2013; Yin, 2003). The case studies were then analyzed in a
multicase-study approach (Stake, 2006). Creation and comparison of individual cases, joined by
several characteristics, lends external validity to findings observed across multiple cases. Though
important findings in one case may be context bound, the emergence of similar findings across cases
can begin to confirm that the observation is credible (Stake, 2006). Credibility increases when the
analysis is conducted by a single analyst, with input from the research team, in combination with
supporting evidence across cases.

All coding schemes were developed and applied by the first author using descriptive and focused
coding that was validated through discussions with the primary interviewer, agency directors, and
other members of the research team (Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2013; Saldaña, 2013). Pre-coding
and first- and second-cycle coding were carried out manually, while third- and fourth-cycle coding
was conducted in Dedoose, a qualitative data analysis software platform. During the fourth coding
cycle, organizations and all coded excerpts from those organizations were tagged with descriptors
cataloguing the organizational characteristics—for example, organizational size (small, fewer than
800 employees; medium, 800–1,500 employees; and large, over 1,500 employees); union involvement
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(high, moderate, minimal); range of support from elected boards of supervisors; and type of agency
(either only human services or integrated health and human services). These descriptors were
created and applied because they emerged in the first two cycles of coding as important recurrent
themes in the data, were discussed in a variety of contexts and with a wide array of impacts on
organizational processes.

Following the fourth and final coding cycle, Dedoose was used to validate theme recurrence
within and across cases, confirming the frequency of the themes discussed by informants and
verifying the key concepts described in the findings. Once coding and analysis were complete,
findings were presented to the HSO directors to gauge accuracy and to explore the implications of
the findings. In this group, several executive directors (EDs) had participated in interviews and a few
were new to the position or to the organization. Feedback from this group was collected and
recorded and highlights from the discussion were incorporated into the final reporting of the data.

Limitations

There are limitations to this exploratory study with respect to sampling strategy, timing of data
collection, and interview design. The county sample is relatively small and may represent issues
unique to HSOs in the San Francisco Bay Area. The sample of interviewees was selected by agency
directors and only includes senior staff. As a result, dissenting views and the perspectives of line staff
and middle managers are not represented. Respondent recall limitations may have affected the
validity of findings, since interviews were conducted in 2013 regarding experiences beginning in
2008. However, the retrospective design enabled respondents to assess the relative success or failure
of the strategies and tactics used, which allows researchers to examine strategies and tactics in the
context of organizational regrowth. Finally, although the semistructured interview format promoted
depth and detail in responses, it may have contributed to missing data. Unless an interview question
directly addressed a particular topic, it may or may not have been deemed relevant by the respondent
and may thus have been omitted.

Major findings

The presentation of the findings begins with a review of (a) organizational and environmental factors
affecting the cutback decisions of managers; (b) the principles used to guide organizational decision
making in response to budget cuts; (c) the strategies used for making those decisions; and 4) the
organizational changes that were implemented in an effort to balance the budget. The final section of
findings describes what respondents reported as lessons learned by noting the strategies that they
perceived to be more and less effective.

Organization structural and contextual factors

Inductive analysis of transcripts identified several common organizational, structural, and contextual
factors that were either described by participants as assets to the organization throughout the
recession or as liabilities that impaired functioning during cutbacks. This section lays out these
factors and the following sections describe related managerial decision-making processes.

Support of county governance
Several respondents stated that the support of elected county boards of supervisors and/or their
appointed county administrative officer (CAO) played an important role in their successful response
to the recession by supporting the implementation of new, experimental solutions. Some informants
described their boards as “hands-off” by trusting HSO leaders to make good decisions and support-
ing those decisions. “I could count on one hand the number of times the board has given us input on
how we allocate money among programs. And so that left us quite a bit of strategic room to work.”
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Other organizations pointed to the priority that human services was given in board of supervisor or
CAO budgetary decisions. “And the other thing that‘s unique about us is, even in times of budget cuts
where everyone needs to share the pain, that our services are still prioritized in the political structure of
services. So when the Board of Supervisors are deliberating on our budget, . . . they do reallocate money
(and) we tended to benefit from that.”

In contrast, some organizations report strained relations with their CAO or board of supervisors,
where trust is minimal. “I’ve learned a lot, you know, to be careful about how much trust you have
with your CAO.” Some respondents also indicated that the board did not prioritize human services in
the county budget. “I think that one of the disappointing things was that we really did not have too
much support from the Board of Supervisors. They weren’t negative, but they were not inclined to
provide any county General Fund support. So we were really on our own in terms of handling the
financial impacts.” Finally, a board of supervisors was less supportive if they did not fully understand
the complexities of federal drawdowns and other peculiarities of social-service financing. “I mean
we’ve been telling the Board and the county administrator for 5 years and they did not believe us . . .”

Collaborative employee unions
Several study participants also described their union relationships as collaborative and productive.
“We have a pretty good relationship with our labor unions. Our human resource department at the
county spends a lot of time on that. So we don’t have quite the struggles that some of our surrounding
counties probably have.” Collaborative labor unions explicitly supported managerial decisions by
communicating with their members. “I have to say, the union stood with me when we did the
presentations to the staff on why we have to change.” They also participated willingly in the budget-
reduction planning processes. “When we came up with a plan, you know, I sat down with the union
again—outside of the county process—and I said ‘These are what I’m restoring. You tell me if you want
me to do something different and I’ll consider it.’ And they were happy with the strategy that we came
up with.” Some unions were even described as partners in the cutback process. “But they are
emphasizing partnership and they want to be at the table helping with the planning. They don’t
want to be perceived as a barrier. So they have in fact joined us at the table, if you will, on some of the
planning meetings.”

Conversely, organizations with more-contentious unions describe tedious processes for imple-
menting change. “The unions are very impatient here . . . They filed several (grievance) charges and
that means things come to a grinding halt.” HSOs reported working through cutbacks with highly
contentious unions by addressing questions about every organizational or process change suggested.
“So you can never assume you’re going to change this little part of this process and it will fly. Everything
is meet and confer, everything.” The implementation of more-efficient processes to better meet the
increased need triggered by the Great Recession was hindered by unions supporting minimal
productivity standards. “There is still that mindset of, ‘I can only do this amount of work, because
that is what I’ve always done for the last 25 years.’” Finally, in particularly conflicted HSOs,
respondents indicated that labor unions created additional strife between employee groups. “The
other piece is that our strong union started [to complain about] the training supervisors [who were
supposedly] out to get people, and that they were not supporting people and so it was almost like they
were the scapegoats.”

Organizational or county size
Respondents from small-county agencies noted that their small size advantaged their cutback-manage-
ment process because established relationships in the community could be easily activated to promote
shared decision making. Smaller HSOs were more agile and could start, stop, or change a program more
quickly due to smaller staff sizes and caseloads. On the other hand, small counties or organizations had
more-limited infrastructure and could not as easily absorb overhead costs of nonessential services.
Consolidated HSOs, with integrated health and human services, were able to use the budgets of larger
departments to help cushion the fiscal blow to the departments being hit hard by cutbacks. However,
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large-county HSOs were less agile and reported difficulty in managing internal communications
regarding change. “We were a very large agency. And to be honest, one of the things I struggle with—
even now—is trying to break down the silos, because everyone has become very focused on their depart-
ment. So I have a staff of 2200 employees . . . So, you know, trying to manage information was difficult.”
These larger HSOs also noted that successful cross-departmental collaboration was difficult and rare.

Integrated versus nonintegrated HSOs
HSOs that administered both public-health services and social services were better able to manage
the budget-reduction process. Their wider array of services created more options for reconfiguring
services and staffing to maximize the drawdown of federal funding. For example, two integrated
HSOs transformed their public-health clinics into Federally Qualified Health Centers (FQHCs),
which tripled the reimbursement rates for some of the services routinely provided at these clinics.
“Long story short, this migration saved us a ton of money because the [County] Community Clinic, the
FQHC that received the OB-GYN services, could bill for the federal rate—which is about three times
the rate that the county was able to bill.” One of these agencies also integrated mental-health services
into their health services as a means of compensating for a lack of funding for mental health in their
county. Integrated HSOs also had more programs and departments to work with when searching for
additional resources. “This is obviously helpful to be a consolidated agency like ours. It meant that if
one division had a windfall increase in an allocation, they would say ‘Before we hire new staff, that
allocation increase goes on the table and if we can prevent laying off staff in another program, then
that’s what we do.’ And we were able to do that because we have discretionary county dollar in all of
our divisions.” Nonintegrated HSOs lacked the financial and infrastructure insulation that adminis-
tering both health and human services provided.

Guiding principles

“You know, I think that . . . the agency and most of its programs made it through okay. I think our relationships
with our CBO community held okay . . . So we went through a series of years with big cuts and we kind of held it all
together. So I guess that’s the good news of what we did and we followed our guiding principle in that sense.”

More than half of the county HSOs created a formally articulated set of guiding principles. The
remaining organizations used a set of informally developed values and priorities to guide their
decision making without articulating them in writing. Most of these principles were mission-related
values regarding client-serving programs (e.g., preserving children and family services and prioritiz-
ing the welfare of children in the community) and certain administrative values (e.g., complying with
federal and state mandates, preserving direct-service staff positions, maintaining in-house and
contracted-service capacity and quality, and increasing efficiency to address record-setting demand
for services) to support the implementation of agreed-upon organizational changes. See Table 1 for a
summary of guiding principles.

Formal guidelines were more often used in large-county HSOs when reporting to their supportive
board of supervisors, the CAO, and union leadership. These guidelines were also used to commu-
nicate decision-making processes to all levels of the organization. One respondent described the
motivation for creating the document as preemptive: “We wanted to have them in place before there
was a lot of wrangling going on around the table.”

Decision-making strategies

The organizations participating in this study used an array of strategies to help redefine priorities.
In most organizations, program- and staff-performance data, combined with information about
which programs were funded by county general-fund dollars, were used to inform the develop-
ment of new priorities. In particular, integrated HSOs with high levels of union activity and
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unsupportive boards of supervisors or CAOs placed more emphasis on reducing county-funded–
line items in the budget because they were required to address the county-fund portion of their
budget more aggressively.

Most of the HSOs used financial models and time studies to create and test various budget-
reduction scenarios before making final programmatic or organizational structural changes. Many
organizations used their current strategic plan to inform the process of reprioritizing services.
Engaging critical stakeholders (e.g., staff, unions, clients, funders, community partners, and com-
munity leaders) was a common strategy for decision making. This involved discussions with
stakeholders about service reduction or elimination and incorporating their input into organizational
actions. Multiple communication strategies were used with internal staff to engage them in decision
making, and HSO leaders paid careful attention to consistent and clear messaging to staff about the
budget-reduction process.

Board-supported HSOs more often reported an explicit focus on staff engagement and creating
and executing a clear communication strategy. One midsize organization, with a very supportive
board of supervisors, invested considerable time and resources into educating employees about
social-service budgeting to make sure that they could contribute meaningfully to decision making.
“So we had to inform, educate and then we could begin to really discuss.” In this organization, when
staff suggestions were not used, leadership attempted to “get word back (as to) why this didn’t work or
why it wouldn’t work exactly” to the staff who contributed ideas. “Just so people knew that we were
listening.” Such attention to detail took a great deal of agency resources in staff time and energy, but
leaders in this agency felt it was an important priority. “[We were] was just trying to maintain a sense
of sensitivity to the fact that—whether someone was laid off or bumped—people were afraid. And they
deserved a lot of respect and some care during that difficult time because there are lots of things that
you can say, and you must say, and you should say.”

In many other organizations, while some efforts were made to engage midlevel- and direct-service
staff (as well as union leaders) in the decision-making process, management frequently did not
display a capacity to communicate effectively with staff. Many respondents reported that their staff
provided feedback that communication related to budget reductions was insufficient, and staff
members were critical of top-down decisions made without their input or that of community
stakeholders. See Table 2 for a summary of decision-making strategies.

Table 1 Guiding principles.

Theme Number of organizations

Use of mission-related values:
Preserve quality or capacity of programs 10
Preserve programs 8
Preserve child welfare 7
Mandates 6
Preserve staff 5
Preserve contracts 2

Use of organizational priorities:
Efficiency 11
Planning ahead 9
Equal distribution of cuts 8

Use of administrative values:
Staff morale 10
Communication 8
Empowering staff 4
Evaluation 3

Use of a formal document 6
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Budget-balancing strategies

New priorities inspired a range of strategies and tactics used by the participating organizations to
balance their annually shrinking budgets during the recession years. Every HSO used solutions
related to organizational re-structuring, internal and community partnerships, staffing strategies, and
fiscal management. Most HSOs also addressed the increased workload created by the budget-
balancing strategies and the increase in service demand triggered by the economic downturn.

Restructuring the organization was the most common strategy for reducing agency budgets while
attempting to maintain service capacity and quality. HSOs eliminated or reduced organizational
infrastructure (e.g., client-transportation services, training or planning positions or entire depart-
ments, and administrative support for direct-service staff) and client-serving programs. Most
organizations seized the opportunity to reformulate programs in a more efficient or consolidated
manner. Some examples of program reforms include moving from scheduled to drop-in appoint-
ments, conducting group intakes for entitlement programs or using call centers to work with clients
on the phone rather than in-person.

All HSOs looked for solutions to their fiscal challenges by creating new partnerships, capitalizing
on existing ones, or adjusting contracts with partners. Every organization developed internal
partnerships, within their own agency or with other county departments such as probation or
behavioral health. Partnerships with other county divisions were utilized, for example, to transfer
programs from the HSO budget to the budget of another department, ensuring service continuity.
Partnerships within the HSO also helped to balance the budget, including interdivision transfer of
funds to sustain a struggling division. Many organizations also reduced or eliminated contracts with
community-based partners as a way to reduce their budgets. However, an equal number of agencies
expanded or added contracts in order to maintain services at a lower cost. Smaller, integrated HSOs
with low-to-moderate union activity and supportive boards were more likely to increase contracts
for outsourcing services, whereas large agencies with high union activity and less supportive boards
were more likely to reduce contracts. Finally, several organizations worked actively with community
or county partners to identify duplication of services in the community and to coordinate service
provision through the use of a single service provider.

The third-most-frequently-mentioned–budget-balancing strategy involved rigorous fiscal stew-
ardship, such as reducing or eliminating unnecessary spending and increasing accountability for staff
and community contractors. Nearly every respondent also focused attention on maximizing the
drawdown of federal or state funds. More than half of these HSOs, especially those reporting
minimal union activity and supportive boards or CAOs, also looked for additional ways to increase
revenue; for example, two counties invested in staff to help clients on county-funded general
assistance to apply for and obtain federal disability benefits, enabling the HSO to claim federal
reimbursement for the general-assistance benefits paid to these clients and increasing the monthly
income of clients. Every HSO eliminated vacant positions and/or shifted staff from poorly funded

Table 2 Decision-making strategies.

Theme Number of organizations

Create and codify new priorities 10
Use financial models/time studies 9
Use agency data 9
Consider county dollars 8
Engage in strategic planning 8
Primary decisions made by top leadership 8
Gather input from stakeholders: 11
Community input 11
Staff input 10
Labor union input 8
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programs to better-funded programs. Most organizations also resorted to staff layoffs; however, with
limited exceptions, layoffs were minimal as administrators capitalized on vacancies and staff attri-
tion. Almost half of the participating organizations implemented hiring freezes as a means of
controlling staff costs, and several used voluntary or incentivized retirement to avoid layoffs. A
few organizations recruited volunteers to supplement the workforce or to provide ancillary services,
in some cases using newly retired staff as volunteers. The increased demand for efficiency and
productivity led a few small and midsize organizations to increase performance expectations for staff.
For example, poorly performing staff were more quickly identified and moved out of the organiza-
tion through disciplinary processes. “I think basically we’ve discovered—we just can’t afford to have
deadweight, or, you know, people not pulling their weight, and making important, significant mistakes.
And so we don’t tolerate that anymore.”

The remaining staff in every agency was left with a significantly increased workload.
Organizational leaders were aware of this problem and, through direct supervision or agency-wide
communications, attempted to help staff prioritize their workload and identify tasks that could be
left incomplete. Most of these organizations later brought in temporary or contracted employees to
help the organization catch up on the backlog of work left undone during these times. Two
organizations used overtime contributions from current employees to help catch up on backlogged
work. See Table 3 for a summary of budget-balancing strategies.

Lessons learned

As budgets began to be restored, respondents reflected on lessons learned to incorporate into their
regrowth. As one agency director reflected, “Change comes out of something we’ve blown up . . . Once
it’s blown up . . . you have to pick up the pieces again . . . and build in a different way [by] throw[ing]
away pieces that, you know, maybe the only reason you had them was because you have had them for
30 years.”

Table 3 Budget balancing strategies.

Theme Number of organizations

Structural solutions:
Eliminate programs 11
Reduce infrastructure 10
Reformulate programs 10

Partnership solutions:
Create new internal partnerships 11
Reduce contracts 8
Expand contracts/outsource 8
Reduce duplicate services 7

Financial solutions:
Increase fiscal stewardship 10
Maximize drawdowns 8
Increase revenue 8
Utilize ARRA funds 5

Staffing solutions:
Eliminate vacant positions 10
Shift staff between programs 8
Lay off staff 7
Freeze hiring 5
Use volunteers 3
Increase accountability 2

Workload solutions:
Prioritize workload 7
Hire temporary staff 6
Expand use of overtime 2
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What worked
The innovative solutions and increased partnerships that arose from the economic crisis were seen as
successes. Most study participants agreed that the budget crisis spawned innovation and shifted focus
from temporary fixes to sustained organizational changes. HSOs reporting supportive boards engaged in
innovative approaches over four times more often than agencies reporting unsupportive boards or those
not commenting on levels of board support. The majority of innovations involved creative financial
strategies (e.g., revising accounting methods, using more-accurate methods to project salary savings,
finding new ways to increase revenue, or transferring funds between programs based on funding
availability). One organization developed “Budget Projects” through which each division in the organi-
zation was challenged to increase revenue or decrease expenses in order to close their budget gaps.

Another common innovative practice was the formation of new partnerships with community
organizations, or the reconfiguration of existing partnerships, as a means of maintaining service
quality with reduced funds—especially among HSOs with supportive boards; for example, one
county partnered with local foundations to continue to provide services in the community that
the HSO no longer had the resources to provide. In another county, a mutually beneficial partner-
ship between the water agency and the youth employment training program, facilitated by a member
of the board of supervisors, gained great support from the community and positive response from
the participants. “So I had never met these folks at the Water Agency before, and one of our former
Board of Supervisors members, who had been retired, introduced me to the water agency folks—and
said, you know, HSO has kids that need to go to work. Water Agency, you have work that needs to be
done. This is a marriage made in heaven.”

The use of information technologies was also a critical aspect of surviving the impact of the
recession. As one executive director observed, “Technology has really saved us, because despite all the
losses, [we went from] about 650 employees today . . . down to about 400 employees and today we are
probably up to about 450 [and] we are serving more clients today than we have in our history.” Several
study participants noted that the data provided by their information technologies were critical to
decision-making and monitoring processes. For example, in one organization, the leadership team
invested in mobile workplace technologies that allowed direct service staff, working primarily in the
field, to enter case data in their car, at home, or on site with clients. Staff saved travel time because
they did not have to start or end the day at the office, and the agency saved money on mileage
reimbursement, increased staff efficiency, and facilities costs (close to one million dollars annually).
Several other agencies used customer-oriented, computer-based technologies to streamline the intake
and application process in benefits-eligibility offices. Clients were able to access many functions
within the organization’s lobby through kiosks, private phones, computer stations, electronic reader
boards, phone systems with IVR, and document-scanning stations.

Programs were creatively redesigned to enable consumers to receive similar levels of services with
fewer agency resources. For example, several participating organizations restructured their eligibility-
determination process from a case-based process (in which the intake worker follows a case from file
opening to closure) to a task-based process (in which clients can be served by any case worker, at any
phase of their case). Some organizations developed new communication strategies for reaching out
to the community or to their staff, such as investing resources in a media team to manage internal
and external communication through video production and YouTube. Finally, a few organizations
innovated through the use of volunteers, including recruiting volunteers to provide services to the
aging population in the community and asking recent HSO retirees to implement a leadership-
development program for their middle managers. Another county erected a “triage tent” in the
parking lot to address lobby overcrowding and enlisted the help of volunteers by recruiting
individuals waiting in line for services.

What did not work
The majority of respondents referred to regrets about the ways in which communication, particularly
with internal staff, was handled during this time. Another agency leader commented, “If I had to do
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that all over again, I would have been more transparent.” Some HSO staff reported feeling that they
should have provided more opportunity for employees to participate in decision making or that they
should have explained more clearly the rationale for certain decisions.

In many organizations, staff had limited understanding of complex social-service-funding
mechanisms, and this affected the extent to which program-level staff could contribute to decision
making. An interviewee responded, “I’m guessing . . . the deeper you go, the less staff know about what
was cut . . . Why does MediCal never get cut? Well you know because there are no [county] general
funds in MediCal.” The lack of adequate staff engagement in meaningful or productive discussions
around budget reductions also highlighted the need to better educate program-level staff about
county social-service financing. Similarly, the lack of understanding of social-service finances con-
tributed to the lack of support from their boards of supervisors.

Almost half of the respondents expressed regret about issues related to fiscal stewardship. This
was especially true for agencies that also reported medium- to high-levels of union involvement. A
few agencies returned state or federal funding because they did not allocate their resources appro-
priately to generate the matching funds. Others were not able to maximize their federal or state
drawdowns, in part due to the board of supervisors requiring them to cut staff positions that
generated state or federal revenue.

Almost all study participants discussed the importance of anticipatory planning and forecasting,
even in the midst of the recession, as a means of better positioning the organization for recovery. As
one deputy director reflected, “It just didn’t seem like we had enough time and I think in retrospect . . .
it is important to really know exactly what the immediate impact is, what the midterm impact might
be, and the long term—and for everybody to be aware of that.” Many respondents disclosed a variety
of ways in which a lack of foresight about the consequences of short-term solutions devastated their
organization—for example, a voluntary employee-separation-incentive package, which encouraged
knowledgeable staff to leave the organization at a time when skilled and experienced staff was
needed. Some organizations referred to this experience as “brain drain.” Organizations could not
replace the lost experience and expertise quickly enough, and some programs and processes
temporarily declined in quality.

Increased turnover was cited by several organizations as an ongoing additional challenge during
the recession years, and the drastically reduced workforce became a bigger problem when county
HSOs needed supplemental staff to launch the enrollment phase of the Affordable Care Act (ACA)
that emerged at the end of the recession. Another budget-reduction stressor experienced in most
organizations related to “bumping” (e.g., the right of a senior employee to displace a newer
employee, when the senior employee’s position is eliminated). Employees were often bumped into
positions for which they had no experience or expertise, increasing the need for staff training at a
time when HSOs had limited resources for such activities. Bumping processes also led to an increase
in staff turnover, when senior staff members were unsuccessful in new roles or newer staff resigned
to avoid being bumped.

A few organizations were early adopters, planned ahead, and implemented time-saving technol-
ogies before the recession. In other organizations, respondents expressed regret over delaying
investment in such technologies before the crisis hit. Another respondent noted, “When you’re
cutting a lot of staff and you’re cutting a lot of budget, that’s probably not the best time to look at new
technology.” New technology required extensive staff training and new policies and procedures to
support staff that experienced difficulty learning to use the new systems. A few respondents also
reported disappointment that some of the technologies adopted did not deliver the projected
efficiencies.

The implementation of new technologies during these recession years was especially difficult
because many county HSOs had substantially reduced supports for technology such as IT specialists
and trainers. Respondents in almost half of the organizations expressed regret over having elimi-
nated critical planning, evaluation, and/or staff-development positions. One agency director
recounted, “It probably was easier to hire back direct staff later than indirect service staff, probably
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easier to justify getting them through your local Board of Supervisors than it is to get your infra-
structure staff back.” Respondents in other organizations that were careful to preserve infrastructure
positions stated that they did so intentionally, recognizing that such positions would be more
difficult to restore.

Discussion

Reflecting on previous cutback research

The findings from this exploratory study suggest that county HSOs charged with budget cuts face
many of the challenges outlined in much of the original research into public-sector retrenchment in
the 1980s. Goplerud, Walfish, and Broskowski (1985) note that leaders’ actions may diverge from the
values and strategies they espouse. Levine’s insights highlight the challenges, asserted to be unique to
public managers (Pandey, 2010), which may account for this disparity. Environmental constraints
fundamentally shape public management practice, including complying with legislative and judicial
program mandates and responding to political actors (Levine, 1978, 1979; Levine et al., 1982). The
strategies identified by the participants as poor choices were influenced by a range of environmental
factors, related to their public nature, which forced or encouraged the organization to implement a
particular strategy. Most participating organizations disclosed that communication efforts were
hampered by constant changes in budget decisions made by the state and by the board of supervisors
and the county administrator’s office. In addition, county political dynamics often inhibited open
communication with the community and with organizational staff. In one instance, an HSO leader
was explicitly told not to share critical information with staff or the public until after an important
election. When deciding what and where to cut, careful consideration of future repercussions was
hindered by the uncertainty of legislated funding mechanisms and changing political priorities,
exacerbated by unsupportive boards of supervisors or CAO offices. HSOs with less structural
flexibility and in more-contentious environments appeared to be hampered in efforts to shore up
staff morale by political agendas, civil service union regulations, and workloads required by legisla-
tive mandates.

Many other themes in this study echo key findings from the 1980s retrenchment research
highlighted in Figure 1. Public-sector–human-service organizations still focus heavily on the
social-services mission and honoring commitments to public employees. However, modern HSO
leaders are able to access additional technological resources unavailable to organizations during the
1970s and 80s. In the Great Recession, these technologies helped create efficiencies, aided in decision
making and managing customer and staff communications, but also came with unanticipated
complications and required more organizational resources than expected. An important study
finding, rarely noted in previous research or theoretical frameworks, is the impact of complex
social-service–funding mechanisms on staff participation in organizational decision making.
Direct-service staff, midlevel staff, and members of boards of supervisors were often unfamiliar
with the intricacies of social-service financing, creating challenges for human-service administrators
who sought to include employees in decision making and to work collaboratively with elected
officials.

Structural and environmental contexts

The apparent impact of public environmental context on HSO decision making lends further
support for Pandey’s (2010) theory, which argues that strategies for reducing budgets are distinc-
tively affected by organizational structures and processes unique to public organizations. The level of
support for human services from the county board of supervisors or CAO, the nature of employee
union activity, and the size and structure of the HSO may have a significant impact on the extent to
which leaders can access strategies that advantageously position the organization for regrowth or
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expansion. Supportive boards and CAOs increased the ability of leaders to develop innovative
revenue-generating solutions, to create new internal and external partnerships that expanded
services with little or no increase in costs, and to engage in collaborative planning with their own
staff and other organizations. The hands-off relationships that these boards developed over time with
their HSO leadership, which implicitly communicated respect and trust, may provide a model of
leadership that HSO managers channel to empower their own staff to find new ways to generate
revenue or reduce program costs. Further, empowering boards and collaborative unions may have
allowed these HSO leaders to innovate with their staff, plan ahead more carefully, and create new
partnerships by minimizing approval processes and reducing barriers to change.

More county funding, often associated with more supportive boards of supervisors, also provided
a resource cushion that enabled more-extensive planning processes, including taking the time to
create formal guidelines for budget reductions and engage and educate staff on budget matters so
they could participate in decision making. One respondent pointed out that the effort to fully engage
staff in the cutback process was time consuming and laborious: “There was a lot of work and a lot of
effort that went behind the communication in regards [sic] to what was happening.” This particular
agency, which appears to have put forth the most effort into engaging staff, is also an organization
that entered the recession with a healthy reserve fund—which was used to supplement the agency
budget in the first years of cutbacks.

It is also interesting that agencies with contentious labor unions more frequently reported feeling
that they had not been as fiscally wise as they could have been. Examples include regret over leaving
federal money on the table or a sense that leadership was “borrowing from Peter to pay Paul.”
Organizations with higher levels of union conflict struggled more with implementing new technol-
ogies, executing strategies aimed at fiscal stewardship, and outsourcing existing services. A few
respondents stated that their highly involved unions tended to slow down change processes by
asking to meet and confer over each small adjustment to their roles or processes. This dynamic may
have influenced the decisions to avoid further outsourcing of additional services and delay imple-
mentation of new technologies, as there may simply not have been time for the intensive process of
seeking approval for such organizational changes from union representatives. As a result, these
organizations may have had to look elsewhere for second-best solutions.

Agency size and structure also affected the amount of flexibility an organization had with respect
to redesigning programs and staffing structures, engaging staff and communicating change pro-
cesses. Not only did smaller organizations seem to have an easier time managing staff communica-
tion and engagement in the budget-reduction process, but it was also easier for them to implement
programmatic and staffing changes using “ramp-up” time that was shorter and less complicated.
Smaller, integrated HSOs were also more agile and programmatically diverse and could, thus, buffer
the effects of cutbacks more easily. Senior staff in all three integrated HSOs also felt well supported
by their board of supervisors, indicating that such solutions were also more easily achieved by
agencies allowed autonomy by their board of supervisors.

Further research

The cutback-management experiences of these 11 HSOs suggest new variables to incorporate into
existing cutback-management–theoretical frameworks, which may expand the applicability of these
models and deepen the knowledge derived from them. These contextual factors can also contribute
to beginning theories regarding public-organizational-cutback strategies for optimal organizational
regrowth. To further discern optimal and predictable organization processes during retrenchment it
is important to examine the following research questions: (a) How does the tension between the
values of leaders and their ability to actually execute related actions inform decision making and
impact long-range strategic approaches to budget reductions? (b) To what extent does organizational
size and structure influence the actions and relationships of leaders? (c) How does the quality of the
relationship between organizational leaders and their labor unions and board of supervisors or
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CAOs influence decision making during fiscal crises? and (d) What can managers do to mitigate the
effects of these variables and enhance the weight of organizational values in their decision making
and reduction process?

Respondents in all participating organizations reported concerns about technology adoption and
communication strategies. Information technology was a key asset for most organizations but also a
source of stress and frustration. Future research needs to identify the advantages and limitations of
the use of information technologies in HSOs, the role of technology in preparing for and surviving
retrenchment, and the specific ways that information technologies can enhance intraorganizational
communications. Relevant organizational communication frameworks from other disciplines may
shed light on the communication struggles experienced by these declining HSOs. However further
research should focus particular attention on the specific external and intraorganizational commu-
nication needs characterizing the human services, where staff engage heavily in emotion-based work.
Guidelines that address the appropriate content, timing, and media for communications with staff at
each level of the organization would be a useful product of research in this area.

Practice implications

At the time of the interviews in the spring of 2013, many organizations were beginning to expand
and rebuild. One agency leader remarked, “It feels like we are coming out of a war, and we are looking
at the limbs we lost, and we now need to redesign the organization to be in a more stable position.” For
some respondents, down-sized organizations became the new reality that required collective adjust-
ment. One participant described the new normal: “We have seen our high, but I believe that that’s
government everywhere.” The shift in managerial perceptions highlights the need to transform how
scholars and executives view this topic. In his 2010 essay regarding cutback-management scholar-
ship, Barry Bozeman suggests reinvigorating the subject of cutback administration by “focusing not
on strategies for mitigating decline but rather on the role of decline in organizational life cycles and
its implications for devising resilient, long-term managerial strategies” (p. 561).

Further support for Bozeman’s perspective emerged from leaders’ reports that their organizations
became stronger and more efficient due to the drastic changes made during the Great Recession.
One director noted, “I think that in many ways the creativity happened after we got leaner. It wasn’t
how we got leaner—but we got leaner and then we got better.” Another respondent stated, “I feel like
the Phoenix rising.” These statements suggests that, perhaps like a wildfire, the recession budget
reductions served to burn off debris, providing ideal growing conditions to kick-start regeneration
and allowing organizations to emerge in a new form. The stories of these HSOs underscore the
accuracy of Bozeman’s observations by offering a long view of organizational decline in which
reductions are normative, periodic, and serve to streamline and strengthen organizations. For this
reason, the experiences and strategies emerging from the Great Recession point to two types of
practice implications: (1) tactics to employ when the organization is thriving in order to prepare for
the next round of budget challenges and (2) tactics to employ when faced with the need to reduce
budgets.

Tactics to prepare
In addition to maintaining positive and collaborative relationships with key stakeholders (e.g.,
elected officials, the board of supervisors, other county departments, labor unions, and partner
organizations in the community), it is increasingly important to educate staff at all levels (and the
board of supervisors) about the nature of social-service funding mechanisms. At the same time,
HSOs would benefit from installing capacity-building technologies and developing a robust volun-
teer base in their community to help maintain service standards, especially when fiscal resources are
less constrained. Finally, the ongoing challenge to create and find innovative approaches to budget
and service efficiencies needs to become a normative management practice. As one respondent said,
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“I once had someone tell me that there is such a thing as having too much money because . . . it makes
you sort of lazy in the sense that you don’t have to look for other ways of doing things.”

Tactics for budget reduction
The impact of the Great Recession on these HSOs points to the benefits of continuing to advance
an organization’s strategic plan and taking the time to think through potential repercussions
when faced with a financial crisis. As one director noted, “We started that [strategic planning]
when the downturn was at its height, because I always think that’s a good time to plan. Because
you’re not going to stay in the mess forever, but you need to be ready for when things are better.”
Maintaining a focus on collaborative strategic planning will help organizations to identify and
direct limited resources to organizational priorities and to position the organization for expansion
when economic challenges lessen. As the same respondent pointed out, “A lot of what’s in that
strategic plan didn’t cost money.” Strategic plans built in collaboration with partner organizations
and other community stakeholders are a robust way of maintaining engagement with these
stakeholders and enhancing opportunities to expand key partnerships in order to preserve the
community safety net.

This study also highlights the need for specific tactics related to staffing changes during a fiscal
crisis. Seeking to save money by incenting the early retirements of senior staff may, in the long run,
cost more money when experience and expertise are replaced by those with fewer capabilities. When
impossible to avoid, organizations should take action to mitigate negative repercussions of bumping
by matching staff with appropriate open positions. Further, organizations should minimize reduc-
tions to organizational infrastructure, because these positions can be critical to support decision
making and are difficult to restore once eliminated. HSOs that avoid these practices during difficult
times, and capitalize on economic stability to continuously prepare for leaner times, will thrive, not
just survive, in the face of environmental adversity.
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ABSTRACT
Emphasis on evidence-informed practice (EIP) in human service organizations
aimed at improving service quality and client outcomes has increased in recent
decades. Research has suggested that the organizational context shapes EIP,
yet few studies have explored the agency-based activities that constitute this
form of practice. This survey of 473 managers and frontline practitioners in 11
county human service organizations examines EIP activities in agency settings.
Analysis of responses to open-ended questions identifies the specific cognitive,
interactive, action, and compliance dimensions of EIP, including challenges. EIP
emerges as complex and nonlinear, shaped by organizational environment,
practitioner perspectives, and client needs.
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In recent decades, the social work profession has experienced growing attention to the use of evidence
to improve service quality and client outcomes. The task-centered practice, empirical clinical practice,
and single-system design models of frontline practice represent efforts to link empiricism to social
work practice (Marsh & Fisher, 2008; Okpych & Yu, 2014; Reid, 2002; Thyer & Myers, 2011). Since the
1990s, two related but distinct approaches to incorporating evidence into human service delivery have
emerged: the empirically supported interventions (ESI) approach and the evidence-informed practice
(EIP) or, alternatively, evidence-based practice (EBP) framework (Fisher, 2014; McBeath, Briggs &
Aisenberg, 2010). These frameworks are increasingly dominant in social work policy and practice and
occupy an important position in the social work literature (Hodge, Lacasse, & Benson, 2012).

The ESI approach seeks to improve service effectiveness by implementing rigorously evaluated
interventions with fidelity to specific practice protocols (Barth et al., 2012; Thyer & Myers, 2011). In
the United States, federal, state, and local government entities have engaged in an array of strategies to
promote ESIs (Bellamy, Bledsoe, & Traube, 2006). For example, the Substance Abuse and Mental Health
Services Administration offers a website listing evidence-based mental health interventions, while the
California Evidence-Based Clearinghouse for Child Welfare website provides similar information for
child welfare services (California Evidence-Based Clearinghouse for Child Welfare [CEBC], 2015; Thyer
& Myers, 2011). These federal- and state-level efforts to promote the diffusion of ESIs have influenced
parallel efforts by local governments and community-based agencies. In Sonoma County, located in
Northern California, the Upstream Investments Initiative provides information on a comprehensive set
of empirically supported interventions and prioritizes these interventions in decisions to fund commu-
nity-based service providers (Sonoma County, 2011). In other states, including Oregon, public agencies
(and private agencies providing contracted services) are required to dedicate substantial proportions of
their service expenditures to providing ESIs (McBeath, Briggs & Aisenberg, 2010).
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Despite these efforts, the implementation of ESIs is still limited in human service settings, attribu-
table to cost, challenges involved in ensuring treatment fidelity, and the complexity of adapting
individual ESIs to suit specific agency and client demands (Barth, 2008; Barth et al., 2012; Horwitz
et al., 2014). Scholarly critique of the ESI framework has highlighted three additional issues: (1) the
mechanistic nature of “manualized” interventions that may undermine the exercise of professional
judgment; (2) the top-down nature of performance measures and service models prescribed by policy
makers and external researchers; and (3) the emphasis on compliance-oriented practice based on past
evidence rather than innovative practice responsive to current evidence (for summaries of this
literature see McBeath, Briggs & Aisenberg, 2010; Nevo & Slonim-Nevo, 2011; Webb, 2001).

In contrast to the ESI approach to strengthening frontline practice, evidence-informed practice
(EIP) proposes a process framework in which practitioners integrate “individual practice expertise
with the best available external evidence from systematic research as well as considering the values
and expectations of clients” in order to inform practice decisions (Gambrill, 1999, p. 346). (We use
the term evidence-informed practice (EIP) in our discussion of the literature for the sake of
consistency.) While ESI strategies are comparable to managerial performance measurement
approaches, with a strong emphasis on administrative accountability and control of frontline
practitioners, EIP as framed by Gambrill (1999) and others is consistent with a street-level perspec-
tive in which evidence-informed decision-making by frontline practitioners is viewed as essential
(Brodkin, 2008; Ganju, 2006).

Over the past decade, studies conducted in the United States and internationally have found
generally positive attitudes toward EIP among human service managers and frontline or direct
service practitioners working in public and private sector settings (Beddoe, 2011; Booth, Booth, &
Falzon, 2003; Collins-Camargo, Sullivan, & Murphy, 2011; Gray, Joy, Plath, & Webb, 2014; Knight,
2013; Savaya, Altschuler & Melamed, 2013). EIP process guidelines have focused on the activities of
the individual frontline practitioner, outlining a process of critical reflection that involves framing
researchable questions; identifying and evaluating relevant research; integrating research findings,
practitioner expertise, and client values; and assessing outcomes (Gambrill, 1999; McCracken &
Marsh, 2008). This multistep process has generally been understood as sequential, although little
research has evaluated the extent to which practitioners view it as such. Despite the growing
emphasis on using research to inform practice decisions, challenges related to research availability
and utilization persist (Marsh & Fisher, 2008).

More recently, research focus on the role of practitioners and managers has expanded to consider
the effects of organizational context on individuals engaged in EIP (Austin, Dal Santo & Lee, 2012;
Lee, Bright, & Berlin, 2013; McBeath et al., 2015; Yousefi-Nooraie, Dobbins, & Marin, 2014).
Research situating the individual evidence-informed practitioner within the organization focuses
attention on practitioner discretion in carrying out formal roles within the immediate task and
technical environment. Studies have identified concerns related to the effects of monitoring and the
diminished professional responsibility of frontline practitioners due to managerialism and funder-
driven expectations of effectiveness and efficiency (Gray, Joy, Plath, & Webb, 2012; Mullen, Bledsoe,
& Bellamy, 2008; Savaya & Altschuler, 2013). Organizational factors reported in the research relate to
implementation barriers and facilitating factors including leadership, organizational culture, super-
vision, staff training, agency resources, and access to evidence (Barratt, 2003; Booth et al., 2003;
Collins-Camargo et al., 2011; Gray et al., 2012; Mullen et al., 2008; Savaya & Altschuler, 2013).

These studies highlight the practical and ethical complications of engaging in EIP within a
changing political economy of human service provision emphasizing efficiency, effectiveness, and
outcome attainment. This research also suggests that the role of individual evidence-informed
practitioners and managers is influenced by organizational context, such that engagement with
various forms of evidence may reflect (a) the availability of different types of data; (b) the priorities
of administrators; (c) the overall culture of the agency in relation to the use of evidence; and (d) the
degree to which individual practitioners and managers are supported to engage in evidence-
informed practice.

HUMAN SERVICE ORGANIZATIONS: MANAGEMENT, LEADERSHIP & GOVERNANCE 347



Michael J. Austin 211

Research situating EIP in an organizational context increasingly reflects a “methodological
pluralism” with respect to the definition of evidence. This perspective acknowledges the presence
and potential value of multiple types of evidence, including qualitative, quantitative, and practice-
based research and agency-generated administrative and performance data, needs assessments,
and client surveys (Epstein, 2011; Gould, 2006; Qureshi, 2004; Shlonsky & Mildon, 2014).
Practitioners and managers in human service organizations may have limited access to external
scientific research due to publisher licensing restrictions or limited time to search for, evaluate,
and apply the best available scientific research (Barratt, 2003; Buckley, Tonmyr, Lewig, & Jack,
2014). In contrast, they may have access to substantial internal organizational data and reporting;
however, only some of these may be relevant for addressing practice-based questions (McBeath et
al., 2015).

Absent from the literature on EIP are direct explorations of the daily and organizationally
situated practices involved in EIP—namely, the ways in which managers and practitioners use
diverse types of evidence to inform their decision making in specific organizational settings. With
respect to organizational context, the literature on knowledge management, organizational learn-
ing, and virtual communities of practice in human service organizations identifies the important
role that social and relational processes play in knowledge diffusion among managers and practi-
tioners (Cook-Craig & Sabah, 2009; Gould, 2000; Herie & Martin, 2002). This work highlights
limitations inherent in the EIP process model that focuses on individual frontline practitioners
without also attending to the manner in which practitioner processes may be embedded within
formal organizational goals and structures and within informal organizational norms and pro-
cesses. For example, Nutley, Walter, and Davies (2009) note that interactive approaches and social
influence appear to be most effective in improving research use among social work practitioners,
and a Canadian study of public health workers found that interpersonal relationships and social
and contextual factors influence information seeking in EIP (Yousefi-Nooraie et al., 2014). These
studies suggest that practitioner and manager engagement in EIP is a group activity that may
reflect prevailing social processes (e.g., the efforts of staff teams) and hierarchical and organiza-
tional forces (e.g., the influence and perspectives of key agency stakeholders).

More specifically, scholarship to date on EIP has not investigated the particular cognitive and
interactive processes involved in gathering, interpreting, and making use of evidence. Generally,
scholarship about critical thinking in social work practice suggests that EIP cognitive processes
might involve (a) reframing and challenging assumptions; (b) synthesizing, comparing and evaluat-
ing ideas and observations; (c) problem solving; (d) creativity; and (e) critical talk, dialogue, and
engagement (Gibbons & Gray, 2004). These critical thinking processes, when situated within a social
and organizational context, suggest that evidence-informed managers and practitioners engage in
dialogue using agency data and other forms of evidence with colleagues at diverse levels of the
agency (i.e., frontline, supervisory, and administrative) and in the service of identifying agency
solutions to current practice dilemmas.

To further our understanding of the EIP process as carried out in the daily, agency-situated work
of social work managers and practitioners, this qualitative study addressed two central questions: (1)
What processes do managers and practitioners in public human service agencies engage in as they
work with multiple sources of evidence to inform their practice decisions? and (2) What individual
and organizational challenges do managers and practitioners experience as they work with various
forms of evidence? Our empirical study presents findings from open-ended questions from an online
survey involving responses from 473 individuals, including executives, managers, supervisors, and
line staff, in 11 county human service organizations in the San Francisco Bay Area. The findings
describe the cognitive, interactive, action, and compliance processes involved in EIP and the
organizationally situated challenges related to integrating stakeholder perspectives, developing mea-
surement schemes, and managing resources. EIP emerges as a form of collective action within
organizations that is carried out by managerial and direct practitioners through nonlinear and
complex processes.
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Methods

Sample and data collection

The 11 county social service agencies that participated in this online survey conducted in June–
July 2013 are responsible for Child Welfare, Benefits/Public Assistance, Employment Services,
and Adults and Aging, with three of the agencies additionally overseeing county health services.
They were selected purposively to represent a diverse set of organizations with respect to (a) size
(e.g., 350–2,200 full-time-equivalent employees), (b) budget (e.g., $93 million–$738 million), and
(c) resourcing and structure of research and evaluation functions (e.g., multistaff, stand-alone
unit directed by PhD-level researcher compared to individual master’s-level analysts assigned to
program divisions).

The purposive, nonprobability sample of respondents included staff at the frontline, supervisory,
managerial, and executive levels. Email invitations to participate were sent to 958 employees; a total
of 497 responded to the online survey that included closed- and open-ended questions, representing
an overall 52% response rate, above average for organizationally based employee surveys (Baruch &
Holton, 2008). Among these 497 respondents, 473 individuals provided responses to one or more of
the open-ended questions, representing a 49% response rate; 24 did not respond to any open-ended
questions. With respect to program responsibilities, the largest percentage of respondents worked in
Child Welfare (43%), followed by Benefits/Public Assistance/Employment Services (19%), and
Adults and Aging (7%). The remainder of the respondents worked in administrative or analyst
roles that were not program specific (e.g., fiscal, HR, IT, planning, evaluation) (31%). With respect to
work role, a substantial majority of respondents were in managerial positions. The largest percentage
of respondents were supervisors (37%), followed by middle managers (28%), executives (17%),
frontline staff (9%), and administrative/support staff (6%). Approval for the study was granted by
the authors’ institutional review board, and consent information was included in the online survey.

The survey sought to understand how human service managers and practitioners use multiple
types of evidence, including those generated by performance measurement systems and program
evaluations, as well as external research, client perspectives, and professional experience, to inform
their practice and enhance services and agency operations. This analysis used qualitative data from
open-ended questions related to four domains: (1) ideas for improving client services or agency
operations (e.g., What are some recent examples of your thinking about how to improve client
services or agency operations, and what are some barriers? [384 respondents]); (2) interest in EIP
activities and training (e.g., If you could find time to attend a short program on EIP, why would or
wouldn’t you be interested in participating? [355 respondents]/Why would or wouldn’t you be
interested in participating in an evidence request service? [335 respondents]); (3) uses of internal and
external sources of evidence (e.g., For what purpose do you use your agency’s/program’s dashboard
or regular reports? (254 respondents)/How else would you investigate reasons for caseload changes?
[44 respondents]); and (4) defining and measuring service quality and outcomes (e.g., Describe a
challenge you have experienced in your agency related to defining and measuring “service quality”
and “client outcomes”, and strategies to respond to this challenge [248 respondents]). The length of
responses to questions in each of the four domains ranged from partial sentences or phrases to
paragraphs of 5 to 6 sentences.

Analysis

Our approach to analysis was consistent with the definition of grounded theory methods proposed
by Charmaz (2005): “a set of flexible analytic guidelines that enable researchers to focus their data
collection and to build inductive middle range theories through successive levels of data analysis and
conceptual development . . . that provide tools for analyzing processes” (pp. 507–508). The analysis
was carried out in three phases, and integrated multiple coding strategies, consistent with the flexible
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approaches to qualitative analysis suggested by Saldaña (2013) and Miles, Huberman, and Saldaña
(2014). Coding was carried out by the first author using Dedoose in conjunction with manual-coding
methods. Dedoose is a web-based qualitative analysis software application that provides tools for
data management and analysis common to computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software (e.g.,
excerpting, coding, cross-referencing of codes, memo writing and linking, importing of quantitative
data for mixed-methods analyses, and visual data displays) (Dedoose, 2016; Gilbert, Jackson, & di
Gregorio, 2014; Moylan, Derr, & Lindhorst, 2015). Coding strategies and specific codes were noted
and described in analytic memos and were reviewed with co-authors, with memo-sharing and
discussion conducted regularly throughout the analytical process (Miles & Huberman, 1994).

The first cycle coding scheme was developed based upon a complete reading of the data, which
identified three high level codes: (1) values coding to capture responses related to the importance or
value of EIP; (2) descriptive coding focused on concrete activities and processes, with subcodes that
identified EIP activities and distinguished them from other practice activities; and (3) coding to
capture tensions and challenges associated with EIP (Saldaña, 2013). These codes were then applied
to the data in a case-based approach in which data were sorted by respondent.

The second phase of the analysis focused on mapping and conceptualizing the specific processes and
activities involved in EIP. An export of all the EIP-activity-coded data was used to create a new document
that was loaded into Dedoose. A new subcode, Process Verb, was then created in Dedoose and used to
code all action verbs and verb phrases related specifically to EIP activities, excluding activities unrelated
to EIP. This process resulted in a list of 807 verbs or verb phrases that were exported into Excel for review
and cleaning. The list of verbs was condensed by merging repeat instances and synonyms, and the
resulting list of 129 unique verbs was organized in a conceptually ordered matrix that displayed activities
under six high-level categories in order to “subsume the particulars into the general” (Miles &
Huberman, 1994, p. 129). This matrix was then reviewed and critiqued by the study coauthors, followed
by a process of member checking involving review and discussion by 38 supervisors and managers at the
11 participating agencies, the group representing 65% of the survey sample. The lead author presented
the matrix to the group, who then spent 20–25 minutes in small discussion groups critiquing the content
and organization of the matrix. The small group discussions were reported back to the lead author and
the full group, followed by further discussion to develop a unified perspective on the validity of the
concepts outlined in the matrix. These critical reflections, grounded in prior research and practice
experience, were used to develop a concept map identifying four EIP process domains (described in the
next section). Finally, an analysis was conducted to develop an understanding of the relationship between
the four EIP process domains as well as the agency-based factors that inform manager and practitioner
engagement in EIP. In this stage, using amanual-coding process, the full data set was reviewed and coded
with two high-level binary codes, linear/nonlinear and organizational driver/client driver.

Limitations

The purposive organizational and individual samples dictate caution when generalizing findings to
other public human service agencies. Further, the data are based upon self-report, and responses may
reflect a social-desirability bias toward EIP in the current policy and practice environment. Lastly,
while the open-ended survey questions generated a large number of responses, the detail provided by
each respondent was limited as noted above.

Findings

Respondents described a broad array of EIP activities in which they use multiple forms of
evidence to achieve multiple purposes. They reported engaging in EIP, in order to respond to
drivers that reflect organizational as well as client needs, and carrying out EIP activities in
multiple, varying sequences. EIP activities clustered in four domains: (1) cognitive processes;
(2) interactive processes; (3) action processes; and (4) compliance processes, as depicted in
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Figure 1. In the cognitive, interactive, and compliance domains, respondents identified asso-
ciated challenges; however, they did not describe significant or common challenges associated
with the action process domain.

EIP drivers and sequencing

Respondents described a balance between the primary drivers of EIP—responding to client needs and
addressing organizational priorities and challenges. EIP related to client needs included responding to
individual clients as well as broader efforts to improve service quality, service targeting, and
aggregate outcomes. As a mid-level child welfare manager in a medium-size county agency noted
when explaining her interest in attending an EIP program, “[p]roviding EBP’s is paramount in our
agency thinking. All our programs are built with this in mind, to protect resources and to target only
the highest populations in child welfare.” With respect to organizational drivers of EIP, respondents
reported multiple aims, including (a) increasing productivity and efficiency; (b) responding to
externally imposed mandates and incentives; (c) improving staff morale; and (d) providing oppor-
tunities for staff development. Client and organizational drivers of EIP were often described
simultaneously, as illustrated by an administrative support staff person in the child welfare division
of a small rural county agency who described her interest in an EIP program: “To see what we could
do better to improve our service to clients. What can we change to make it a better experience for the
families we serve, in addition to providing opportunities for growth for our staff?”

The four EIP process domains were described as occurring in multiple, varying stages, rather than as
a fixed, linear or cyclical process. For example, monitoring (compliance activity) may follow a
sequence in which a service strategy is designed (cognitive process) and implemented (action
process) and staff are trained and supervised (cognitive-interactive processes). In another context,
monitoring (compliance process) may generate questions and subsequent analyses (cognitive pro-
cesses), as when one mid-level manager in a large urban county agency’s fiscal division noted that
she used the agency dashboard to “see what overall trends look like and identify any questions I

Client 

Organization 

Figure 1. EIP processes.
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might need to ask depending on what the data is.” EIP activities also occur simultaneously, such as
when work teams review data dashboards together (cognitive process) and discuss (interactive
process) client trends and staff performance. For example, a mid-level child welfare manager in a
large urban county agency noted using a dashboard “to review information with my peers, staff and
supervisor about how my program is performing.”

Cognitive processes

Respondents described a series of cognitive processes as central to EIP: (a) asking, (b) exploring, (c)
researching, (d) analyzing, and (e) knowing. The asking process was prominent among respondents’
descriptions of EIP, indicating they formulate a diverse array of questions such as “how to support
the move towards unsupervised/community visits” (mid-level child welfare manager) and “how to
shorten wait time to complete work requests” (supervisor of administrative support staff).
Exploratory activities (e.g., looking, searching, and investigating) were common, reflected by an
adult and aging supervisor in a large suburban county agency who sought to “hear new ideas and
explore how other programs are meeting the needs of the community, effectively.” More systematic
research activities were also common, particularly reading internal and external materials (e.g., “Read
articles about utilizing technology and identify ways to translate into service delivery (child welfare
supervisor). Analytical processes were central (e.g., thinking, comparing, analyzing), as illustrated by
an executive overseeing public assistance in a large urban county agency who reported s/he would
“analyze data re: families waiting for child care subsidies against employment data on unemploy-
ment, CalWORKs data, and child welfare data” in order to better understand the reasons for a major
change in caseload size. Finally, a less common but important cognitive process involves using
evidence to predict or forecast (e.g., “track trends, levels of service, determine whether we’re meeting
service targets, attempt to forecast future” [member of executive team]). Engaging in these cognitive
activities, respondents seek to determine the source of and solutions to current and future needs and
problems.

Respondents noted that cognitive processes underlie the development of measures that utilize
agency data to inform decision making, raising challenges related to developing accurate logic
models, selecting outcomes, and determining appropriate metrics. A number of respondents
expressed concerns about the logic models underlying the programs and services being delivered,
pointing to a disjuncture between service quality and client outcomes. As an employment services
supervisor in a large suburban county agency explained, “Services provided may be of high quality,
yet outcomes do not reflect that; the same is also possible in reverse.” A child welfare supervisor in a
medium size suburban/rural county agency highlighted the challenges associated with developing
accurate models of human behavior: “Predicting human behavior is very difficult if not impossible. A
good quality service is never a guarantee that a client will be successful.” Given the complexity of
human services, these practitioners in county human service agencies found it difficult to define
service outcomes and quality, as noted by an executive in the fiscal division of a small rural county
agency: “We constantly struggle with the definition of success and whether the outcome of a case
was successful or not.” Respondents also described difficulties with operationalizing the “indepen-
dent and dependent variables that impact a person’s life and life situation which impact the success
and/or the non-success of service delivery” (public assistance executive). As with developing logic
models, a central difficulty relates to accounting for client variation in the design of measures to
evaluate services. As a child welfare worker in a large urban county agency noted:

Each client came from a different background and they each are from a different playing field, so we cannot
expect each client fits our standard measure based on their situation; it would be unfair and unrealistic to
expect certain clients and families to fulfill our standard and requirements at certain level and at certain
timeline.
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Interactive processes

Respondents described relying heavily on interactive processes that involve working with others as they
engage in EIP, including engaging, talking, informing, and supervising. A substantial majority of
respondents proposed interactive strategies when describing actions they would take to address an
increase in caseload size. This array of strategies included: (a) internal and external information
gathering from colleagues; (b) consultation with peers and experts; and (c) collaborative decision
making. Reaching out to stakeholders and colleagues was seen as important to determine need and
identify and implement promising strategies (e.g., “engage CBOs and possibly our own staff to get
trained in trauma informed models that work, such as Dialectical Behavior Therapy for high risk teens
and Parent Child Interaction Therapy for parenting coaching” (child welfare executive)). Providing
information to multiple audiences within and outside the agency was reported to be a very common
element of EIP, through formal reporting and training, as well as through informal communication
activities. Evidence use is also an important component of supervision, used to direct and motivate staff.

Interactions with both internal and external stakeholder groups were described as common in the
EIP process, including: (a) agency employees (e.g., line staff, staff in other programs or divisions); (b)
community members (e.g., clients, families, community members); (c) professionals (e.g., commu-
nity service providers, other county agencies, other county human service agencies; and (d)
researchers/academics. An executive in the public assistance division of a large urban agency
noted that after examining multiple evidence sources, including agency caseload data and regional
economic and employment statistics, she would “interview line staff and supervisors in focus group
type settings to glean info from the ground on trends. Routinely when there are caseload or demand
shifts, this is discussed in statewide meetings to fact check and determine if it is the result of
changing practices or policies or if it is unique to our county.”

Respondents described the significant, complex roles played by stakeholders in EIP, including
generating new ideas to improve practice (e.g., “meeting with staff to solicit ideas how best we can
serve our clients with the many changes that impact their lives” [adult and aging executive]).
Respondents also emphasized the importance of stakeholder perspectives in defining or conceptua-
lizing outcomes/quality/success. A mid-level manager with cross-division responsibilities in a large
urban agency highlighted the importance of incorporating service user input by “allowing our
customers to define what high quality service and successful outcomes are,” while a child welfare
supervisor in a large suburban agency sought to gain input from multiple stakeholder groups, by
using “focus groups of families, staff, and service providers in order to develop measures and
ultimately to shape future strategies and practice.” Strategies to gain client perspectives were seen
as particularly important when evaluating service quality, including “focus groups or post service
contact with clients to ask how well we did and what we could have done better” (administrative
support executive). Some respondents spoke of the value of stakeholder perspectives that can aid in
interpreting and validating data, including a mid-level child welfare manager in a large suburban
agency who described “talking with community providers to see if perceived trends are congruent
with reality.” Colleagues and other professionals were the most common source of information
about innovative or best practices.

Finally, while incorporating the perspectives of multiple stakeholders in EIP processes was generally
viewed as important and useful, by contributing to knowledge or clarifying issues, it also appears to
complicate decision making, particularly related to measuring and assessing service quality and out-
comes. As a mid-level manager in the planning and evaluation division of a medium-size suburban/
rural agency noted, “everyone has a different perception of service quality and client outcomes.”

Action processes

Respondents reported that evidence provides the foundation for multiple types of managerial
and organizational actions including implementing, improving, adapting, creating and directing
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(e.g., “act upon the data”; “implement better solutions”; “drive decision making”; “create the
most efficient and effective customer service”). An important aim of EIP, as described by
participants, relates to improving agency services and operations through creating and/or adapting
new services, business processes, and measures. As an administrative support supervisor in a
medium-size suburban agency observed: “We would use the data to constantly refine and
improve our work processes to adapt to client needs, while increasing efficiency and worker
satisfaction.” Describing her interest in playing a role in information-sharing activities within the
agency, a child welfare supervisor in a medium-size suburban/rural agency explained that she
would “see the benefit in engaging in dialogue and training within the department to improve
service delivery. Clients would benefit, staff would feel that they are having an effective impact
and the agency would likely improve its compliance measures.”

When asked to provide examples of their thinking about how to improve client services or agency
operations, many respondents reported engaging in EIP-related activities. For example, a child
welfare executive in a large urban agency noted she had “reviewed evidence based practice for
working with high needs teens, asked a friend in emergency management for ideas in disaster prep,
[and] attended training on my own time to learn EBP for high risk teens.” A child welfare supervisor
in the same agency similarly described turning to externally generated research evidence and
consulting with experts: “reading national publications about child welfare services; network[ing]
outside of work with professionals in related fields.” These examples illustrate the strong link
between EIP and active efforts to improve multiple aspects of agency practice, including work
processes, client experiences and outcomes, measurement decisions, and worker satisfaction. In
contrast to the challenges described by respondents related to cognitive, interactive, and compliance
processes, the analysis did not identify responses that described challenges specifically associated
with action processes.

Compliance processes

Activities related to complying with federal and state mandates were also common EIP processes
described by participants, including tracking, monitoring, and reviewing data in order to meet perfor-
mance standards. Respondents utilized data monitoring for multiple purposes that included: (a) super-
vision (e.g., “helping [staff] track what has been done and what needs to be done on their caseloads on a
weekly basis” [child welfare supervisor]), (b) identification of caseload trends (e.g., “tracking trends such
as caseloads size, case types, reunification rates” [mid-level child welfare manager]), and (c) performance
reporting (e.g., “track my staff efforts, report out to agency on measures my staff are responsible for and
use in decision making processes” [mid-level administrative support manager]). Tracking and monitor-
ing were used to make “daily and strategic decisions” and were typical across agency divisions, including
child welfare (e.g., “caseloads, numbers of youth in care, placement types”), welfare benefits (e.g., “use to
establish the error rate and trends”), and external reporting by executive teams (e.g., “report to the board
[of supervisors]”).

Responses to a question about challenges in measuring service quality and client outcomes highlighted
issues associated with using quantitative data, including for compliance monitoring. Some participants
noted concerns related to what a child welfare executive in a large urban/suburban agency described as the
focus on “numbers (nuts & bolts), not the quality of work/engagement social worker is making with
family.” While some respondents viewed quantitative data as “easy to capture” (child welfare analyst),
others noted that it can be difficult to “get the numbers to be meaningful to line staff” (mid-level planning
and evaluation manager). A planning and evaluation executive reported similar difficulties involved in
efforts to “engage staff with consistent data collection” in order to provide the data necessary for
compliance monitoring. Finally, several respondents described resource constraints that can impede
using data to inform compliance processes; as a mid-level public assistance manager in a large urban
agency explained: “Data need interpretation. Time is a factor in dealing with the abundance of data.”

354 S. CARNOCHAN ET AL.



A Lifetime of Scholarship • Selected Publications218

Discussion

These findings provide insight into the organizationally situated activities of managers and practi-
tioners involved in EIP. Overall, these EIP processes are described as (a) multi-level (e.g., involving
frontline staff, supervisors, managers, executives, and analysts); (b) multi-question (i.e., client
questions, program questions, planning questions, administrative questions); and (c) driven by
multiple organizational goals (e.g., accountability and learning, stakeholder engagement, compliance,
and innovation). Specifically, managerial and practitioner engagement in EIP can be organized along
cognitive, interactive, action, and compliance dimensions. The cognitive processes that inform
decision making include asking, exploring, researching, analyzing, and knowing. Each of these
elements is rooted in the perspective of “research-mindedness” that includes curiosity about ways
to improve practice at different levels of the organization, critical reflection upon one’s practice and
how it might inform decision making, and critical-thinking capacities needed to understand, analyze,
and interpret evidence (Austin, Dal Santo & Lee, 2012).

The interactive processes reflect the interpersonal skills needed to engage, talk, inform, and supervise
in organizational settings. Study findings suggest that managers and practitioners do not engage in EIP
activities in isolation. Rather, they gather information from, consult with, and engage in collaborative
decision making with agency colleagues, community members, and external professionals and research-
ers. These cognitive and interactive processes operationalize three key elements of EIP identified by
Sackett, Straus, Richardson, Rosenberg, and Haynes (1997) nearly 20 years ago—namely, identifying
relevant research, drawing upon practice wisdom, and continuously seeking and utilizing the perspec-
tives of service users. They point further to the need to expand the traditional EIP focus on constructing
researchable questions derived from one’s own practice to include questions derived from organizational
challenges and from the perspectives of others within the agency setting. The findings related to the
interactive nature of EIP highlight the social networks through which managers and practitioners engage
in EIP within their agencies. We find evidence that individuals working in human service organizations
are engaging in complex reasoning and critical thinking in the company of co-workers, clients, and
community members. These interactions are organizationally structured in the sense that practitioners
and managers are talking with colleagues in their immediate work environments and with other
individuals they may encounter through boundary-spanning roles.

The action processes described by study participants are aimed at improving multiple aspects of
agency practice (e.g., business processes, client service outcomes, service quality and outcome
measurement, and staff development and satisfaction). Action processes involve seeking out and
using diverse forms of evidence to design, implement and adapt new structures and processes in
order to improve program services and operations. In this sense, EIP focused on action can support
innovation in response to critical organizational prompts. Innovation often involves learning from
others inside and outside the organization, and this learning can be traced to the capacity to engage
with the evidence emerging from daily practice (Hargadon, 2002).

In contrast, compliance processes are responsive to administrative and funding requirements, invol-
ving tracking, monitoring, and reviewing data, in order to demonstrate achievement of performance
standards and program fidelity. The focus on fidelity to existing service strategies and compliance with
standards based in historical measures of performance may serve to inhibit efforts to innovate. EIP thus
emerges in these findings as a tactic to pursue multiple organizational goals, not all of which may be
consonant. While one of the purposes of public human service organizations is to demonstrate
accountability for public funds received and the quality of the services provided, there is also a growing
interest in finding ways to respond to changing client needs. One way for human service organizations to
weather turbulent fiscal and policy environments is through innovation in service programs.

These findings point to several implications for practice and research. The importance of
interactive processes in EIP indicates that staff development programs need to emphasize skills
related to relationship building and maintenance, negotiation, and consensus building in order to
support staff efforts to engage diverse stakeholders in EIP. The findings suggesting that EIP in public
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human service organizations occurs across multiple levels of organizational hierarchy indicate that
senior agency staff may need to develop new forms of communication to support the sharing of data
and evidence throughout the organization. Skill development also needs to focus on the cognitive
capacity to engage in EIP, including the ability to create logic models and measures of service quality
and outcomes. In addition to staff capacity building, collaborative initiatives involving researchers
and agency staff can assist in developing meaningful measures of service quality and outcomes that
draw upon professional, client, and stakeholder values and expertise. Finally, agency funders and
leaders need to do more to ensure that staff members have sufficient time to engage in EIP.

Future research is needed to explore the nature of EIP as a form of collective action inside organizations.
To what extent will organizational culture support informal norms, like trust, that may be necessary for
promoting participatory forms of EIP? What organizational supports are needed to create open, engaging,
and safe spaces to gather and assess complex data? Given the common perception that individuals who
work in human services are people oriented and data averse, the dynamic interplay between cognition and
interaction also emerges as an important area for exploration. Research is needed to inform strategies that
help managers and practitioners engage with evidence in ways that are analytically rigorous and socially
interactive. Specific questions include (a) What kinds of materials and communication strategies can
support critical reflection on research? (b) How can management or team meetings be designed to help
participants examine and interpret agency data as well as use it to guide program and practice decisions? (c)
What kinds of processes can effectively engage clients and community members in assessing and inter-
preting research and agency data? and (d)What kinds of organizational incentives and other tools can serve
to make these processes both inclusive and productive?

The findings emphasize dual processes of action and compliance when translating evidence into
individual and organizational behaviors, raising the potential for tension between innovation and
accountability. Whereas the action processes described by study participants reflect a future-oriented
desire to improve service quality and client outcomes, the compliance processes focus on tracking
current outcomes and behaviors and ensuring fidelity to existing forms of practice. Given the current
accountability environment of public human service organizations, research is needed to examine the
effect of compliance-oriented forms of EIP practice on innovation-minded human service managers and
practitioners. Important questions relate to understanding individual motivations to innovate, as well as
identifying agency factors that promote innovation in the regulation-dominated and resource-limited
environment of public human service organizations. Finally, although the findings of this study did not
identify significant challenges related to action processes, the study design did not allow for follow-up
inquiry, hence, further research exploring this theme might uncover additional challenges.

Conclusion

These findings offer a more comprehensive picture of EIP in daily practice than previous research
has provided, illuminating respondents’ understanding of EIP and their experiences engaging with
diverse forms of evidence within their agencies. The understanding of EIP as a continuous, multi-
dimensional process embedded within agency-based social and organizational practices and prio-
rities and conducted at all organizational levels differs substantially from the ESI model that focuses
on the implementation of manualized interventions originating outside the agency. It differs
similarly from the linear, stepwise model, in which EIP is (a) carried out by individual, isolated
frontline practitioners, (b) focused on external research while excluding agency generated data, and
(c) limited to addressing individual client problems. This study finds that engagement in EIP may be
influenced strongly by organizational demands and goals, rather than staff or service-user interests
alone. The findings suggest further that EIP frameworks used in agency settings involve both
cognitive and interactive processes, where managers and practitioners engage simultaneously in
“critical talk, dialogue and engagement” (Gibbons & Gray, 2004, p. 21; Peake & Epstein, 2005).
Finally, findings highlight the potential for tension between compliance- and innovation-oriented
aims for individuals and agencies engaged in EIP.
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ABSTRACT
Human service organizations seeking to infuse research and other forms of
evidence into their programs often need to expand their knowledge shar-
ing systems in order to build their absorptive capacities for new informa-
tion. To promote their engagement in evidence-informed practice, human
service organizations can benefit from connections with intermediary orga-
nizations that assist with the dissemination and utilization of research and
the use of internal knowledge brokers, called link officers. These boundary-
spanning individuals work to embed external research and internal evi-
dence in order to address current organizational priorities and service
demands. This exploratory study describes the characteristics, major activ-
ities, and perceptions of link officers connected with three pioneering
intermediary organizations. Quantitative and qualitative data from a survey
of 137 Canadian and UK link officers provide a profile of these professionals,
including how they engage practitioners to promote evidence-informed
practice and the degree to which they are supported within their organiza-
tions and by intermediary organizations. The article concludes with practice
and research implications for the development of the link officer role in
human service organizations.
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Human service organizations (HSOs) are increasingly seeking to develop knowledge-sharing systems
to support evidence-informed practice (EIP). Recent literature has highlighted the “communication
link” or purveyor role as key to the process of connecting research to practice (Bornbaum, Kornas,
Peirson, & Rosella, 2015; Damschroder et al., 2009; Fixsen, Naoom, Blase, Friedman, & Wallace,
2005). Pioneering research, as reflected in the work of Havelock (1967), suggests that “any detailed
consideration of the dissemination and utilization of knowledge must sooner or later focus on the
question of linking roles” (p. 1).

Anthony and Austin (2008) note that a type of management support organization, also known as
intermediary organizations (IOs), can serve as one such link to build individual, relational, and
organizational research capacities in HSOs by connecting research with practice. Another approach
to the development of knowledge-sharing systems involves link officers who connect their organiza-
tion’s high priority interests with external research in order to promote evidence-informed practice.
This exploratory study of link officers draws upon the experiences of three pioneering IOs that seek
to develop and sustain intra- and interorganizational knowledge-sharing systems among HSOs in
Ontario, Canada, and the United Kingdom.

Based on a review of relevant literature on boundary-spanning positions within organizations and
the characteristics of those who occupy such positions, this study focuses on knowledge brokering
roles in HSOs called link officers and link PARTners and their location between their employing
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agency and one of the three IOs. The study draws upon an online survey of 137 Canadian and UK
link officers designed to develop a profile of these professionals, how they promote evidence-
informed practice, and the nature of organizational support inside and outside their HSOs. The
implications for human service management and continuing investigation are noted in the discus-
sion section.

Link officers as boundary-spanning–knowledge brokers

The origins of the link officer concept can be traced in the United Kingdom to government policies
designed to encourage responses to citizen concerns (e.g., law enforcement liaisons with the com-
munity or school liaisons responding to the needs of families). The historical function of link officers
is to represent the interests of their organizations in their contacts with external stakeholders and to
relay relevant information back to organizational leaders for enhanced decision making.

Given their unique ability to connect colleagues to new information and facilitate communica-
tion, link officers are in a position to connect stakeholder groups inside and outside of HSOs; for
example, a link officer can help to address the barriers experienced by practitioners seeking to engage
in evidence-informed practice. These barriers include bureaucratic or rigid organizational structures,
organizational cultures and climates that are resistant to research and experimentation, and/or the
lack of time and fiscal resources needed for staff training for implementing evidence-informed
practice (McBeath & Austin, 2015). In this era of increasing accountability for social services,
there has been an ongoing search for ways to model evidence-informed practice, create learning
environments, construct knowledge-sharing communities, and promote a culture of ongoing prac-
tice improvement to support the capacities of practitioners to integrate research and practice
(Austin, Dal Santo, & Lee, 2012; Gray, 2009; Plath, 2014; Raffel, Lee, Dougherty, & Greene, 2013).
Some of the knowledge brokering tasks needed to strengthen the development of learning organiza-
tions include the capacity to (1) identify, evaluate, and translate research for use in different practice
settings (Jackson-Bowers, Kalucy, & McIntyre, 2006; Lomas, 2007; Meyer, 2010; Waring, Currie,
Crompton, & Bishop, 2013); (2) apply relevant research to specific practice settings (Jackson-Bowers
et al., 2006; Kramer, Cole, & Leithwood, 2004; Lomas, 2007; Meyer, 2010; Waring et al., 2013); (3)
build research-focused relationships between practitioners and researchers (Jackson-Bowers et al.,
2006; Lomas, 2007; (4) build the research capacity of staff (Meyer, 2010; Rivard et al., 2010; Traynor,
DeCorby, & Dobbins, 2014); and (5) manage research resources and data (Jackson-Bowers et al.,
2006).

From a classical organizational behavior perspective, knowledge-brokering link officers can be
understood as boundary spanners whose role is situated specifically at the intersection of organiza-
tional subunits, or between the organization and its external environment, for the purpose of sharing
knowledge and supporting organizational innovation (Tushman, 1977). Within each organization,
specific norms and values evolve to reflect the distinct needs and culture of the organization that can
impede the flow of information across different organizational settings (Katz & Kahn, 1978; March &
Simon, 1993). As argued by Tushman and Scanlan (1981a), “Boundaries can be spanned effectively
only by individuals who . . . are attuned to the contextual information on both sides of the boundary,
enabling them to search out relevant information on one side and disseminate it on the other” (p.
291). Tushman and Scanlan (1981b) distinguish between individuals with the responsibility of
communicating across primarily internal boundaries (i.e., within-organization boundary spanners),
individuals with external communication responsibilities for only spanning external boundaries (i.e.,
interorganizational boundary spanners), and individuals who access external information and dis-
seminate that information within the organization and share intra-organizational information with
external entities (bidirectional boundary spanners).

Early studies of internal boundary-spanning roles focused on the relationship between the
primary functions of the organization and the resources needed for boundary spanning to be carried
out effectively and efficiently. In organizations concerned with discrete tasks and predictable
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outcomes (e.g., manufacturing), boundary-spanning roles may require little time commitment or
training and are often situated in formal positions of authority (Frost & Whitley, 1971; Pettigrew,
1972; Whitley & Frost, 1973). In contrast, more-complex organizations with less predictable or
repetitious functions (e.g., medicine) may call for a boundary-spanning role that is (1) able to span
organizational hierarchies and represent the perspectives of multiple organizational stakeholders as
opposed to only administrative elites, (2) more likely to require significant organizational supports
(e.g., time dedicated to information processing and disseminating, additional staff resources, access
to internal and external networks for information sharing) and (3) more likely to need advanced
education/training and continuing professional development (Farris, 1972; Tushman, 1977).

Health care studies of boundary spanners in knowledge brokering roles have emphasized the
interpersonal dimensions with an focus on the value of trust, interpersonal relationships, and
informal leadership as facilitators of linkage efforts (Bornbaum et al., 2015; Williams, 2002). Other
research features the importance of boundary spanners being perceived by peers as credible and
skilled but note the possibility that being in senior organizational roles may hinder their effectiveness
(Waring et al., 2013). Studies have also suggested that a combination of personal qualities, group
characteristics, and formal and informal organizational supports are needed to sustain the linkage
role (Chew, Armstrong, & Martin, 2013; Currie & White, 2013; Long, Cunningham, & Braithwaite,
2013).

Based on the current literature, the concepts of task complexity and resource allocation are critical
to understanding the bidirectional nature of boundary spanning that underlies the link officer role in
HSOs. First, task complexity in the human services calls for boundary spanners to be highly educated
and experienced practitioners who do not necessarily need to be in formal positions of authority but
need to be well connected within and outside the organization to be viewed as credible by colleagues
and a valuable source of external information and new ideas (Conklin, Lusk, Harris, & Stolee, 2013;
Tushman & Scanlan, 1981b; Waring et al., 2013). The second concept relates to resource allocation
where HSO leaders are called upon to support the boundary-spanning efforts of link officers by
providing sufficient time and resources for them to build or access the professional networks needed
to facilitate effective information exchange inside and outside the organization (Chew et al., 2013;
Tushman, 1977; Tushman & Scanlan, 1981b).

Another factor that impacts the knowledge-brokering process is the role of intermediary organi-
zations (IOs) designed to expand the capacity of individual HSOs by providing consultative
assistance to managers and supporting organizational infrastructure development, particularly for
small, start-up organizations. The literature on IOs in the human services has focused on their
connections to academic institutions (Austin et al., 1999). In a similar way, the literature on
intermediary management service organizations features their importance for supporting the devel-
opment and sustainability of community collaborations (Connor, Kadel-Taras, & Vinokur-Kaplan,
1999), and their role in supporting fledgling nonprofits in multiorganization nonprofit centers
(Vinokur-Kaplan & McBeath, 2014). In contrast, little research has focused on how IOs help transfer
knowledge to HSOs despite the existence of a literature on the role of IOs in other sectors such as
education (Cooper, 2014). In particular, there has been little attention to IOs that seek to facilitate
the transfer of knowledge from researchers to practitioners in social service settings; nor has there
been much investigation of the strategies that human service IOs use to support evidence-informed
practice among their partner organizations.

The current study

This study focuses on three IOs that support themselves with membership dues and project grants:
(1) Practice and Research Together (PART) in Ontario, Canada, and (2) Research in Practice (RiP)
and (3) Research in Practice for Adults (RiPfA) in the United Kingdom. Prior to this study, the
research team had no affiliation or relationship with PART, RiP, or RiPfA. RiP was established in
1996 with the purpose of helping to embed evidence into the daily practice of child-welfare
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organizations (Dill & Shera, 2015). The success of this organization prompted the creation in 2005 of
a sister organization, RiPfA, which focuses on promoting the use of evidence in adult social and
protective services. RiP and RiPfA operate as knowledge repositories, knowledge translators, and
knowledge transfer experts that operate to identify, distill, and disseminate relevant research in
audience-specific formats. They also seek to enhance the research absorptive capacities of member
organizations by providing organizational support through the development of collaborative inter-
organizational networks. Their respective missions are to bring together research, practitioner
expertise, and client voice, and to support practitioners, managers, and leaders in order to embed
research and evidence into the design, development, and delivery of adult and children’s services.

Inspired by the success of RiP and RiPfA in the United Kingdom, PART was established with the
support of RiP in Ontario, Canada, in 2006 (Shera & Dill, 2012). Though smaller in size than RiP
and RiPfA, PART has a similar mission of identifying, synthesizing, and translating relevant research
into accessible, usable informational resources, primarily for use by members, which includes
nonprofit child-welfare organizations.

PART and RiP/RiPfA promote evidence-informed practice within membership networks by
providing an extensive array of professional development resources using publications, workshops,
webinars, organizational support and consultation, and online tools and guides to help members
locate, access, and evaluate research. Each organization relies on its member HSOs to designate a
specific staff member—called a Link PARTner (LP) by PART and a Link Officer (LO) in RiP and
RiPfA—to help the member organization maximize the value of their membership by serving as a
liaison for disseminating evidence and learning opportunities throughout their respective human
service organizations. LPs and LOs thus function as critical boundary spanners between their
employing HSO and the IO.

These three IOs view the role of LPs and LOs as critical to their mission: they are the conduit for
sharing resources with staff and practitioners in member HSOs, and they connect these staff to the
range of resources offered by each IO. Each IO trains LPs and LOs on the nature of evidence-
informed practice, on the target audiences for each of the IO’s resources, on how to access those
resources that include events and workshops, and on how to monitor membership usage. In order to
maintain the relevance of their resources, the organizations regularly solicit input from their LOs
and LPs. For example, PART annually gathers the perceptions of its LPs regarding current challenges
in practice in order to develop programs as well as locate relevant research, often published as
PARTicles. Similarly, RiP and RiPfA identify local and national topics for their learning program in
consultation with LOs to ensure that they address current policy priorities and local organizational
needs.

While the IO membership agreements do not refer specifically to the link officer role, written
descriptions of the role that include recommendations about the type of staff best suited to the
role are provided to new members. In the case of RiP and RiPfA, this informational bulletin
states, “It is usual for Link Officers to be situated in roles where they have a good overview of the
needs of an organisation and are able to exercise their enthusiasm for research. Link Officers need
to have very good links with workforce development, though they need not be sited there. An
understanding of practice issues is very important.” The bulletin also includes tips and techniques
for Link Officers to use in carrying out the role and provides strategies for providing organiza-
tional support for the role.

Once an LP or LO has been appointed, he or she receives coaching and advice about the new role
from IO account managers, orientations by prior LPs or LOs in their organization, and formal
training and networking events offered by the IOs, including one or more annual meetings for LPs/
LOs and regional meetings. In the context of ongoing IO support, the training events include
descriptions of the primary functions of their role as (1) a conduit between their organization and
IOs, (2) a source of information regarding current practice concerns in their organizations, and (3)
champions of evidence-informed practice in their organizations and in their professional sectors.
Training content includes educating LPs and LOs about evidence-informed practice—what it is and
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why it is important—and logistics about how to connect staff in their organizations with IO
resources including web-based resources and learning events. Further, RiP/RiPfA requires that
membership account managers meet regularly with the LOs in their region—every 4 to 6 weeks—
usually via telephone. PART offers quarterly online meetings between PART staff and LPs.

While the history and organizational strategies employed by these three IOs have been captured
by previous studies (Dill & Shera, 2015; Shera & Dill, 2012), little is known about the mission-critical
role of Link Officers and Link PARTners. The current study sought to increase understanding of the
role of LPs and LOs and of the current perceptions of LOs/LPs in supporting evidence-informed
practice within their HSOs. The primary research questions included the following: (1) What are the
professional characteristics of individuals serving in a LP/LO role? (2) What do LPs/LOs understand
their role to entail and what major activities are involved in fulfilling those responsibilities? and (3)
How well are the professional efforts of LPs/LOs supported by their own organizations and
their IOs?

Study methodology

In late 2014, current and former LPs were invited to participate in a brief online survey focused on
understanding the LP role. The survey invited both current and former LPs in order to broaden the
sample size and capture reasons for former LPs leaving the role. The survey was developed with
input from IOs to ensure that survey questions were relevant to LPs and LOs. The survey involved a
mixture of closed-ended questions (either categorical questions or Likert-type questions) and short,
open-ended questions organized into the following domains of inquiry: respondent characteristics;
approaches to evidence-informed practice; understanding of the LP role and major activities; and
perceptions of the organizational environment for evidence-informed practice and in support of the
LP role. Respondents were asked to specify the extent to which they were involved in five types of
evidence integration and promotion activities as part of their LP role, through a series of five-point
Likert scales, and were given the opportunity to describe useful strategies and approaches to their LP
role through open-ended, short-answer questions. The survey link was distributed electronically by
PART to 93 LPs in Canadian child-welfare and family service agencies, representing 64 current LPs
and 29 former LPs.

To expand this investigation, the survey was distributed by RiP/RiPfA to 198 current LOs in
United Kingdom child and adult welfare agencies in early 2015, after adjusting the wording of
several survey questions to suit the local HSO context. A link to the survey was also included in an
e-bulletin that may have been forwarded by recipients to other potential respondents, including
former LOs. The overall study was administered under the human subjects protections of the
institutional review board of the University of California, Berkeley.

Of the 98 potential LPs connected to PART, 70 respondents completed the survey, for a response
rate of 71.4% (57 current LPs, 20 former LPs, and 3 unidentified). Of the 198 potential LOs
connected to RiP/RiPfA, 67 respondents completed the survey, for a response rate of 33.8% (65
current and 2 former LOs). However, because the UK survey was sent to a potentially greater
number of respondents through e-bulletin forwards, a definitive response rate is unknown. The
combined response rate was 46.2%.

Analysis

Descriptive statistical analyses of the survey data were conducted using the responses to the closed-
ended questions. Analysis of continuous measures (e.g., years in current organizational position, FTE
dedicated to the LP/LO role) and Likert-type measures involved the calculation of means and
standard deviations; percentages were calculated for categorical measures. The analyses utilized
Stata 13.0.
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The qualitative data from the open-ended survey questions were uploaded into Dedoose, a cloud-
based qualitative analysis software program. Analysis involved multiple coding cycles in which
inductive coding schemes were developed that included descriptive and focused coding (Miles,
Huberman, & Saldaña, 2013; Saldaña, 2013). Initial qualitative analysis began with the LP data.
The first coding cycle was completed by coding all responses from one question at a time by
capturing response content or themes within responses. A similar process was used for coding the
LO data from the United Kingdom.

For the second round of coding, the qualitative data from the LP and LO surveys were combined,
and analysis focused primarily on understanding LP/LO activities and perceptions of organizational
support. The code list was refined by collapsing similar codes, removing nonessential codes, and
reordering and reorganizing remaining codes. A third and final round of coding was conducted in
which a few codes were identified for more detailed analysis, including the use of subcodes. In
reporting findings, code counts and co-occurrences were used to identify the density of specific LO
and LP activities and levels of perceived organizational support.

Findings

Demographic characteristics of LPs/LOs

The majority of Canadian LPs were located in public child-welfare organizations (n = 48; 72%), with
approximately a fifth of LPs located in organizations providing child welfare and child-mental-health
services (n = 13, 19%). Six respondents (9%) were located in other HSO settings (e.g., an advocacy
organization, a child-welfare-education organization, an agency providing child-welfare services in
combination with a variety of other human services). Most British LOs were located in public-sector,
local authority organizations (n = 58; 95%) dedicated to protecting and promoting the welfare of the
children, adults, and families within a specific public jurisdiction. Three LOs (5%) worked in
nonprofits.

As Table 1 illustrates, the majority of LPs and LOs were experienced, well-educated professionals
who held middle-management positions that included a moderate level of organizational authority.
These positions included quality assurance, staff development or program supervision (e.g., 3 to 4
staff) and reported directly to senior managers or directors. When asked to describe their job
responsibilities outside of their role as a Link PARTner, most Canadian survey participants described
overseeing a team of direct service practitioners or a staff development team where they functioned
as middle managers or upper-level administrators. These administrative positions included such
tasks as staffing and managing a team of direct service staff, engaging in strategic planning,
managing budgets, developing and implementing agency policies, serving on community or orga-
nizational committees, and managing internal and external communications. Several UK respon-
dents reported overseeing staff development and/or quality assurance (e.g., internal program or
service evaluation and managing and interpreting agency data for quality-control purposes). Staff
development managers (sometimes called practice development managers) described creating and
delivering internal training, assessing training needs, planning training events, coordinating external
training, and fostering committee or workgroup participation. A few notable UK participants
described themselves as “lead practitioners” who consulted on complex cases, supervised other
direct-service practitioners, and shared best practice resources.

Understanding of LP/LO role and activities

Many respondents described their role as a “conduit” or “catalyst” to promote and facilitate the use
of research in practice by increasing an awareness of and access to research resources provided by
their IOs. As illustrated in Table 2, LOs and LPs dedicated an average of 1.4 hours per week to the
LP/LO role. In the previous month, they had reviewed an average of 5.3 research articles, chapters,
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Table 1. Characteristics of Link Officers (LOs) and Link PARTners (LPs).

LO LP Total

Tenure in Link role Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD)

Current LO/LP - Years in role 2.93 (2.8) 2.6 (2.1) 2.8 (2.5)
Past LO/LP - How long ago LP/LO? 0.5 (0.0) 2 (1.0) 1.8 (1.0)
Past LO/LP - Years in role 2.5 (2.1) 3.4 (1.8) 3.3 (1.8)
Experience in formal role
Number of supervisees 2.8 (5.8) 4.3 (3.7) 3.6 (4.9)
Years in organizations 11.2 (7.6) 12.7 (8.0) 12 (7.8)
Years in position 4.7 (4.5) 5.4 (4.6) 5.1 (4.5)
Years in social services 14.2 (9.4) 19.4 (8.3) 16.9 (9.2)

Path to the Link role Percentage Percentage Percentage
Volunteered for the position 31% 31% 25%
Recommended for the position 22% 22% 15%
Assigned to the position 52% 52% 58%
Other 3% 3% 2%

Education level
High school diploma/A Levels 0% 0% 0%
College diploma 8% 7% 11%
BSW degree 24% 13% 25%
Other Bachelor degree 29% 9% 25%
MSW 15% 46% 43%
Other Master's degree 24% 19% 29%
Ph.D. or other doctoral degree 0% 4% 3%

Formal organizational role
Frontline service 2% 3% 2%
Supervisor 3% 34% 19%
Director of service 3% 15% 9%
Quality assurance 13% 21% 17%
HR/staff development 58% 15% 35%
Other 23% 12% 17%

To whom LP/LOs report
Director/head of service 26% 31% 27%
Senior manager 56% 54% 53%
Team of administrators 32% 5% 18%
Other 10% 15% 12%

Table 2. Link Partner/Officer activities and supports.

General activities Mean (SD) or %
Hours per week dedicated to the Link Partner/Officer role 1.40 (1.20)
Research articles, chapters, and reports reviewed in the past month 5.31 (6.98)
Research articles, chapters, and reports shared with agency colleagues in the past month 4.06 (5.54)
Requests in the past month from agency peers or supervisors for assistance with evidence-informed
practice

2.25 (3.43)

Engagement in evidence-informed practice activities (scale) 2.37 (0.70)
Interaction with PART/RiP (scale) 3.28 (0.85)

Specific knowledge brokering and organizational support efforts
Promoting evidence-informed practice in the agency (scale) 2.67 (0.95)
Staff training around evidence-informed practice (scale) 2.17 (1.04)
Supporting evidence-gathering projects (scale) 2.60 (1.05)
Supporting evidence-informed practice conversations (scale) 1.80 (0.87)
Locating and sharing relevant evidence (scale) 2.78 (0.95)

Supports for the Link Partner/Officer role
Frequency of communication with other Link Partners/Officers (scale) 1.86 (0.83)
Individual supports for the Link Partner/Officer role (scale) 2.96 (0.94)
Organizational supports for evidence-informed practice (scale) 3.20 (0.76)
Received training in preparation for the Link Partner/Officer role 23%
Sees self as a part of a community of professionals including other Link Partners/Officers 64%

Note: Full sample of LPs and LOs was used. All scales were measured via 5-point Likerts. The composition of scales is described in
the Appendix.
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and reports, shared an average of 4.1 such research materials, and received 2.3 requests from agency
colleagues for assistance with evidence-informed practice.

Using a 12-item scale of engagement in evidence-informed practice activities, respondents noted that
they were engaged in evidence-informed practice efforts between “A little” and “Sometimes” at work
(M = 2.4, SD = 0.7). Table 2 and Figure 1 summarize quantitative and qualitative survey responses
depicting activities required in fulfilling the LP/LO role. As noted in Figure 1, the major activities related
to carrying out the LP/LO role are divided between (1) externally-focused linking activities, connecting
agency staff to IOs and other outside evidence resources and (2) internally-focused linking activities to
promote the use of evidence in practice and embedding research into organizational practice.

Externally focused linkages
In locating and sharing evidence resources, LPs/LOs primarily sought to build the research absorp-
tive capacity of their organizations through promoting and accessing IO research materials and
resources. For example, one LO noted, “We also use RiP promotional material and have tag lines on
our e-mail signature strip linking to the RiP website. We incorporate RiP learning events into our own
Learning Programme e.g. if you like that, you will like this.” Further, LP/LOs also described engaging
in considerable efforts to promote and coordinate staff participation in IO training and learning
events (e.g., “Disseminating information from RIP, confirming training event participation, responding
to questions and promoting RIP membership”). Less attention was given to specific steps for increas-
ing access to non-IO resources for evidence-informed practice or the process of finding and
evaluating relevant research. Based on a seven-item scale of engagement in locating and sharing
relevant evidence throughout the agency, respondents noted that they were involved between “A
little” and “Sometimes” (M = 2.8, SD = 1.0).

Internally focused promotion of evidence-informed practice
Using a six-item scale of engagement in promoting evidence-informed practice in the agency, respon-
dents noted that they were involved between “A little” and “Sometimes” (M = 2.7, SD = 1.0). To facilitate
the engagement of staff in evidence-informed practice, LP/LO described networking with agency staff to
support their evidence-informed practice efforts (e.g., “maintaining personal relationships with key staff
who will then continue the promotion/embedding in relation to the messages”). Many respondents noted
that sharing and disseminating research resources with others in their organization was an essential
aspect of their LP/LO role (e.g., “email to key people highlighting specifics to save them time”). In response
to a five-item scale of efforts to promote staff training around evidence-informed practice, respondents
suggested that they were similarly involved between “A little” and “Sometimes” (M = 2.2, SD = 1.0).
Some participants reported conducting internal training via staff meetings, lunch hour trainings, work-
shops, or forums that included the distribution of IO materials and developing informal learning
communities through group-based activities. However, respondents were comparatively less involved
in supporting evidence-informed practice conversations (five-item scale; M = 1.8; SD = 0.9). And yet
several respondents noted that they gave priority to working with individual staff via case consultation,
mentoring, or coaching to support their evidence-informed practice efforts and to modeling evidence-
informed practice or providing concrete examples of successful evidence-informed practice in action.

Several respondents also noted that their goal was to embed evidence into the daily work of all
aspects of their organization. As one respondent suggested, “We are at the beginning stages of
engaging management and staff in using the tools provided as a first step in embedding evidence-
informed practice in everything we do.” For some LP/LOs, this process was described as including
integrating evidence into auditing processes, individual clinical supervision practices, strategic
planning for the organization, the use of specific evidence-based programs, and integrating the use
of evidence in practice in staff-performance review processes. This also entailed encouraging staff to
participate in research and evaluating agency services that included managing and analyzing agency
data. A six-item scale determined that LPs/LOs were involved between “A little” and “Sometimes” in
supporting evidence-gathering projects (M = 2.6, SD = 1.05).

HUMAN SERVICE ORGANIZATIONS: MANAGEMENT, LEADERSHIP & GOVERNANCE 65



Michael J. Austin 231

Perceptions of organizational supports for the LP/LO role

As can be seen in Table 2 on the perceptions of organizational supports for the LP/LO role, LP/LOs
noted they could commit only a limited amount of time to the role; and less than a quarter of
respondents (23%) had received any training in preparation for the role. Many respondents reported
that the time demands of their formal role limited the amount of time they could dedicate to the LP
or LO role, including attendance at training and networking events for LPs and LOs. Two scales
were used to determine the degree of supports available for LPs/LOs. An eight-item scale was used to
determine the sufficiency of individual supports for LPs/LOs; on average, respondents neither agreed
nor disagreed with statements that they had sufficient time, training, and preparation to carry out
their LP/LO role (M = 3.0, SD = 0.9). Over 30 respondents explicitly stated that they did not have
enough time to sufficiently fulfill the requirements of the role.

In addition, a 12-item scale was used to identify whether organizational supports (including
funding, mentoring, and administrative champions) were available for LPs/LOs. On average,
respondents generally did not perceive these supports to be sufficient (M = 3.2, SD = 0.8). While
many participants characterized their organization as having a learning culture and promoting a
positive view of EIP, several respondents noted that their organization supported evidence-informed
practice “in word only.” Others noted that evidence-informed practice needed to be included in their
organization’s long-term planning strategies in order to increase organizational support for the

I. Externally Focused Linking Activities
• Promoting and facilitating access to PART/RiP and external research 

materials for agency staff (n=206).
• Increasing access to resources for evidence-informed practice (n=40).
• Finding and evaluating relevant research (n=21). 
• Serving as a liaison or advocate for PART/RiP by promoting and coordinating 

staff participation in PART/RiP trainings and events (n=93).
• Increasing awareness of resources for evidence-informed practice (n=36).

II. Internally Focused Promotion of Evidence Informed Practice
a. Facilitating the engagement of specific staff in evidence-informed practice

• Networking with staff to support their evidence-informed practice efforts 
(n=124). 

• Sharing/disseminating research resources with others in their organization 
(n=162).

• Working with individual staff members through case consultation, individual 
support, mentoring, or coaching to support their evidence-informed practice 
efforts (n=90). 

• Conducting internal training via staff meetings, brown bags, workshops, or 
forums, often involving the distribution of PART/RiP materials (n=61). 

• Developing informal learning communities through group-based activities 
(n=30). 

• Promoting the use of evidence in practice by modeling evidence-informed 
practice or providing concrete examples of successful evidence-informed 
practice in action (n=54).

b. General efforts to embed research into organizational practice
• Encouraging staff to participate in research and evaluation about ongoing 

agency services (n=52). 
• Managing and analyzing agency data (n=30). 
• Integrating evidence into auditing processes (n=11), individual clinical 

supervision practices (n=7), strategic planning for the organization (n=7), the 
use of specific evidence-based programs (n=5), and integrating the use of 
evidence in practice in staff performance review processes (n=2)

Figure 1. Perceptions of major responsibilities of the link partner/officer role*.
*Some of these themes were mentioned in relation to non-link partner/officer duties, as all respondents balanced their link
partner/officer responsibilities with other formal duties.
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specific LP/LO role. Some respondents felt that staff did not have enough time to access, absorb, and
consider application of IO resources and that having more face-to-face time with staff would
increase staff use of evidence.

Using a six-item scale to report the level of their interaction with IOs, respondents indicated that
they participated in activities between “Sometimes” and “Frequently” (M = 3.3, SD = 0.9). A subset
of respondents reported receiving agency-specific support and training from the IO in the form of
in-person contact, telephone consultation, and/or written materials. In addition, in response to an
eight-item scale designed to assess the general level of communication with other LPs/LOs, respon-
dents noted that they communicated between “None” and “A little” with other LP/LO colleagues
(M = 1.9, SD = 0.8). In open-ended questions, few respondents reported connecting with other LPs/
LOs, and several made comments about feeling isolated in their role and desiring more contact and
on-going support from peers. In contrast, approximately two-thirds of respondents (64%) viewed
themselves as part of a community of professionals comprising other LPs/LOs.

Discussion

Building on the literature related to knowledge-sharing systems within and among HSOs, as well as
the classic and contemporary studies of knowledge brokers (particularly in health care settings), this
study sought to: (1) develop a demographic portrait of Canadian LPs and UK LOs, (2) identify the
major activities performed by LPs/LOs in their formal organizational role, and (3) capture their
perceptions of the degree of support provided by their HSOs. Our survey data suggest that LPs and
LOs were seasoned professionals, with over a decade of experience in the human service sector and
approximately 5 years in their current role. Most respondents supervised between 2 and 4 employees
and occupied staff development, direct-service supervisory, and quality-assurance roles. The levels of
LP/LO activity were modest, reflecting the small number of hours per week (1.4 on average) that
they were able to dedicate to the role. The LPs’/LOs’ understanding of their role as a promoter and
facilitator of IO resources can be seen in the following frequently reported activities: (1) sharing and
facilitating access to IO research resources; (2) facilitating the engagement of staff in evidence-
informed practice through outreach, training, and consultation; and (3) using various methods to
embed research into daily organizational processes. In general, respondents reported moderate levels
of support for their efforts within their own HSOs and from the external IO.

These findings need to be understood in relationship to a number of limitations associated with
the study methodology. First, due to the manner in which they were invited to participate, a
definitive response rate for LOs in the United Kingdom could not be determined. Second, because
the survey was sent only to LOs and LPs for whom the IOs had accurate email addresses, the study
may have undercounted the number of potential respondents. Third, due to the nature of the survey
questions, less active LPs and LOs may have felt uncomfortable answering questions concerning
their LP/LO activities, thus potentially biasing responses to these questions. Fourth, a similar
possibility may have existed due to social desirability bias, as respondents may have overestimated
the significance of their efforts in carrying out the role. Fifth, while each of the multi-item scales
developed in the current study had strong internal consistency, it is possible that measurement error
was incorporated into each scale through the omission of other indicators of the underlying
construct being measured.

Despite these limitations, the study findings provide insight into (1) the nature of the individuals
engaged in the LP/LO role; (2) the active dimensions of the LP/LO role; and (3) the degree of
organizational supports available to LPs/LOs. With respect to the first topic, LPs/LOs varied some-
what in their level of education and prior human service experience, their formal role in the
organization (which ranged from administrative assistants to executive-level personnel), and their
pathway into the specific role (i.e., whether they were assigned to the position or volunteered for it).
Despite these differences, the main findings point to the population of LOs/LPs as comprising
experienced professionals in positions of middle or senior management with some authority within
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their HSOs. This is consistent with classic and recent findings that, in organizations with complex
task environments, effective boundary-spanning–knowledge brokers hold some degree of formal
authority, are well respected by peers for their technical skills and experience, and are more likely to
have advanced education or training (Tushman, 1977; Bornbaum et al., 2015).

These descriptive findings help situate the LP/LO role (and those embodying it) within HSOs.
From a theoretical perspective, a central premise in classic organizational-behavior literature is
that organizational status denotes role importance—that is, the level of authority of individuals
attached to a formal role can serve as a marker of its importance to the organization and can also
be used to draw inferences concerning the value of the underlying organizational functions for
which the role was developed (Katz & Kahn, 1978). In the current study, practitioners in
important organizational roles (e.g., program supervisor, staff-development specialist, quality-
assurance analyst) were often carrying out the LP/LO role. Despite their years of experience in
the human service sector and their HSOs, most LOs/LPs were not in senior executive-level
positions. These results suggest that LOs/LPs were chosen by their organizations (more than
half of the respondents reported being assigned to the role) because of the specific position they
held in the organization (e.g., moderate levels of formal authority with possibly a high degree of
informal credibility and influence with peers). Such a choice might indicate a strategic under-
standing held by senior management of the qualities that would enhance the link role; alterna-
tively, the selection of individual LOs/LPs may reflect informal advice provided by IOs in helping
new member organizations identify promising candidates for the role.

With respect to the active dimensions of the LP/LO role, the findings suggest a distinction
between internal activities to promote evidence-informed practice within HSOs and external activ-
ities designed to connect HSOs and their staff members with the research resources of the IO. We
considered our findings using the classic question of time versus task (Katz & Kahn, 1978); namely,
given the limited amount of time devoted to the LP/LO role, which tasks should be prioritized or de-
emphasized and with what implications for the development of the role? The average ratings on all
scales pertaining to various dimensions of internally focused engagement in the LP/LO role ranged
from “A little” to “Sometimes.” We interpret these findings as reflecting the modest priority given to
the internal tasks associated with the LP/LO role. Since the standard deviations on these scales
averaged around one point, the magnitude of difference in the intensity noted by LPs/LOs across the
major internal task domains was small. And externally, respondents noted that the frequency of the
interaction with their IO was between “Sometimes” and “Frequently,” suggesting that greater
attention was given to external rather than internal activities associated with the role.

A similar portrait of LP/LO role and tasks can be derived from the qualitative data in which the most-
frequently-cited activities were externally focused. LPs/LOs sought to promote and facilitate access to
materials and learning events provided by the IO and clearly identified themselves as liaisons between it
and their HSO. Internally, respondents viewed their role, to a lesser degree, to include the following
components: sharing/disseminating research resources; promoting attention to evidence-informed
practice across the organization; and supporting individual staff members engaged in evidence-informed
practice through case consultation, individual support, mentoring, or coaching. It is clear in the findings
that the research resources and training programs being supplied by the IOs were the primary resources
LPs/LOs shared in order to promote and embed evidence-informed practice.

These results suggest that the activities of LPs/LOs reflect a substantial dependence upon the
research resources and learning events provided by the IO, which is consistent with how the role is
conceptualized by the IOs. It is also consistent with most LOs’ and LPs’ understanding of their role
as the primary brokers of the relationship between their HSO and the IOs. The stronger emphasis on
externally focused activities may be a reflection of the way in which LPs and LOs managed their
time-versus-task dilemma; that is, given the limited time LOs and LPs were able to dedicate to the
role, these individuals may have focused first on discrete, routine activities that reflected their
primary duties—that of linking staff to external resources.
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The time-versus-task dilemma was apparent in the central finding that LPs/LOs perceived that they
did not have enough organizational support to fully inhabit their role. When asked about their
preferences for carrying out the role, LPs/LOs called for more-concrete resources to support their role,
especially time and training. Only 23% of respondents reported being trained for the role. Many reported
that their non-LP/LO duties prevented them from carrying out their internal LP/LO responsibilities or
developing stronger connections with the IO or with other LPs/LOs by participating in quarterly or
annual training and networking events. Given the limited amount of time dedicated to the position, these
findings may suggest that the LO/LP role was viewed within the HSOs included in this study as
important but not critical. However, this possibility is balanced by the fact that the respondents did
perceive moderate formal and informal support from senior management regarding the importance of
implementing evidence-informed practice and for carrying out the LP/LO role. This paradoxmay reflect
the significant cutbacks many participating organizations were experiencing at the time of the study.

Implications for practice

Taken together, these findings suggest a number of implications for developing and sustaining the
LP/LO role within HSOs.

(1) Role clarity related to LP/LO tasks and responsibilities as well as the process of linking the
HSO to the IO are essential. These findings highlight the importance of connecting leaders
from the IO with those of HSOs to engage in ongoing dialogue to clarify expectations in the
form of job descriptions and specifying the time and resources needed to support the linking
role. This dialogue could lead to decisions that help to alleviate the role strain experienced
by LPs and LOs as they seek to fulfill their commitments to both the member HSO and to
the IO. In addition, formal job descriptions for the LO or LP role can help HSOs identify
potential LPs and LOs whose current duties can be modified to accommodate the linking
role. Finally, it is important for IOs to recognize and collaboratively address the inherent
tension that exists for service-delivery organizations between allocating resources to support
evidence-informed practice and those resources needed to support the service mission of the
agency.

(2) Sufficient resources need to be identified to support the role both within the HSO and from the
IO in relationship to the necessary time, training, and mentoring for effective role perfor-
mance. HSOs also need to provide LPs and LOs access to formal channels of organizational
communication to effectively disseminate evidence and other informational resources. HSO
leaders can further support boundary spanning by enhancing the overall culture of the
organization related to promoting evidence-informed practice. This type of leadership is
needed to avoid isolating the LPs/LOs with the sole responsibility of serving as the primary
conduit for research resources within the organization without sufficient organizational
supports. As reported by some LPs and LOs, one strategy is to develop a team approach
to implementing evidence-informed practice where LPs/LOs partner with other senior
administrative staff and junior staff from different service units to become the organization’s
champions of evidence-informed practice and part of a “knowledge mobilization team” (Dill
& Shera, 2015, p. 330). Such models also illustrate greater investment of organizational
resources in EIP, signaling to staff that senior leadership is committed to engaging in
evidence-informed practice.

(3) Attention needs to be given to the extent to which the LP/LO role complements the other
professional roles and duties of the employee (e.g., program manager, staff-development
specialist, quality-assurance analyst). For example, LP/LOs holding staff-development roles
appear to be more likely to invest in coordinating external training events and creating and
executing relevant internal training events related to EIP. Similarly, LP/LOs working in
quality assurance may focus more on engaging staff in internal evaluation and assessment of
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programs in order to increase staff commitment to evidence-informed practice. The biggest
challenge may be faced by those serving as program managers overseeing service delivery
where EIP competes with the demands of daily practice.

(4) More attention could be paid to the selection of LPs/LOs by identifying candidates who have
(a) sufficient informal influence among their peers, (b) sufficient technical capabilities relevant
to evidence-informed practice, and (c) sufficient investment in assuming the knowledge-broker
role. Such candidates need to be provided with access to formal channels of dissemination
within the organization along with the formal authority often associated with middle- or
senior-management positions. In essence, the effectiveness of the LP/LO role relies upon the
capacities of agency leaders to convey a clear understanding of the linking role, the
allocation of supports for effective boundary spanning, and the identification of staff
members with the professional capacities to balance the multiple roles held by LPs/LOs.
Ultimately, the success of those assuming the linking role is dependent upon the selection of
individuals with the necessary professional and technical attributes to (a) model evidence-
informed practice, (b) access training and research resources, (c) coach colleagues on
engaging in evidence-informed practice, and (d) develop support structures to sustain it.

Implications for research

Since this study is one of the first to capture the LP/LO role within HSOs, additional research is needed to
address the following questions: (1) What individual and environmental factors contribute to the level of
activity and role engagement of LPs/LOs? (2) What are the major individual, organizational, and inter-
organizational factors that inform LP/LO effectiveness? (3) How do more engaged LPs/LOs differ from
those who are less engaged in their specific duties? (4) How do LP/LO perceptions of organizational and
peer supports (their individual characteristics and reported levels of activity) relate to the way they enter
into the LP/LO role (i.e., volunteered or assigned), and how is this related to their level of engagement? (5)
How are evidence-informed practices related to the technical skill, interest, and experience of the activities
undertaken by LPs/LOs? and (6) How do internal organizational supports, peer support, personal and role
characteristics, and EIP-related attitudes and efforts affect the strategies used by IO (e.g., new staff-training
modules, new methods of research synthesis, web-based innovations to promote research sharing more
easily) to influence the activity levels of LPs/Los? These questions can be addressed through case studies
and/or panel surveys to shed light on the degree to which themajor activities of LPs/LOs vary in relation to
changes in the professional and organizational settings in which LPs/LOs are embedded.

In addition to research seeking to identify the personal and organizational characteristics associated
with different levels of LP/LO activity, future studies need to focus on the question of effectiveness. For
example, to what degree are LPs/LOs able to meet the needs of individuals around evidence-informed
practice through resource dissemination, individual and group training, and other methods? Similarly,
how do the efforts of LPs/LOs contribute to an organization-wide shared understanding of evidence-
informed practice and the creation of a learning culture? Finally, intervention research studies could
focus on evaluating the impact of LPs/LOs on improving service effectiveness and outcomes.

Conclusion

The development of the link officer role is an organizational strategy for HSOs seeking to integrate
research and other forms of evidence into their daily operations. This exploratory study of Canadian LPs
and UK LOs sought to understand their characteristics, activities, and sense of support from within their
HSOs and from their IO. These findings document the boundary-spanning nature of the role in relation
to its organizational and interorganizational context and highlight the importance of developing
supportive infrastructures within HSOs and between HSOs and IOs in order to help LPs/LOs engage
in the process of embedding evidence-informed practice into the learning culture of their HSO.
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Appendix

Scale = Engagement in evidence-informed practice activities (average of 12 items, alpha = 0.85) (drawn from The
Measure of Evidence-Informed Practice in the Human Services (McBeath, Jolles, Carnochan, & Austin, 2015)).
Question wording: “On average, how often do you do this at work?” (1 = None, 2 = A little, 3 = Sometimes,
4 = Frequently, 5 = Continuously).

Scale = Interaction with PART/RiP (average of 6 items, alpha = 0.85).
Question wording: “In general, how often do you participate in the following activities?” (1 = None, 2 = A little,
3 = Sometimes, 4 = Frequently, 5 = Continuously).

Scale = Promoting evidence-informed practice in the agency (average of 6 items, alpha = 0.87).
Question wording: “In general, how often do you engage in the following evidence-informed practice activities?” (0 = I
am not required to support this activity, 1 = None, 2 = A little, 3 = Sometimes, 4 = Frequently, 5 = Continuously).

Item Mean Standard deviation

Using and searching online databases to identify promising practices 2.82 1.01
Conducting quick literature reviews (to gather the best available evidence) to look for
answers to my questions

2.70 0.98

Surveying clients to assess their needs 2.17 1.16
Conducting program-improvement studies to see if the agency is delivering services
the best way possible

2.13 1.23

Conducting outcome studies to see whether agency services and programs are
affecting clients as intended

2.13 1.25

Reviewing case records from past and/or current clients to see how we are serving them 2.27 1.23
Reviewing agency reports containing information such as quarterly statistics to see how the
agency is doing in key areas

3.15 1.26

Involving outside researchers to help improve agency practices and impacts 2.26 0.99
Involving clients in evaluating programs and services 2.16 1.15
Involving clients in planning and improving programs 2.01 1.06
Developing researchable questions in response to current agency needs 2.06 1.05
Reviewing literature to inform strategic planning or potential interventions 2.63 1.19
Average 2.37 0.70

Item Mean Standard deviation

Distributing PART/RiP materials in the agency 3.88 0.98
Encouraging your agency colleagues to use the PART/RiP website 4.03 0.90
Keeping PART/RiP informed of major changes occurring to your agency 2.49 1.19
Attending link partner/officer-specific meetings 2.93 1.20
Participating in PART/RiP change initiatives 2.96 1.23
Coordinating agency participation in PART/RiP-related meetings and events 3.39 1.16
Average 3.28 0.85

Item Mean Standard deviation

Promote agency-wide use of evidence to support improving services and outcomes 3.35 1.17
Strategize and plan for evidence-informed practice implementation 2.58 1.26
Coordinate the integration of evidence-informed practice in agency departments/units 2.24 1.21
Cultivate staff interest in involving service users in evidence-gathering projects 2.56 1.37
Engage in administrative tasks related to evidence-informed practice correspondence
'and project management

2.59 1.37

Present information about evidence-informed practice (e.g., staff meetings, conferences, etc.) 2.70 1.21
Average 2.67 0.95
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Scale = Staff training around evidence-informed practice (average of 5 items, alpha = 0.84).
Question wording: “In general, how often do you engage in the following evidence-informed practice activities?” (0 = I
am not required to support this activity, 1 = None, 2 = A little, 3 = Sometimes, 4 = Frequently, 5 = Continuously).

Scale = Supporting evidence-gathering projects (average of 6 items, alpha = 0.90)..
Question wording: “In general, how often do you engage in the following evidence-informed practice activities?” (0 = I
am not required to support this activity, 1 = None, 2 = A little, 3 = Sometimes, 4 = Frequently, 5 = Continuously).

Scale = Supporting evidence-informed practice conversations (average of 5 items, alpha = 0.81).
Question wording: “In general, how often do you engage in the following evidence-informed practice activities?” (0 = I
am not required to support this activity, 1 = None, 2 = A little, 3 = Sometimes, 4 = Frequently, 5 = Continuously).

Scale = Locating and sharing relevant evidence (average of 7 items, alpha = 0.86).
Question wording: “In general, how often do you engage in the following evidence-informed practice activities?” (0 = I
am not required to support this activity, 1 = None, 2 = A little, 3 = Sometimes, 4 = Frequently, 5 = Continuously).

Item Mean Standard deviation

Train individual staff around evidence-informed practice 2.21 1.53
Lead workshops for groups of staff in evidence-informed practice 1.84 1.25
Lead agency-wide, evidence-informed practice training and learning events 1.89 1.27
Gather feedback from evidence-informed practice training and learning events 2.53 1.32
Periodic sessions to introduce new staff to evidence-informed practice 2.32 1.47
Average 2.17 1.04

Item Mean Standard deviation

Identify agency needs related to evidence-gathering projects and Partnerships 2.64 1.33
Develop evidence gathering projects in collaboration with staff 2.63 1.38
Lead special evidence-gathering projects and partnerships 2.40 1.26
Assist students with their evidence-gathering projects 2.56 1.35
Assist staff with their evidence-gathering projects 2.89 1.29
Assist external researchers (e.g., from local universities) with their evidence-gathering projects 2.57 1.27
Average 2.60 1.05

Item Mean Standard deviation

Present evidence at staff meetings 2.24 1.22
Facilitate dialogue about evidence-informed practice at staff meetings 2.26 1.25
Hold regularly scheduled meetings with groups of staff to talk about
evidence-informed practice

1.87 1.31

Facilitate “journal clubs” with groups of staff to review current literature 1.14 0.96
Facilitate discussions about current literature with different agency programs/units 1.30 1.08
Average 1.80 0.87

Item Mean Standard deviation

Search for evidence that would be helpful for staff to improve services and outcomes 2.99 1.12
Search for evidence related to service user perspectives 2.62 1.32
Maintain an online library of relevant evidence (e.g., webinars, reports) 2.38 1.52
Share relevant external evidence (e.g., reports, articles) with specific staff 3.11 1.15
Share relevant internal evidence (e.g., reports, program data) with specific staff 3.07 1.28
Share evidence on service-user perspectives with specific staff 2.55 1.47
Make external and internal evidence available on agency intranet site 2.63 1.38
Average 2.78 0.95
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Scale = Frequency of communication with other link partners/officers (average of 8 items, alpha = 0.96).
Question wording: “In general, how often do you communicate (in person, by phone, or via email) with other link
partners about the following topics?” (1 = None, 2 = A little, 3 = Sometimes, 4 = Frequently, 5 = Constantly).
Scale = Individual supports for the link partner/officer role (average of 8 items, alpha = 0.87).

Question wording: “In order to identify potential challenges facing link partners/officers, please note your responses to the
following statements.” (1 = Strongly disagree, 2 = Slightly disagree, 3 = Neither disagree nor agree, 4 = Slightly agree,
5 = Strongly agree).

Scale = Organizational supports for evidence-informed practice (average of 12 items, alpha = 0.88).
Question wording: “In order to identify potential challenges facing link partners/officers, please note your responses to the
following statements.” (1 = Strongly disagree, 2 = Slightly disagree, 3 = Neither disagree nor agree, 4 = Slightly agree,
5 = Strongly agree).

Item Mean Standard deviation

Evidence from outside your agency 1.73 0.89
Evidence from inside your agency 1.83 0.94
Strategies for locating relevant external evidence for your agency 1.82 0.89
Strategies to share external and internal evidence effectively with agency staff 1.90 0.93
Strategies for training staff about evidence-informed practice 1.91 1.05
Strategies for cultivating staff interest in evidence-informed practice 1.96 1.02
Strategies to support evidence-gathering projects in your agency 1.71 0.92
Strategies for carrying out your link partner/officer role more effectively 2.00 0.96
Average 1.86 0.83

Item Mean
Standard
deviation

I have enough time to carry out my link partner/officer responsibilities. 2.28 1.20
Protected time is available for me to attend external evidence-informed practice
training workshops.

2.84 1.46

I have enough resources to carry out my link partner/officer responsibilities. 2.86 1.33
I have enough training in evidence-informed practice to carry out my link partner/officer
responsibilities.

2.99 1.34

I have enough experience with implementing evidence-informed practice in agencies to
carry out my link partner/officer responsibilities.

3.04 1.27

I have enough experience finding evidence-informed practice resources to carry out my
link partner/officer responsibilities.

3.41 1.16

I have enough experience training others in evidence-informed practice to carry out my
link partner/officer responsibilities.

3.02 1.30

I have enough support from key senior managers to carry out my link partner/officer
responsibilities.

3.22 1.33

Average 2.96 0.94

Item Mean
Standard
deviation

Evidence-informed practice is supported throughout the organization. 3.88 1.13
Agency staff have enough time to help me carry out my link partner/officer responsibilities. 2.37 1.08
The agency is required to engage in evidence-informed practice. 3.66 1.21
Funding is available to support evidence-informed practice implementation across the agency. 3.01 1.20
The agency has the resources needed for me to carry out my link partner/officer responsibilities. 3.15 1.13
The major changes experienced by my organization provide opportunities for me to carry out link
partner/officer responsibilities.

3.15 1.17

Senior managers act as champions of the link partner/officer role throughout the agency. 2.97 1.32
Senior managers provide mentorship to me as a link partner/officer. 2.46 1.31
Past link partners/officers provide mentorship to me as a link partner/officer. 2.23 1.29
Senior managers possess an understanding of the importance of evidence-informed practice. 4.00 0.94
Senior managers understand how to implement evidence-informed practice. 3.54 1.14
Senior managers support evidence-informed practice implementation. 3.89 1.02
Average 3.20 0.76

HUMAN SERVICE ORGANIZATIONS: MANAGEMENT, LEADERSHIP & GOVERNANCE 75



Michael J. Austin 241
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ABSTRACT
Using qualitative data-mining methods, this study analyzed
39 child welfare case records in order to identify examples of
skillful practice. Conducted in partnership with a public child
welfare agency in northern California, the study found that
child welfare workers are implementing many of the practices
promoted by statewide and national child welfare practice
frameworks. Broad categories of skillful practice identified
included: (1) effective communication by social workers,
(2) support for client self-determination, and (3) active inter-
vention strategies. Study findings provide support for incor-
porating case record review processes in training and
supervision in order to integrate practice-based expertise
with research-based evidence.
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While the past 25 years have witnessed declines in child maltreatment rates
in the United States, referrals to Child Protective Services remain high. In
2016, there were over 3.4 million referrals involving approximately 7.4 million
children, while an estimated 676,00 children and youth were victims of abuse
and neglect (Children’s Bureau, 2018). For the children and families who
enter child welfare systems of care following referral, outcomes are mixed.
The Children’s Bureau identifies multiple areas where improvement is
needed with respect to performance on the federal indicators related to
child safety, permanency, and well-being (Children’s Bureau, 2014).
Children who enter foster care have higher rates of physical and behavioral
health issues than children in the general population, and many do not
receive adequate services to address these issues while in care (Simms,
Dubowitz & Szilagyi, 2000). To address these challenges, the Children’s
Bureau has called for research to guide efforts to improve the capacity of
the child welfare workforce, ensuring that systems have “people with excel-
lent practice skills doing high quality work” (Mitchell et al., 2012, p. 557).
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While studies examining challenges related to service quality and outcomes
within child welfare systems play an essential role in identifying areas demanding
practice improvements, this study addresses the need for parallel research that
examines the nature of excellence in child welfare practice. Conducted in a
northern California county, it documents frontline practice as reflected in the
case records created by child welfare workers (CWWs) as part of their day-to-day
work, and identifies skillful practices in these records. The analysis focuses on
youth aged 12–18, as this group represents a substantial percentage of the child
welfare population and presents particularly complex practice challenges (Herz,
Ryan, & Bilchik, 2010; Toro, Dworsky, & Fowler, 2007; White, Havalchack,
Jackson, O’Brien, & Pecora, 2007). Qualitative data-mining (QDM) techniques
– the mining of narrative text from administrative data – are used to expand
understanding of child welfare practice and the utilization of practice frameworks
in casework (Henry, Carnochan, & Austin, 2014). Although many of the practices
described here are a part of the social work knowledge base for casework, few prior
studies have systematically analyzed qualitative administrative data to identify
skillful casework in daily child welfare practice.

Study background

A dominant strategy to achieve improved practice and outcomes for child
welfare involved children and families is reflected in legislative and regulatory
reforms at the federal and state level that have been instituted over the past
several decades. Many of these have focused on increasing accountability for
system outcomes through performance measurement structures and processes.
The key outcomes defined by the federal Child and Family Service Review
system (CFSR) were developed by the Children’s Bureau under the 1994
Amendments to the Social Security Act. The evaluation of these child welfare
outcomes related to child safety, permanency, and family and child well-being
involves a two-stage process: (1) a statewide assessment based on aggregate
administrative data, and (2) an onsite review utilizing case reviews and inter-
views with multiple stakeholders (Children’s Bureau, 2017). Case record reviews
are seen as important for identifying “what is ‘behind’ the safety, permanency
and well-being quantitative administrative data in terms of day-to-day practice
in the field and how that practice is impacting child and family functioning and
outcomes” in order to see “how results link to daily casework practices” and how
to use the results to “assess and improve practice” (Children’s Bureau, 2014).

At the state level, outcome accountability systems have been established in
response to the CFSR mandates. California instituted the California-Children
and Family Service Review (C-CFSR) system in 2004 under the Child
Welfare System Improvement and Accountability Act (AB 636) enacted in
2001. Coordinated with the federal CFSR process, the Peer Quality Case
Review (PQCR) component of the C-CFSR in its current form calls for “an
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in-depth, qualitative problem analysis of social work practice by social work
professionals, intended to explore actual practice” in order to identify pro-
mising practices for replication in other counties (California Department of
Social Services, 2014; Attachment D, p. 3; Davis, Johnson, & Saenz, 2003).

Other approaches to strengthening child welfare outcomes and practices can
be found in the California Evidence-Based Clearinghouse (http://www.
cebc4cw.org) that lists highly rated programs in 43 topic areas, ranging from
behavioral management interventions for adolescents in child welfare to inter-
ventions designed to promote reunification. While the value of evidence-based
practice (EBP) in child welfare is gaining considerable acceptance, some argue
that the EBP emphasis can create an “overly manualized social work land-
scape” that “overlooks the unique needs of individual clients,” (Jensen,
Weersing, Hoagwood, & Goldman, 2005). A more broadly defined version
of the EBP approach has been proposed by Barth and colleagues (2012) in an
effort to develop an integrated model of practice that remains based in EBP
research. This approach involves identifying the common elements and com-
ponents across multiple EBPs in order to synthesize practice principles and
create space for exercising professional social work judgment (Michiel et al.,
2014; Turnell & Edwards, 1997). Another alternative to the formal implemen-
tation of strictly defined EBP programs is reflected in the scholarship on
evidence-informed practice, which offers guidelines for individual social
work practitioners related to framing practice questions and drawing on
research evidence, practice expertise, and service user priorities to inform
decision-making (Gambrill, 1999; Shlonsky & Ballan, 2011).

In California, multiple EBP programs are being collectively presented under
the framework of safety-organized practice (SOP). Examples of SOP meth-
odologies include group supervision, Signs of Safety, Motivational
Interviewing, Structured Decision-Making, and solution-focused treatment.
The Child Welfare Core Practice Model (CPM) is designed to integrate these
multiple practice models in order to provide systematic guidance for child
welfare agencies and workers in California (CalSWEC, 2016). The CPM
incorporates an array of theoretical frameworks and articulates core values as
the foundation for a set of case work components that include prevention,
engagement, assessment, planning and service delivery, monitoring and adapt-
ing, and transition. The model further outlines a series of practice elements
(e.g., engagement, inquiry/exploration, advocacy, teaming, and accountability),
and specifies practice behaviors related to each element (e.g., helping clients
“identify and meet their goals” relates to engagement) (CalSWEC, 2016, p. 6).

A close examination of frontline practice is also important given the policy
and scholarly emphasis on accountability and practice improvements that
reflects, in part, concerns about the considerable discretion exercised by
social workers in human service organizations (Brodkin, 2008; Lipsky,
1980). The Children’s Bureau Practice Guide notes the role of worker
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discretion in child welfare practice (DePanfilis & Salus, 2003). Decision-
making tools, particularly risk-assessment tools, provide another example
of efforts to limit discretion, but can also be used strategically to obtain a
desired outcome (Gillingham & Humphreys, 2010). Responding to calls for
drawing on practitioner expertise as an evidentiary basis for decision-mak-
ing, as well as often negative public perceptions of child welfare practice, this
exploratory study sought to describe examples of skillful practice identified in
child welfare case records.

Methods

This exploratory QDM project was initiated by members of a university-
agency partnership in the spring of 2013 to examine child welfare practice as
described in agency case records. QDM methods were selected to minimize
disruptions to child welfare staff and clients and explore daily practice
(Epstein, 2009; Henry et al., 2014). Researchers have used case record data to
examine service delivery systems (Castellani & Castellani, 2003; Coohey, 2003;
Fakunmoju, 2009a, 2009b; O’Brien, 2007; Reilly, McKelvey-Walsh, Freundlich,
& Brenner, 2011; Sherwood, Lyburn, Brown, & Ryder, 2001; Trickett, Mennen,
Kim, & Sang, 2009), how systems achieve desired outcomes (Center for the
Study of Social Policy, 2009; Neville, Bryce, Robertson, Crombile, & Clark,
1992), the experiences of various stakeholders (Nath, Hirschman, Lewis, &
Strumpf, 2008; Prior, 2003; Teaster, 2002), other social issues (Avery,
Hutchinson, & Whitaker, 2002; Gordon & O’Keefe, 1984; Pithers, Beal,
Armstrong, & Petty, 1989), and issues in child welfare practice (Henry,
Liner-Jigamian, Carnochan, Taylor, & Austin, 2018; Taylor et al., 2018). This
study employs case record review methods to expand our understanding of
child welfare practice. This study was approved by institutional review boards
at the University of California, Berkeley and Hunter College. Permission to use
these data was also granted by the county agency participating in the study.

Sampling strategy

Using QDM techniques, the research team, consisting of three child welfare
policy and practice scholars and one MSW student with extensive back-
grounds in qualitative research and QDM, extracted narrative case record
data for 105 unique child welfare cases in a county that was purposively
selected based upon the interest of the agency in examining child welfare
practice using QDM. . The 105 cases were selected randomly from a larger
sample of 619 cases that met the following criteria: (1) cases were opened for
service by the agency and children received family reunification services
between 2006 and 2012, (2) children had received services for at least six
months, and (3) children for whom this was their first entry into the child
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welfare system. For the purposes of this analysis, a subset composed of all the
39 youth cases in which the focus child was age 12 or older was selected in
order to focus on the practice strategies and complex challenges associated
with this group (Figure 1).

Previous studies have found that current and former foster youth are at a
high risk for homelessness and are disproportionately represented in the
homeless youth population (Toro et al., 2007). The literature on youth
exiting from foster care notes that between nine and 29 percent of child
welfare involved youth engage in delinquency (Herz et al., 2010), and that by
the time they reach their teens, 63 percent of children in foster care have at
least one mental health diagnosis and 23 percent have three or more diag-
noses (White et al., 2007). The range of behavioral challenges among the
youth in our sample included a history of runaway episodes, truancy, crim-
inal activity, and mental health issues (Table 1).

Data sources

For each of the 39 cases, the research team extracted narrative documents from
the agency’s automated data system for the 24-month period following case
opening. Document types included 1) investigative documents (referral contact
notes and investigative narratives), 2) court documents (detention, disposition,
and jurisdiction reports), and 3) practice documents (contact notes, family
assessments, case plans, and case plan updates). These documents were deter-
mined in a pilot study to provide an in-depth perspective on service delivery
and system involvement, including data on children, youth, families, case-
worker interventions, involvement with other social service systems, and a
child’s trajectory through the child welfare system” (Carnochan, Jacobs,
Austin, 2015). Documentation methods and content included: (1) recording
the client’s perspective, often using quotes, (2) incorporating emails or reports
from other practitioners directly into the case record to present multiple
perspectives on the case, and (3) recording key concerns and strengths about
clients, placements, and service providers and explaining how concerns were
ultimately resolved. In addition to the narrative case record data, the team also
extracted key case and child level variables.

619 105 39

Population of 
cases that met 
original study 

criteria

Random 
sample of 

cases

All cases involving 
youth 12 years or 

older

Figure 1. Sampling Stages.
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Analysis

In the first phase of the analysis, the research team uploaded the extracted
case record documents into Dedoose, a Web-based qualitative data analytic
software platform for data storage and analysis. In this phase, the research
team reviewed and coded the narrative data and created detailed case sum-
maries comprising case narratives and event timelines for all cases. The case
summaries documented: (1) family and child characteristics, (2) presenting
and emerging problems, (3) case planning, and (4) services delivered from
the time of investigation to case closure or 24 months after opening the case,
whichever came first. The case summaries averaged 15 single-spaced pages
and synthesized hundreds of pages of narrative documents per case, in order
to track the social, economic, psychological, policy and practice-based issues
that contributed to child welfare involvement and case outcomes. The first
cycle of coding employed a qualitative, descriptive coding approach in order
to develop a “categorized inventory” of the case record data (Saldaña, 2013, p.
89). The codebook identified 10 general domains with over 70 subcodes that
were applied to each case record. The general domains included topics such
as: services to minor; services to caregiver; material hardship and economic
support; and facilitators and barriers to engagement. This phase of coding
identified skillful practice as a central theme meriting further exploration.

In the second phase of analysis, case summaries for the 39 cases were reviewed
to identify specific examples of skillful practice. We initially defined practice as

Table 1. Demographic and Case Characteristics of Sample Youth Cases.
Age Count Percent of 12+ Population

12–13 8 20.5
14–15 17 43.5
16–17 14 35.9
Race/Ethnicity
Asian Pacific Islander 7 18.0
Black 19 48.7
Hispanic 4 10.3
White 9 23.1
Gender
Male 16 59
Female 23 41
Removal Reason
Care Taker Absence/Incapacity 20 51.3
Emotional Abuse 1 2.6
General Neglect 4 10.3
Physical Abuse 13 33.3
Sexual Abuse 1 2.6
Number of Placements
1–2 9 23
3–4 15 38
5–6 5 12.8
8–9 5 12.8
10+ 5 12.8
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“skillful” if it met one or more of the following criteria: (1) resulted in a positive
short-term outcome (e.g., positive interaction between a parent and a minor,
improved school attendance, or a positive placement move), (2) reflected a high
degree of care for a client (e.g., showing empathy or taking extra steps to
promote client safety and comfort), and (3) resulted in positive feedback from
clients or the court. Based on these reviews, we created a codebook identifying
categories of skillful practice (Table 2). The codebook was compared to a draft of
California’s CPM to identify potentially missing categories, resulting in the
addition of codes for “Preserving Connections” and “Culturally Responsive”
(although neither code played a significant role in the final analysis). The code-
book was used to guide a second cycle of focused qualitative coding aimed at a
more complete and nuanced categorization of the data (Charmaz, 2006).

To carry out the second cycle coding for skillful practice, we first reviewed
the case summaries to identify the major events and case timelines. We then
focused on the case contact notes as the primary data source, reading, and
coding examples of skillful practice in these records. The lead authors co-
coded 3 of the 39 cases simultaneously to assess construct validity and inter-
coder reliability (MacQueen, McLellan, Kay & Milsten, 1998). In-depth
discussions and negotiated consensus were used to resolve coding discrepan-
cies and to revise the codebook language to increase both reliability and
construct validity (Bradley, Curry, & Devers, 2007). Once consensus was
reached, these two members of the research team independently coded the
remaining cases. Relevant skillful practice subcodes were applied to each
occurrence of the practice documented in the case contact notes. Upon
completing case coding, we conducted an excerpt analysis of the most
frequently applied codes. We summarized the content within these codes
and organized it under three broad domains: effective communication,
supporting client self-determination, and active intervention. To validate
the second cycle-focused coding, the third author independently reviewed
the case contact notes and created a summary matrix displaying the presence
or absence of the subcodes across the cases (Table 3).

Table 2. Skillful Practice Codes.
Effective Communication Client Self-Determination Active Intervention

● Communication: Active
● Communication: Affirming
● Communication: Persistent
● Communication: Rapport
● Communication: Therapeutic
● Communication: Transparent
● Celebration
● Strength-based
● Empathetic
● Educating

● Honoring client self-
determination

● Demonstrating culturally
responsive practice

● Placement preservation
● Post-reunification support
● Preserving connections
● Proactive assistance
● Clarifying parental or caregiver rules
● Facilitating family dynamics
● Transition
● Communicating ground rules
● Sustained effort over time
● Creative ideas
● Contingency planning
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Findings

The analysis identified three broad themes representing skillful practice:
(1) effective communication (establishing rapport, listening actively, acknowl-
edging client strengths, and communicating clearly and openly), (2) supporting
client self-determination (related to participating in services, developing solu-
tions to problems, and placement decisions), and (3) active intervention

Table 3. Skillful Practice Presence/Absence.

Effective Communication
Self-Determination &

Empowerment Active Intervention

Age Rapport Listening Strengths
Transparent
Comm.

Services
&

Problem-
solving Placement

Rules &
Conflict

Persistent
Comm.

Crisis
Response

12 x x
12 x x x x x x x
12 x x x x x x x x x
12 x x x x x x
12 x x x x x x x x
13 x x x x x x x x
13 x x x x x x
13 x x x x x x
14 x x x x x x x
14 x x x x x x x x x
14 x x x x x x x x x
14 x x x x x x x x x
14 x x x x x x x x x
14 x x x x
14 x x x x x x x
14 x x x x x x x x x
15 x x x x x x
15 x x x x x x x x x
15 x x x x x x x
15 x x x x x x x x
15 x x x x x x x x
15 x x x x x x x x
15 x x x x x x x
15 x x x x x x x x x
15 x x x x x x x x
16 x x x x x x x x x
16 x x x x x x x x
16 x x x x x x x
16 x x x x x x
16 x x x x x x x
16 x x x x x x x x x
16 x x x x x x x x
16 x x x x
16 x x x x x
17 x x x x x
17 x x x x x x
17 x x x x x x x
17 x x x x x x
17 x x x x x x x x
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(clarifying rules and mediating conflict, follow-up to facilitate services, and
responding to crises). Each of these skillful practices was documented in many
or most of the 39 cases, as summarized in Table 3. We describe and offer
examples of these skillful practices below. In these descriptions and examples
we removed names and refer to individuals based on their role in the case (e.g.,
minor, mother, father, CWW) to preserve confidentiality.

Effective communication

Effective communication strategies documented in the case records related
to developing a strong rapport with clients, listening empathetically, non-
judgmentally, and actively, acknowledging client strengths, and being trans-
parent with clients about agency policies.

Establishing rapport
Establishing rapport with clients provided a foundation for other case man-
agement activities and was reflected in the willingness of clients to share
aspects of their emotional and social experiences. Minors confided in CWWs
about positive life events such as romantic relationships, new friendships,
academic accomplishments, feelings of love and acceptance from substitute
care providers, and their hopes for their parents to make progress on case
plan objectives. Minors disclosed to CWWs their fears about being placed
with strangers in foster homes, feeling rejected or abandoned by their
parents, conflict with friends and family, experiences with being sexually
abused (e.g., being molested, raped, or commercially sexually exploited).
They also expressed their feelings about suicidality, depression, and hope-
lessness, experiences living on the streets, using drugs, having unsafe sex,
challenges with teachers, and difficult or unsafe living conditions in foster
homes or in their homes of origin. Minors talked about where they wanted to
live, whom they wanted to visit, and where they wanted to attend school.
CWWs were able to use this information to make appropriate service
referrals, make placement changes when necessary, provide effective case
planning services, and make recommendations to the court. Parents and
substitute care providers confided in CWWs about challenges they faced
getting minors to do chores, regularly attend school, do homework, respect
curfews, abide by household and school rules, and avoid illegal activities.
CWWs listened and recorded the perspectives of parents and substitute
caregivers, and provided them with referrals, advice, and support.

In some cases, however, despite CWW efforts to establish rapport, clients
refused to engage with CWWs for the duration of the case. In one example,
the mother refused to remove her headphones during Team Decision-
Making (TDM) meetings and instead listened to music while her case plan
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was developed. During another TDM she brought brass knuckles and nearly
engaged in a physical altercation with staff.

Non-judgmental, active, and empathetic listening
CWWs actively listened to clients and remained non-judgmental as opposed to
reactive when faced with challenging communication dynamics. In one case,
the CWW reported that she “actively listened” to the maternal aunt “venting
frustration” about having to care for the minor and her fear of neglecting him.
The CWW engaged the maternal aunt in thinking about different ways to
make the situation less stressful and noted that the aunt sounded “much
relieved” by the end of the conversation. In another case, the minor expressed
during a TDM that she wanted to emancipate from foster care immediately.
The CWW wanted to help the minor get on a “more productive track” but
without “shooting down her idea.” The CWW suggested alternatives (e.g.,
specific therapy that might work well given her history) and voiced encour-
agement about helping her stabilize in her current placement. The worker
facilitated a meeting with the youth and her service providers, focusing “on
[the client’s] side” and doing what was best for her. The minor was receptive to
this approach and agreed to remain in foster care.

CWW notes reflected empathy for clients. CWWs acknowledged the sad
and difficult feelings clients expressed about their situations as well as the
pride they took in their accomplishments and the excitement they felt about
positive life changes. CWWs noted their observations about the body lan-
guage of their clients and the potential impact of their emotions on future
actions. In one case, the CWW noted that the minor was happy and talkative
upon first seeing the CWW, but when the CWW asked the minor about her
biological mother, the minor became withdrawn, “displaying limited affect,
and did not make eye contact.” The CWW made notations throughout the
case about the minor’s conflicted feelings about her mother and was able to
help the minor move toward guardianship in a timely way when the mother
expressed that she did not wish to reunify with the minor. In another case,
the CWW noticed that the minor’s hands started to shake when she talked
about how many high school credits she needed to complete in order to
graduate. The CWW encouraged the minor to think about her education one
class at a time rather than contemplating all her classes at once. In both of
these examples, the CWWs empathetic observations (as indicated in their
notations) about the client’s emotions enabled them to offer advice and take
actions to address the client’s needs.

Acknowledging client strengths and progress
CWWs acknowledged client strengths in their meetings with clients and in
their case notes about the clients. This included recognizing, naming, and
celebrating improvements as they occurred over time, as in one case where
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the CWW reflected on how far the mother had progressed in the 12 months
since the opening of the case. He noted that when he first encountered the
mother, she was unwilling to speak with him and denied any substance abuse
issues. One year later, she was taking classes at a community college and had
been sober for 10 months. Although the mother was disappointed when
reunification did not occur due to her son’s unwillingness to return home,
the CWW noted that the children remaining in her care benefitted from her
sobriety and enhanced confidence about her educational attainment.

Clients responded favorably when their strengths were acknowledged and
this reinforced the rapport between the CWWs and clients. For example,
before transferring a case to another staff member, the CWW met with the
minor to reflect on her time working with him, highlighting the minor’s
strengths of intelligence and insightfulness and noting how much the CWW
had learned from the minor. In another example, when a minor reported a
childhood rape and then regretted disclosing the information, the CWW
talked about the importance of tackling the issue and processing its effect on
his behavior. The CWW reminded the minor about his strength and courage
as well as how things in his life had recently improved. In a case involving a
minor who had formerly been involved in illegal activities, the CWW noted
that the minor had not missed any meetings, improved his grooming habits,
was doing everything to stay on track with plans to go to college, and was
pleased to hear that someone was noticing his progress.

Transparent communication
In their documentation, CWWs reflected transparency in communicating
their expectations to clients, as well as the consequences of their actions or
inactions. They documented discussions with parents about topics that
included establishing paternity, meeting service objectives (e.g., completing
parenting classes), visiting with children, attending therapy, engaging in drug
testing, maintaining sobriety, attending court, and not allowing adults with
criminal backgrounds to live in their homes. CWWs documented discussions
with substitute care providers about topics including obtaining medical and
dental care for minors, managing or clarifying rules related to travelling with
minors, obtaining and maintaining foster home licensure, and setting appro-
priate boundaries for minors. They documented discussions with minors
about topics including attending school, establishing and maintaining elig-
ibility for foster care beyond 18, complying with group home and foster
home rules, maintaining sobriety, practicing safe sex, and generally keeping
themselves safe.

CWWs provided clear guidelines to clients on how to achieve their
permanency goals. For example, after a mother relapsed, the CWW explained
clearly the consequences of her relapse on reunification and developed a
support plan that involved the mother calling the CWW every other day to
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report on how she was doing. In another example, the CWW stressed the
importance of a mother maintaining contact with her son in order to reunify
by helping the son feel comfortable with telephone dialogue before moving
forward with future visits. In this case, the mother and son were unable to
overcome their relationship challenges and reunify. However, the mother was
able to comply with her case plan and appeared to benefit from the substance
abuse treatment that was a part of her case plan.

CWWs were also transparent about how long internal agency processes
might take and what clients should expect on issues such as the home approval
processes and adoption or guardianship proceedings. Transparency on the part
of the CWWs appeared to elicit a similarly open and honest response from
clients, as in this example:

This worker explained that any [home] approval process would take time and that
[the minor] will likely be placed in a foster home in the interim. This worker point
blank asked [the minor] if he would run [away] again. He responded that he wasn’t
sure. This worker thanked him for his honesty. [The minor] said that it depends
on where the home is and how the people treat him. This worker explained that
there will be a TDM and that foster placement staff will bring the info regarding
options at that time.

In another case, a mother explained to her CWW that her son had been
“totally out of control to the point that she was afraid he might hurt her.”
However, the mother said she was afraid to call the police because she did
not want her son to be hospitalized. The CWW explained that when her son
is out of control, the mother must call the police or she would be considered
non-protective. The mother agreed to contact the police in the future.

Supporting client self-determination

The case records indicated that clients were often able to achieve positive
changes when CWWs gave them autonomy and decision-making power over
how to achieve their goals. CWWs supported client self-determination
related to participating in services, developing solutions to problems, and
making decisions about placements.

Services and creative problem-solving
One CWW regularly asked clients to describe their needs and how their
presenting problems could be addressed. Clients displayed considerable
insight when describing their needs and possible strategies for addressing
difficult situations. For example, one minor responded that she and her
mother needed to continue counseling and family therapy. In another case,
after a minor had run away from his placement for two weeks, the CWW
asked him what he thought the consequence of his actions should be:
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The minor was remorseful for his choices, and this worker explained the impor-
tance of learning from poor decisions. The minor agreed. This worker asked the
minor what he thought his punishment should be. He knew he would lose phone
and Facebook privileges, and agreed that it was fair. The minor looked over his
case plan and signed it.

In another case, a minor had difficulty concentrating on his schoolwork
without listening to music. At the same time, he experienced a high degree
of conflict with other youth living in his group home. When the minor
identified listening to music as a potential solution, the CWW helped him
obtain his iPod from his mother and the CWW took the minor shopping to
buy a pair of headphones. During a subsequent visit, the minor reported that
when he felt angry with his roommate he could now listen to music and this
helped him avoid conflict.

In one case, a mother whose children had been removed due to issues
related to her substance abuse initially refused to enter an inpatient drug
rehabilitation facility because she knew she would lose her Section 8 Housing
Voucher if she did. The CWW modified her case plan so that she could
instead receive outpatient drug treatment. The mother subsequently relapsed,
following which she acknowledged that she was unable to remain sober as an
outpatient and voluntarily entered an inpatient program. She was able to
reunify with her children and received help to secure housing when she
completed treatment. The CWW’s ability to support the mother’s process,
while offering guidance at critical points, enabled the mother to enter an
inpatient facility on her own terms and ultimately reunify with her children.

Placement decisions
In one case involving difficult placement decisions, a 14-year-old minor was
removed from his adoptive mother (his maternal great aunt) due to physical
abuse allegations. He was initially placed with his maternal uncle, but after a
few months, the uncle said he could not handle the minor’s high-risk
behaviors that included running away from home. The minor’s maternal
great uncle volunteered to take the minor; however, the minor expressed
concern about this placement because it meant changing schools and moving
away from his friends. As an alternative, the minor asked to be placed with
his classmate’s mother. Despite the minor’s request, the CWW and the family
members determined that the minor should be placed with his great uncle,
where he proceeded to struggle. He was truant from school, ran away for
weeks at a time, and appeared “glum” in his interactions with the CWW.
After months of intervening to maintain the minor’s placement with his great
uncle, the CWW agreed to place the minor with the classmate’s mother.
Once he changed placements, the minor’s school attendance and outlook
improved, and he stopped running away from placement.
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At times, CWWs supported client self-determination as a strategy to
minimize risk, even when the outcome was not optimal. In one especially
complex case, a 13-year-old girl was removed from the home of her mother
after witnessing her mother engage in a failed suicide attempt. Her father had
a prior substantiated allegation of physical abuse. While in foster care, the
minor ran away from multiple placements, including a group home, experi-
encing eight different placements in less than one year. She admitted to
having sex for money, and at one point was thought to be pregnant.
During one incident of being absent without leave (AWOL), the minor had
an adult male pick her up from the group home in exchange for sex. When
the minor was returned to the group home, she stated that she would
continue to run away from her placements and have sex for money until
she was placed with her mother. After three subsequent AWOL episodes, the
minor agreed to meet with the CWW after the CWW promised not to call
the police or return the minor to foster care. At this point, the CWW placed
the minor with her parents on a 30-day extended visit even though the
parents had not made progress on their case plans due to life-threatening
health problems. Ultimately, the CWW determined that despite the parents’
limitations, the minor would do better living with them rather than continu-
ing to run away and experience sexual exploitation. The circumstances of this
case illustrate the complexity that CWWs confront in their efforts to support
self-determination for minors while at the same time minimizing their
exposure to serious risks.

Active intervention

Documented examples of active intervention included: clarifying caregiver or
parental rules and mediating conflict, persistent follow-up with clients and
providers to facilitate services, and responding in times of crisis.

Clarifying rules and mediating conflict
CWWs described mediating family conflict between minors and their sub-
stitute caregivers or their biological parents. Substitute caregivers were
encouraged to provide clear boundaries and expectations for minors related
to curfew, chores, school attendance, cell phone and internet usage, healthy
eating habits, and safe transportation choices. When minors complained to
CWWs about household rules, CWWs often made statements to support
caregiver rules. For example: “CWW discussed that minor must submit to
caregivers parental control by going to every class and not getting in trouble
or risks removal from her home in the future.” At other times, CWWs
mediated parental or caregiver rules by encouraging caregivers to “pick
their battles” and ease up on rules.
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CWWs mediated specific conflicts between minors and caregivers as in the
following case in which the minor had a history of leaving home without
telling his mother: “Minor was given the number for the mobile response
team to call if he needs immediate assistance. Agreed if he leaves the home he
will leave a note for the mother on a specific dresser. If caregiver discovers
him gone without permission and note, she will call the CWW.” In several
cases, the meetings between family members that were facilitated by the
CWW led to productive discussions of the family’s challenges and strengths.
In one case, when caregivers expressed feeling overwhelmed due to the
minor’s behaviors, the CWW was able to provide insight into the sources
of the youth’s behaviors and offer the caregivers the tools for handling them.
The placement remained intact.

Persistent follow-up
CWWs engaged in extensive follow-up with clients and service providers
to facilitate service linkages. When services such as therapy, inpatient
rehabilitation facilities, group homes, or residential treatment facilities
were not available due to long waitlists, CWWs continually emailed and
called service providers to determine how long the wait would be and
when their clients could be served. CWWs documented phone calls and
emails, sometimes multiple times each day, for a given service that a minor
urgently needed. CWWs followed up with pharmacists when clients
experienced problems getting prescriptions filled. CWWs helped clients
obtain insurance coverage, and advocated for them to prevent and mini-
mize lapses in coverage. CWWs worked repeatedly to engage educational
service providers to ensure that the needs of the minor were being met by
facilitating Individual Education Plans (IEPs) and scheduling collaborative
meetings with teachers, counselors, administrators, substitute care provi-
ders, parents, and minors.

CWWs actively worked to connect clients to services as illustrated by: (1) driv-
ing a mother to pick up her children at school and then taking her to her
CalWORKs appointment so she would not miss the appointment, (2) accom-
panying a mother from her home to the locations of her various service
providers when the mother described feeling overwhelmed at the thought of
learning the routes and bus schedules, (3) initiating referral for services upon
learning that mother had been released from jail, and (4) calling upon an
extended family support network to assist in locating a mother to remind her
of various service referrals.

CWWs also followed up with unresponsive clients, including parents who
were ambivalent about reunification and minors who left placements and
stopped communicating. In one case, a young mother of a mentally ill teen
stated that she was not sure if she wanted to reunify with her daughter. The
CWW called and emailed the mother multiple times per day to coordinate
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weekend visits even when the mother said she did not know if she would be able
to visit at all. In this case, reunification did not occur; however, the mother and
daughter were able to heal their tumultuous relationship and the mother was a
source of support to the daughter when she later became pregnant. The CWW’s
persistent, kind, and respectful effort to engage the mother appear to have had a
positive impact on the daughter’s relationship with her mother.

Responding in times of crisis
CWWs actively intervened in crisis situations that included suicide attempts,
threats, physical fights, and minors who ran away. When minors did not
respond to CWW phone calls, CWWs made use of texting to communicate,
often successfully. One CWW made a point of calling multiple family
member and friends of the minor every time he ran away from placement.
The CWW communicated his care and concern for the client by encouraging
the contacts to notify him if they heard from the minor. On one occasion, the
CWW went to the home of a friend where he suspected the minor was taking
refuge. The CWW did not enter the house because no adults were present,
but spoke loudly so that the minor would be able to hear him if he were
present, saying everyone was worried about the minor’s safety.

In another case, a 15-year-old female was taken into custody after her
mother physically assaulted her. The minor had experienced substantial
trauma prior to her removal, and throughout the case, she struggled with
suicidal ideation and self-mutilation. She was involuntarily committed to a
psychiatric hospital and went AWOL several times. The CWWs in this case
were patient and supportive with the minor when the minor did not want to
participate in services. At times, the minor lashed out at the CWW, calling
her names, saying she hated her, and she wanted a new CWW. The CWW
documented responding to the minor’s behavior calmly and providing
ongoing support. The minor appeared to stabilize in her final placement, a
group home that provided her with the structure and therapeutic support she
needed. It can be difficult for CWWs to continue the same level of support
throughout the life of the case, especially when faced with intense rejection
by a client. However, in this case, the CWWs’ sustained effort and intensive
advocacy efforts resulted in an appropriate and effective placement that was
reported to be the best outcome for the minor.

Discussion

The case record review highlighted dimensions of skillful practice carried out
by CWWs related to communicating effectively, supporting client autonomy,
and actively intervening in order to serve child welfare involved youth. The
specific forms of skillful practice documented in the case records correspond
in many regards to the practice behaviors identified in California’s Child
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Welfare CPM. For example, the study documented instances of active
and empathetic listening in 36 of the 39 cases, a finding that parallels the
CPM core practice element of inquiry and exploration, which emphasizes
listening to youth and families. Similarly, support for client autonomy with
respect to placement choices was documented in 29 cases, consistent with the
CPM practice element of engagement, which promotes encouraging youth to
take the lead in assessing needs and identifying solutions. Our analysis also
documented extensive follow-up by CWWs to ensure that youth obtained
needed services in 38 cases, corresponding to the CPM emphasis on advocacy
for services, interventions and supports. One of the most frequent skillful
practices involved CWW efforts to resolve and mediate conflicts between
youth and caregivers in 37 cases. From a developmental perspective, we
might expect increased levels of conflict between caregivers and adolescent
foster youth, among whom social disconnection from adults is relatively
common (Keller, Cusik, & Courtney, 2007). However, in contrast to the
other forms of skillful practice identified in the analysis, conflict mediation
does not correspond to a specific practice element outlined in the CPM.

Study findings support several recommendations for practice. First, given
the extent of the correspondence between skillful practices documented in
case records and the practice behaviors promoted by leading child welfare
practice frameworks, case record review emerges as a valuable strategy that
child welfare agencies can incorporate in training and supervisory processes,
in order to translate the guidelines offered by practice models into concrete,
real life examples. Conversely, existing practice models such as the CPM
might be strengthened by recommendations targeted to address the devel-
opmental needs of adolescents, namely, support and skill-building related to
conflict management in family settings.

Second, study findings related to self-determination highlight the ability of
youth to identify their needs and develop solutions, calling for attention to
models of child welfare practice with youth that are strengths-based. Among
youth who are experiencing behavioral problems, strengths-based practice
that is focused on abilities and potential rather than problems, deficits and
pathologies may increase motivation for change (Saleeby, 1992). Study find-
ings related to effective communication highlight the importance of trans-
parency in practitioner-client relationships, offering a strategy for
strengthening engagement with foster youth that is supported in the broader
literature on social work practice. Scholars advocating for the importance of
relationship building in social work note that “demonstrating humane qua-
lities, particularly honesty, reliability and consistency,” is important for
children (Ruch, 2013, p. 2147). Studies of service user involvement similarly
note that common themes in effective participatory practice with both
children and their parents include the “establishment of relationships of
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trust and respect, clear communication and information and appropriate
support to participate” (Gallagher, Smith, Hardy, & Wilkinson, 2012, p. 74).

The study presented a number of limitations related to the sample, as well as
the nature and content of the data. Notably, we must exercise caution when
seeking to generalize from this sample of 39 youth cases which were drawn
from a single, purposively selected county. With respect to the case record
data, CWWs face time constraints that may prevent them from consistently
recording nonmandatory case activities, including promising and innovative
practices. In addition, since client interactions are described through the lens
of the CWW, the records may emphasize positive CWW practice behaviors,
and under-report weak or poor practice. As a result, this analysis could not
quantify with precision the relative frequency of skillful and poor practice at
the level of the CWW or the case. However, the majority of the cases contained
rich narrative documentation about the nature and quality of interactions with
clients (including positive and negative client impressions of caseworkers, the
child welfare agency, or service providers), specific strategies employed, and
observations about client progress. The use of qualitative data-mining techni-
ques enabled depth in the analysis, illuminating daily practice in ways that
traditional case record review methods cannot achieve.

Also absent from the case records were data related to the characteristics
of CWWs (e.g., training, experience, and skill level) and of child welfare
practice settings (e.g., supervisory support) that are likely to shape CWW
practice behavior. Consequently, research examining the prevalence of both
skillful and weak or poor practice at the level of the case and the worker, and
the role that caseworker characteristics and agency settings play with respect
to engaging in these forms of skillful practice will be important.

Lastly, while the case record data did not always include final case out-
come, the case summaries and coding did identify numerous instances in
which skillful practice affected short-term outcomes such as mediation of
conflict, improved client ability to attend school and engage in educational
activities, prevention of self-harming behaviors, and placement stabilization.
These short-term outcomes may in turn facilitate longer-term positive out-
comes such as strengthened bonds between minors and caregivers, high-
school graduation, improved mental health and safety, and permanent place-
ments. However, these child welfare cases involved highly complex issues
related to child and adolescent development, parenting challenges among
biological and foster parents, and collaboration with other human service
organizations to support service goals. Progress was typically made after
multiple unsuccessful efforts to support positive change, while periods of
positive change were sometimes followed by hardship and tragedy. Further
research is thus needed in order to examine the relationship between these
skillful practices and short and longer-term outcomes, identifying skillful
practice components that lead successively to engagement outcomes, changes
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in client attitudes, beliefs and knowledge, development of new client skills
and behaviors, and ultimately, enduring changes that include client well-
being and resilience.

Findings from this study are promising, suggesting that workers in this
county are utilizing the practices set forth in California’s CPM, as well as
important practices such as conflict resolution that are not included in the
CPM. The California Department of Social Services has noted that case
record review methods can be used in conjunction with traditional evalua-
tion methods to develop a more complete understanding of the pathways
that link skillful practice to successful short- and long-term outcomes (CDSS,
2014). QDM represents a systematic, rigorous approach to case record review
that is able to capture the complex work being carried out by skilled practi-
tioners in daily practice. Practitioners, evaluators and researchers can use
QDM to generate practice-based knowledge that can inform policy guidelines
and practice frameworks in order to strengthen services and improve out-
comes for children and families involved in child welfare services. As child
welfare systems move to adopt more EBPs and promising practice frame-
works, ongoing assessment is needed to determine whether CWWs adopt
and successfully implement these practice tools in their daily work, and
whether use of these tools results in positive outcomes for children and
youth. In answering these questions, the perspectives of children and parents
involved in child welfare services regarding the forms of practice that they
view as effective will be essential.
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ABSTRACT
Government contracts and grants constitute the largest fund-
ing source for the majority of nonprofit organizations.
Contracts for complex services, such as those involved in
delivering human services, pose substantial challenges for
public and nonprofit managers. In this context, concerns have
been raised about contract management capacity, including
challenges related to proposal and contract development,
implementation, and performance reporting, as well as the
impact of contract monitoring tools on contractor perform-
ance. Relatively few studies have provided a cross-sectoral
perspective on the concrete managerial skill sets needed to
engage in the interpersonal and technical processes involved
in effective contract management. This study reports qualita-
tive findings from a survey of county and nonprofit human
service managers regarding approaches to managing chal-
lenges that arise in contractual relationships. The results iden-
tify the important role played by communication in the
relationships between contract managers, illustrate the con-
tent of formal and informal exchanges, and identify common
perspectives on the characteristics of effective communica-
tions, including transparency, a balance of flexibility and con-
sistency, and timeliness. Practice implications for contract
management relate to enhancing communication strategies in
order to promote stronger contract relationships.
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Human services in the United States are delivered at the local level by com-
plex networks of public, nonprofit, and for-profit agencies, linked in a wide
array of contractual and collaborative relationships (Smith, 2012).
Contracted services account for the majority of public human service
expenditures by federal, state, and local government entities (Kettl, 2015).
For the majority of nonprofits in the human services and other fields, gov-
ernment revenues via contracts and grants constitute the largest funding
source (Boris, de Leon, Roeger, & Nikolova, 2010). Contracts for complex
services, such as those involved in delivering human services to vulnerable
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populations, pose substantial challenges for public and nonprofit manag-
ers (Brown, Potoski, & Van Slyke, 2015; Romzek & Johnston, 2002).
Contract management activities, including feasibility assessment, contract
formulation, implementation, and performance evaluation, require a broad
range of knowledge and capabilities related to substantive policy, negoti-
ation and bargaining, and program monitoring (Amirkhanyan, 2011;
Brown & Potoski, 2003; Joaquin & Greitens, 2012; Van Slyke, 2003). In
this context, concerns have been raised about public sector contract man-
agement capacity to ensure the effectiveness of public human services,
including challenges related to managing the transaction costs associated
with negotiating, implementing, and enforcing contracts, as well as limita-
tions to the impact of contract monitoring tools on contractor perform-
ance (Brown & Potoski, 2005; Fernandez, 2007; Fernandez, 2009; Van
Slyke, 2007).
Parallel concerns in the nonprofit sector related to contract management

challenges have emerged over the past several decades. Nonprofit human
service organizations incur substantial transaction costs associated with
contract management in complex human service delivery networks related
to proposal and contract development, operations, and reporting
(Gronbjerg, 1991). Organizational resources and technological capacity play
an important role in determining the extent to which nonprofit agencies
are able to engage in performance measurement for strategic purposes
(Thomson, 2011), and organization size has been found to be associated
with the level of nonprofit agency satisfaction in contractual relationships
(Barton, Folaron, Busch, & Hostetter, 2006). Resource issues continue to
challenge nonprofits engaged in contracting with government entities, as
when the Great Recession increased funding unpredictability, complicating
fiscal management demands (Never & De Leon, 2014).
Early research on the experiences of nonprofit organizations engaged

in managing government contracts highlighted the complex “balancing
act” that contracting requires of managers, which is rendered more diffi-
cult in circumstances where performance is difficult to measure or moni-
tor (Hassel, 1997, p. 443). More recent studies have found that nonprofit
organizations continue to struggle with performance reporting demands
imposed by funders when they lack the time, resources, and expertise
needed to engage in formal evaluation (Carman, 2010; Carnochan,
Samples, Myers, & Austin, 2014). Insufficient organizational capacity for
performance measurement among nonprofit human service organizations,
related to funding levels, staff expertise, and information technology,
diminishes the extent to which organizations can make use of perform-
ance information (Lee & Clerkin, 2017). Research on contracting for child
welfare services has highlighted managerial challenges related to
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designing monitoring systems that require continuous communication
and other boundary spanning activities (Collins-Camargo, McBeath, &
Ensign, 2011). In addition to technical challenges, performance measure-
ment poses political challenges for managers, who must balance the inter-
ests of diverse stakeholders in efforts to define appropriate measures to
monitor complex services (Carnochan, McBeath, & Austin, 2017;
Kim, 2005).
Given the prevalence and scope of contracting in publicly funded human

services, and the substantial challenges that contracting and contract moni-
toring pose to managers in the public and nonprofit sectors, relatively few
studies have aimed to identify the concrete managerial skill sets required to
engage in the interpersonal as well as the technical processes involved in
effective contract management (Fernandez, 2007; Van Slyke, 2007).
Consequently, research is needed to further our understanding of specific
strategies employed by managers in their efforts to develop and sustain
contract relationships in order to support contract implementation and per-
formance. Notably, few studies have included the perspectives of public
and nonprofit human service managers involved in cross-sectoral contrac-
tual relationships (for exceptions, see Amirkhanyan, 2009; Amirkhanyan,
2011; Campbell, Lambright, & Bronstein, 2012; Gazley & Brudney, 2007),
making it difficult to compare managerial experiences and identify shared
understandings or conflicting perspectives.
This exploratory study reports qualitative findings from a cross-sectoral

survey of nonprofit and county human service managers in five California
counties regarding their views on managing challenges that arise in con-
tractual relationships related to contract design, service delivery, perform-
ance measurement, and other aspects of the contracting process. The study
focus on individual managers is consistent with the emphasis in recent
public and nonprofit administration scholarship on the value of under-
standing the perspectives and strategies of the actors involved in public sec-
tor accountability relationships (Yang & Dubnick, 2016). The current study
applies insights from theories of relational contracting and relational coord-
ination concerning the importance of interpersonal managerial relation-
ships and communication intensity for resolving cross-sector collaboration
challenges (Gittell, 2011; Romzek, LeRoux, & Blackmar, 2012).
The results contribute to the literature by identifying and explaining the

central role that communication between contract managers plays in man-
aging human service contract challenges. The study illustrates the array of
formal and informal exchanges that occur, describes common cross-sectoral
perspectives on the characteristics of effective communications, and exam-
ines variation in perspectives across the sectors and with respect to non-
profit agency size. Implications for county and nonprofit human service

PUBLIC PERFORMANCE & MANAGEMENT REVIEW 659



A Lifetime of Scholarship • Selected Publications266

managers relate to strategies for promoting effective communications in
order to strengthen contractual relationships.

Managing contracting challenges in the human services

Human service agencies seek to address complex social problems that are
resistant to change, and characterized by unpredictability and uncertainty
(Head & Alford, 2015). In delivering complex services to address complex
problems, public and nonprofit sector agencies confront multiple, interre-
lated challenges, which include highly politicized environments, inadequate
resources, indeterminate service technologies, difficult-to-define and -meas-
ure service outcomes, and diverse client populations (Hasenfeld, 2010;
Lynn, Heinrich, & Hill, 2001; McBeath, Carnochan, Stuart, & Austin, 2017;
Sandfort, 2010). These challenges have been described as key characteristics
of the human service institutional context, in which uncertainty, risk, and
complexity: (a) impact public and nonprofit organizational resources, tech-
nology, goals, and accountability; (b) involve variation in client needs and
service processes; and (c) complicate internal and external managerial roles
and tasks (Hasenfeld, 2010; McBeath et al., 2017). Contract management,
representing a central component of the human service agency manager’s
external management role, is shaped by each of these challenges, as manag-
ers are called upon to respond to diverse stakeholder interests, allocate or
advocate for scarce resources, select and implement effective service tech-
nologies, define and measure outcomes, and engage clients in services
(Benjamin, 2008; McBeath et al., 2017; O’Regan & Oster, 2000).
The uncertainty, risk, and complexity that are fundamental to human

service delivery increase the accountability challenges that characterize all
public contracting (Brown, Potoski, & Van Slyke, 2006; McBeath et al.,
2017; Van Slyke, 2007). To date, theories of contracting have illuminated
many of the dynamics and challenges that play out in the contractual rela-
tionships between public and nonprofit human service agencies and man-
agers. Drawing upon principal-agent theory, Brown and colleagues (2006;
also see Brown & Potoski, 2005) note the central task of public contract
managers related to achieving goals consistent with public policies, while
minimizing transaction costs associated with negotiating, implementing,
and monitoring contracts. They point to the accountability challenges fac-
ing public managers who use contract specification, monitoring, and
enforcement to ensure that the nonprofit agency performs according to the
contract, and does not exploit information advantages related to service
costs or implementation for its own benefit. In contrast, stewardship theory
emphasizes the shared values and common interests of county and non-
profit human service agencies, resulting in high levels of trust among
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contracting partners, and obviating the need for costly contract monitoring
and enforcement mechanisms (Lynn et al., 2001; Van Slyke, 2007).
Although the proposed solutions to ensuring accountability differs in these
frameworks, concerns with shared values and interests, trust between man-
agers, and imperfect information regarding service costs and outcomes
figure prominently.
Given the challenges associated with managing complex human service

contracts under conditions of uncertainty, scholars have called for collabora-
tive approaches to contract management, such as public-nonprofit partnering
to design contract terms and performance criteria (Brown & Troutt, 2004;
Head & Alford, 2015). Such approaches may be appropriate given the expect-
ation of shared values and interests between nonprofit and public sector
human service agencies, while narrow reliance on formal contract manage-
ment strategies, such as contract monitoring and performance measurement,
may be insufficient to address the need for trust and information that can
facilitate joint problem identification and solving (Lamothe & Lamothe, 2012).
Although some researchers have found that performance measurement is

associated with perceived effectiveness of accountability in contract manage-
ment (Amirkhanyan, 2011), others have raised concerns about performance
measurement approaches related to organizational capacity limitations,
resource diversion, and mission drift (Carman, 2010; Ebrahim, 2005; Jos &
Tompkins, 2004; Siltala, 2013). Nonprofit organizations may struggle to meet
reporting requirements, while funders often make limited use of performance
data in decision making (Carman, 2010). Performance measurement strategies
may concentrate staff efforts on compliance activities, decreasing resources
devoted to substantive client services (Jos & Tompkins, 2004; Siltala, 2013). In
some instances, contracted agencies may respond to performance measure-
ment regimes by engaging in opportunistic behavior aimed at meeting service
targets rather than providing high quality services (Negoita, 2018).
Accountability demands made by funders that focus on short term objectives
can inhibit important organizational learning and interfere with the mission
of nonprofit organizations (Ebrahim, 2005). Finally, performance measure-
ment in the human services presents challenges for both public and nonprofit
managers related to balancing multiple stakeholder perspectives in the process
of identifying appropriate objectives and measures (Carnochan et al., 2017;
Lynch-Cerullo & Cooney, 2011).

Relational contracting to address human service contract-based
coordination challenges

Ultimately, formal accountability mechanisms such as performance meas-
urement and contract monitoring do not operate in isolation, but are
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carried out in the context of relationships among organizational actors
(Ebrahim, 2005). Given the limitations associated with performance meas-
urement, it is not surprising that less formal, relational approaches to con-
tracting commonly exist in parallel with formal contractual relationships in
human service delivery systems (Lamothe & Lamothe, 2012; Romzek &
Johnston, 2005). Relational contracts are typically characterized by “trust,
discretion, joint-problem-solving, and information exchange” (Van Slyke,
2007, p. 184). Managerial relationships can thus enhance and expand upon
the formal contract (Bertelli & Smith, 2009). Moreover, managerial percep-
tions of the effectiveness of cross-sectoral partnerships are influenced by
interpersonal relationships (Gazley, 2010a). Strengthening managerial rela-
tionships through effective patterns of behavior, norms, and expectations
can increase the likelihood of achieving mutual benefits for nonprofit and
public human service agencies (Brown et al., 2015). Human service manag-
ers, who engage in relational contracting work beyond organizational boun-
daries, act as boundary spanners, who must develop interpersonal skills
that include effective communicating and listening (Oliver, 2013; Williams,
2002). In addition, human service managers engaged in relational contract-
ing may be able to “co-construct meaningful approaches” to measuring the
effectiveness of human services (Lynch-Cerullo & Cooney, 2011, p. 384).
In a similar vein, relational coordination theory has emphasized the

importance of interpersonal relationship development characterized by
norms of reciprocity, shared goals, and a common emphasis on communi-
cation quality and intensity (Gittell, 2011). When so engaged, boundary
spanning managers can help cross-functional teams address longstanding as
well as emergent issues, engage in problem solving, support conflict reso-
lution, and promote performance measurement (Edmondson & Harvey,
2017; Gittell, 2011; Gittell & Logan, 2015). Overall, theoretical scholarship
in the relational contracting, relational coordination, and public-private
partnership domains highlights flexibility in cross-sectoral relationships to
facilitate ongoing adjustments and problem-solving in the delivery of com-
plex services (DeHoog, 1990; Head & Alford, 2015).
Empirical research on relational contracting has found that behavioral

patterns and norms related to effective communication among nonprofit
and public contract managers play an important role in the development of
trust (Van Slyke, 2007). Attention to extensive communication, planning,
and coordinating may help to ensure accountability on the part of non-
profit service providers (Brown & Potoski, 2005). Accountability can be
maintained in collaborative, networked models of contracted human service
delivery through close and continuous interaction between public agency
and contractor staff (Negoita, 2018). For example, a study of local govern-
ment managers in one state found that informal communications are
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common, and are deemed by managers to play a significant role with
respect to promoting accountability (Marvel & Marvel, 2009). In contrast,
in a study involving funders and nonprofit human service agencies, county
and nonprofit managers reported that discussion and collaborative efforts
related to performance reporting were moderately common, but described
relatively lower levels of satisfaction with the level of collaboration about
performance feedback (Campbell et al., 2012).
Research thus highlights the role that managerial communication can

play in strengthening public-nonprofit contract relationships by building
trust and identifying shared values and interests, as well as promoting
accountability by addressing concerns related to opportunistic exploitation
of information asymmetry (Brown & Potoski, 2005; Van Slyke, 2007).
Scholars have begun to examine more closely the association between com-
munication quality and contract relationship strength, with some studies
measuring communication quality as the extent to which nonprofit execu-
tive directors view their communication with public sector counterparts as
good, feel heard by their counterpart(s), and believe they can easily initiate
communications (Amirkhanyan et al., 2010; Amirkhanyan, Kim, &
Lambright, 2012). Mutual understanding of contract terms and related
behavior is critical, requiring clear communication through technological as
well as direct personal interaction (Brown et al., 2015). Open communica-
tion, as well as frequent face-to-face contacts, have been found to be effect-
ive relational strategies (Vosselman, 2016). In a prominent study, Romzek
and colleagues (2012) noted the important facilitative role that communica-
tion plays in developing informal accountability relationships within the
context of collaborative service networks involving contractual as well as
cooperative arrangements among organizations. Key themes related to com-
munication included: the importance of frequent and sustained communi-
cation; information sharing as an obligation and a source of power; and
reliance on multiple formal and informal communication channels
(Romzek, LeRoux, & Blackmar, 2012). Finally, some research has found
that organizational size is salient, with larger nonprofit human service
agencies reporting higher levels of satisfaction with select aspects of con-
tract communications (Barton, Folaron, Busch, & Hostetter, 2006).
In summary, the theoretical and empirical scholarship on managerial

boundary spanning to promote organizational collaboration in contract-
based human service delivery systems points to the importance of commu-
nication skills and processes in cross-sectoral relationships. Communication
between organizational actors can strengthen relationships by identifying
shared goals and building trust, while facilitating information exchange to
promote accountability and joint problem solving of the complex issues
that arise in the delivery of human services. A substantial literature
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highlighting the role of communications in public contracting has focused
on developing theoretical frameworks to understand public-nonprofit rela-
tional mechanisms, while calling for further empirical investigation (Bertelli
& Smith, 2009; Brown et al., 2015; Oliver, 2013; Vosselman, 2016).
Previous empirical research has contributed to the knowledge base, while
tending to report on relatively narrow data sets, including studies in which:
(1) nonprofit or public sector participants are absent (e.g., Brown &
Potoski, 2005) or participate in small numbers (e.g., Romzek & Johnston,
2002; Romzek & Johnston, 2005); (2) overall nonprofit and public sector
sample sizes are very small, as is appropriate for qualitative research (e.g.,
Van Slyke, 2007); or (3) the service field is limited to a single domain (e.g.,
Amirkhanyan et al., 2010; Amirkhanyan et al., 2012). Related research has
described the purposes and goals of interpersonal, informal communication
between managers in an array of collaborative interorganizational relation-
ships that are not, however, dominated by formal contracts that specify
roles and responsibilities (Romzek et al., 2012; Williams, 2002).
Therefore, insufficient empirical attention has been dedicated to the spe-

cific complex dynamics that characterize the contract-based coordination
efforts of public and nonprofit human service managers, including their
qualities of communication-related engagement, purpose, flexibility, and
consistency (McBeath et al., 2017). To build on these efforts, we report
qualitative findings from a multicounty, cross-sectoral survey of nonprofit
and public sector managers responsible for overseeing contracts related to a
diverse array of services, including child welfare, adult and aging, employ-
ment and housing services. The analysis identifies managerial perspectives
on strategies for responding to challenges that arise in contractual relation-
ships, and examines differences of perspective across the sectors and with
respect to nonprofit agency size. The findings support the central role of
managerial communications, illustrate the diverse content of contract com-
munications, and identify shared and differing cross-sectoral views on the
characteristics of effective cross-sector communications.

Methods

The study is a component of a longstanding research program carried out
by the authors in partnership with two regional consortia of county and
nonprofit human service agencies. This analysis reports results from an
online survey of managers in county and nonprofit human service agencies
conducted in five San Francisco Bay Area counties in 2015. The survey
design was informed by dyadic case studies conducted in three consortium
counties in 2014 that explored contractual relationships between the county
human service agency and a large nonprofit service provider, and by the
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relevant empirical and theoretical literature. While the survey collected pri-
marily quantitative data (reported elsewhere), the subset of open-ended
questions forms the basis for this analysis.

Sample

The county human service agencies participating in the study are responsible
for child welfare, employment and cash assistance, and adult and aging serv-
ices, and reflect variation with respect to agency size and county demograph-
ics (see Table 1). The nonprofit agencies represented in the sample are
similarly diverse with respect to agency size (ranging from 0 to 4,000 FTE)
and budget (ranging from $14,000–$791 million) and provide a broad array
of services to a diverse set of client populations. As 90% of the participating
agencies were nonprofits (the remaining were private, for-profit contractors),
we refer to nonprofit agencies throughout to simplify the narrative.
Survey invitations were sent to 295 county managers who were identified

by study liaisons in the five participating county agencies as possessing know-
ledge of their agency’s contracting processes and relationships with nonprofit
contractors; 193 responded for a response rate of 65%. County managerial
affiliations among survey respondents were: County A (n¼ 91, 47%); County
B (n¼ 18, 9%); County C (n¼ 36, 19%); County D (n¼ 15, 8%); and County
E (n¼ 32, 17%). Survey invitations were also sent to a primary contact (desig-
nated by county agency liaisons) at 329 nonprofit agencies with contracts with
one or more of the five county agencies in FY 2013–2014. Responses were
received from 483 nonprofit managers at 206 agencies, representing a 63%
organizational response rate. Table 2 summarizes characteristics of county and
nonprofit respondents related to employment role and experience.
Overall, the number of survey respondents is large for a qualitative study;

however, fewer managers responded to the two open-ended questions upon
which this analysis is based. In particular, 109 county managers and 210
nonprofit managers responded to at least one open-ended question.

Data collection

The major survey domains related to: (1) contract-based communication
and interactions; (2) perceptions of accountability systems; (3) managerial

Table 1. County Agency Sample.
Urban/Suburban/Rural Budget (millions) # FTEs

County A Urban/Suburban 723.8 2614
County B Suburban 775 2150
County C Urban 932.4 2055
County D Suburban/Rural 133 578
County E Suburban/Rural 339.5 970
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attitudes and organizational norms; and (4) contract performance. Two
open ended questions asked about strategies to improve contractual rela-
tionships, and address performance measurement challenges (see Figure 1).

Analysis

The first and fourth authors led the analysis, employing manual coding,
analytical memos, conceptual mapping, and member checking strategies
(Miles, Huberman, & Salda~na, 2014). In the first stage, inductive/in vivo
coding was conducted jointly by the first and fourth authors in order to
identify potentially new insights from the extensive qualitative data
(Charmaz, 2014). The first author reviewed the data in total, and identified
in vivo codes related to the context of managers’ contractual relationships
and to managerial communications and provided illustrative excerpts for
each code. The code structure was reviewed with the fourth author, who
then coded the data and comprehensively extracted excerpts related to each
code. The first and fourth authors developed analytical memos and concep-
tual maps proposing potential relationships between the codes for discus-
sion among the study team, which identified managerial communications
as the focus for the next stage of analysis.
This overarching theme related to communication was defined based

upon the perspectives articulated by managers participating in the survey,
as well as the literature on communications in public-nonprofit contracting.
The definition of communication incorporated multiple formal and infor-
mal modes of communication, as well as a diverse array of issues and
topics as described in the discussion of study findings. Formal modes of
communication included the RFP and related guidelines, reporting guide-
lines, planned monitoring interactions, and required reports submitted by
nonprofit agencies. Descriptions of informal communications concerned ad
hoc in-person meetings, telephone calls, emails, and informal site visits.
Both formal and informal communication methods referred to individual
as well as group interactions.
Drawing on relevant literature to enhance the theoretical sensitivity of

the analysis (e.g., studies of performance measurement and relational

Table 2. County and Nonprofit Manager Sample.
County managers Nonprofit managers

Mean or % Range Mean or % Range

Executive 13% 52%
Program 43% 21%
Administrative 40% 23%
Other 4% 4%
Years in current position 5 0–28 9 0–42
Years in human services 18 0–47 19 0–50
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contracting), the first author reviewed the data again, identifying and cod-
ing themes related to communication (Gilgun, 2015). The communication
themes, along with illustrative excerpts, were reviewed and endorsed by the
directors of four nonprofit human service agencies that are partners in the
regional nonprofit consortium. Each of these themes was prominent in
both public and nonprofit manager survey responses, and across the five
counties participating in the study. To further explore the existence of pat-
terns or differences with respect to the prevalence of the themes across the
sectors, we numerically coded the thematic open-ended data and examined
via crosstabs the comparison of county and nonprofit responses with
respect to each theme, identifying cross-sector differences within one of the
themes as reported below in the discussion of findings.
Lastly, in response to research noting the role that agency capacity and

size can play in contract relationships and performance measurement, we
explored differences among nonprofit managers related to agency size. The
open-ended response thematic data were numerically coded, and linked to
quantitative items related to number of staff and total revenues from the
nonprofit agency survey and a separate worksheet completed by nonprofit
agencies. These linked data for nonprofit respondents were then examined
via crosstabs in order to understand the extent of possible variation related
to agency staff size and revenue in respondent perspectives on the commu-
nication themes. Staff size was defined as total employees with categories
defined as small (1–19), medium (20–99), large (100–499), and very large
(>500) (Deitrick et al., 2014). Agency revenue categories were defined as
small ($1–$999,999), medium ($1 million–$499,999,999), large ($5 mil-
lion–$9,999,999), and very large (>$10 million) (NTEN, 2015). The analysis
of differences among nonprofit respondents related to agency size did not

Nonprofit manager survey Public manager survey

We are interested in learning how you think 
contractual relationships with the county 
HSA can be improved. What strategies 
would help enhance the contracting process 
or address challenges in your relationship 
with the county HSA?

We are interested in learning how you think 
contractual relationships with contractors can 
be improved. What strategies would help to 
enhance this contracting process or address 
challenges in your relationship(s) with 
contractors?

Gathering and reporting information on 
service quality and program outcomes, and 
then reporting that information to the county 
HSA, can be challenging. If you can, please 
describe a challenge you have experienced 
related to these areas, and any steps your 
agency and/or the county HSA have taken to 
address this challenge.

For your contractors, gathering and reporting 
information on service quality and program 
outcomes, and then reporting that information 
to the county HSA, can be challenging. If you 
can, please describe a challenge you have 
experienced related to these areas, and any 
steps taken by your agency and/or your 
contractors to address this challenge.

Figure 1. Open-ended questions.

PUBLIC PERFORMANCE & MANAGEMENT REVIEW 667



A Lifetime of Scholarship • Selected Publications274

identify any consistent patterns or differences, and hence details of this
analysis are not described in the report of findings. For example, within the
themes where notable differences in the prevalence of the theme were
observed, the pattern of difference typically varied across the two agency
size measures. To illustrate, within one theme, with respect to the staff
measure there was a difference of 14 percentage points between the preva-
lence of responses in the highest and lowest groups, and with respect to
the revenue measure, this difference was 10 percentage points. However,
the staff size category with the highest percentage of responses was large,
while the revenue categories with (equal) highest percentage of responses
were small and very large.

Limitations

The study design and methods reflect several limitations in addition to the
relatively low response rate for the open-ended questions. First, while the
county sample provides substantial variation, it represents only five coun-
ties, and may not reflect experiences in other counties or states. Second,
given the point-in-time survey design and anonymity of responses, we were
not able to pursue follow-up inquiry with study participants to develop fur-
ther the key themes identified in the analysis. However, the opportunities
for member checking provide a level of corroboration for the findings.
Finally, it is likely that contract relationships evolve over time in complex,
context-dependent ways that this study was not designed to capture.

Findings

When asked to identify strategies for responding to contract relationship
and performance measurement challenges, respondents highlighted the cen-
tral role of communication. They described: (1) the diverse content of man-
agerial communications related to the contractual relationship; (2) the
importance of communication in supporting effective relationships and
addressing challenges; and (3) factors that they associate with effective
communication. The description of the findings below explains and illus-
trates these common themes, and highlights instances where the analysis
identified differences among respondents related to sector.

The content of managerial communications

Respondents described formal and informal managerial communications
that address a diverse array of issues throughout the contracting process
that extend beyond contract negotiations and reporting (see Figure 2).
Managers highlighted preliminary discussions related to identifying
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community needs and goals, as well as more specific conversations about
the content and process for Requests for Proposals (RFP). Communications
related to contract reporting included the input of nonprofit managers
regarding the selection of performance outcomes to minimize reporting
burdens. Of particular interest was the emphasis on problem solving com-
munications designed to prevent or anticipate difficulties throughout the
contract process.

Managerial communications and strong contractual relationships

County and nonprofit managers emphasized the importance of communi-
cation in fostering positive relationships with their contract counterparts,
or as one executive in a large urban county agency succinctly stated:
“Communication, communication, communication.” Conversely, some
managers noted that strong relationships enable effective communication
throughout the contracting process. As an executive in a nonprofit multi-
service agency explained: “We appreciate the close relationships that we
have with our local HSA program and contract analysts. The relationships
allow for two-way communication before, during, and after contract peri-
ods and flexibility when circumstances change.”

Identifying needs 
and goals for service 
delivery system.

County manager: We could meaningfully include 
client/stakeholder/community input in the RFP development process, at 
least the needs assessment stage.

Developing RFP 
announcing county 
agency’s intent to 
contract for 
particular services.

Nonprofit manager: Actual performance and progress toward previous 
contract goals nor role in advocacy to secure funds was not fairly 
considered when allocating funds between contractors in a single RFP.  
We made it an issue and while it did not change the outcomes, we have 
become much more proactive in future contracts.

Negotiating contract 
terms.

County manager: Coming to agreement on clear outcome objectives and 
service objectives during the RFP and negotiating process that can then 
be tracked is difficult.  We have begun to tighten this process up, but it is 
a challenge.

Regularly 
exchanging 
information about 
service delivery.

County manager: Contractors often serve the most challenging clients, 
and when unable to meet the outcomes, it gets difficult to have a frank 
conversation about what is happening. We are striving to build better 
relationship with contractors to have these conversations earlier on.

Reporting by 
contracted agencies 
regarding services 
and outcomes.

Nonprofit manager: In the latest round of contracts, we had multiple 
conversations about what outcomes to track and whether we could pull 
those outcomes out of our current tracking system. County [human 
services agency] has been willing to work with us to match their outcome 
needs with our current Homeless Management Information System 
tracking system so that we do not have to duplicate efforts

Identifying problems 
and developing 
solutions.

Nonprofit manager: Our relationship with the county has improved over 
the past year. Primarily because we have focused on improved 
relationships because of shared desired outcomes and increased 
transparency. We have been able to schedule more problem-solving 
meetings rather than waiting for something to go wrong.

Figure 2. Contract communication topics.
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Regular and face-to-face communications were perceived by county and
nonprofit managers as contributing to stronger relationships. A program
manager in the public assistance division of a large suburban county noted:
“Our HSA and contractor relationships are enhanced via open communica-
tion and regular meetings.” A county manager in a large urban/suburban
agency described the way in which opportunities for direct, face-to-face
communication promote trust and stronger relationships between county
and nonprofit staff:

I think that there definitely needs to be a face-to-face meeting with the contractors
and all of the Agency’s staff, so that people have a sense that there are humans
behind these processes and to cultivate more rapport between the contractors and
the Agency representatives. . . . Also, I’ve recently initiated one-to-one interviews,
and have found these to be extremely effective with contractors. I think they like the
ability to just connect with just one person, be candid, and also to be in their
own space.

An executive in a nonprofit agency providing adult education services
expressed concern about the absence of opportunities for regular, face-to-
face communication offered by the county agency:

Gathering and reporting the information is routine and not difficult. We only have 1
or 2 face-to-face meetings a year, and I feel I have little knowledge apart from the
basic info we collect and provide as to what service quality they are looking for and
program outcomes. It could be this basic information is all they are concerned with.
I feel if we had more face-to-face meetings in a year, communication and
understanding could be greatly improved.

In addition to contract-specific dyadic exchanges, a number of respond-
ents emphasized the value of network communications that bring together
multiple contracted providers within a specific service area. A fiscal man-
ager in a large urban county recommended regular meetings involving
agencies providing related services as a strategy to improve contracting
relationships: “Quarterly communication meeting where all the contractors
under a certain program or area can come discuss issues and get updates
on internal items.” Similarly, a fiscal manager in a large suburban county
pointed to the need for additional forums for information exchange
between county and contractor staff on a diverse array of topics related
to contracts:

More steering committees based on services provided would be beneficial to the
contractors and the agency. I currently attend a monthly/quarterly steering
committee, which includes (HSA) contracts, performance evaluation staff, program
staff and contractor staff. The meetings are highly informative, and all stakeholders
are kept abreast of important issues relating to the delivery of services, performance,
new policies/procedures, and other important contract issues. The contractor is able
to share best practices, challenges, success stories, etc.
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Finally, public and nonprofit managers pointed to the importance of
two-way communications between nonprofit and county human service
managers, as a strategy to improve decision making and achieve better pro-
gram outcomes, while balancing power relations. An administrator in a
large urban county highlighted the value of incorporating nonprofit per-
spectives in contract design:

Viewing the work of contractors more as shared work between partners who can
each add critical information to the whole picture of service delivery, client
assessment, and evaluation instead of a more one directional relationship in which
the county agency tells the contracting agency what is needed, how much it can cost
and how it is to be measured and reported would facilitate better outcomes.

An executive of a large, nonprofit multiservice organization also empha-
sized the value of bilateral communication, contrasting experiences in their
contractual relationships with separate divisions of the county human ser-
vice agency:

Because we contract with several arms of the HSA, we find that there are different
levels of communication dependent upon which arm the contract is with.
Contracting with one division, for instance, is easy: there is a lot of communication;
we are made aware of programmatic and contract changes in advance; they work
with us to find workable solutions; our representative is open and responsive to
feedback. Some of the other divisions, however, are not as easy or open to work
with, and communication is lacking or one sided. Sometimes we are simply told not
to ask: they are not open to feedback, and communication is one sided.

Factors supporting effective communication

In addition to highlighting the importance of regular, face-to-face, two-way
communications, respondents described three characteristics they associate
with effective managerial communications related to human service con-
tracts: (a) transparency, (b) balance of flexibility and consistency, and
(c) timeliness.

Transparency
County and nonprofit managers perceived transparency in communications
as contributing to trust in contract relationships and strengthening under-
standing of complex contract issues. Respondents highlighted the import-
ance of candid and accurate communications with respect to funding
priorities and decisions, contract reporting requirements, and contract
performance.
Nonprofit agency managers sought and appreciated transparency on the

part of county agencies with respect to overarching community priorities,
as well as specific funding criteria. An executive in a nonprofit organization

PUBLIC PERFORMANCE & MANAGEMENT REVIEW 671



A Lifetime of Scholarship • Selected Publications278

providing services to survivors of sexual assault and domestic violence
spoke about the negative impact on trust between contracting agencies that
results from a lack of transparency on the part of the county agency with
respect to contract processes and funding decisions:

We would like to see [the] County be more thoughtful and transparent about
awarding contracts and funds; seems like they sole-source when there are several
qualified organizations. Conflicts of interest in relationships as to who gets funded,
and often just as important is [the issue of] who knows what and when they know it.
Things have been so relaxed for so long that an e-mail came out last year to a group
of shelters where it was clear that one of the shelter directors knew before everyone
else about the year’s contract award. This creates serious mistrust and a lack of faith
in the funding process.

Nonprofit managers also sought transparency related to the contract
reporting process, including access to the data they were required to
transmit to county automated data systems. An executive at a nonprofit
agency providing supportive housing and social services to individuals
with mental illness noted that access to performance data was
very difficult:

We were requested to input information into (county data system), but were not able
to access the system for many months. The system is not very user-friendly, and
extracting any useful indicators for performance indicators is next to impossible. If
we are entering data into a system, we should have the ability to access that data in a
way that we can use.

Transparency regarding performance reporting requirements is similarly
valued; as an executive at a nonprofit agency providing housing and sup-
portive services to homeless adults and families noted: “Our agency has
developed practices around data collection, data systems, and contract
management. It would help for [county human service agency] to be more
transparent and timely about their requirements.”
Public managers emphasized the value of accuracy and candor related to

reporting of client outcomes. A fiscal manager in a large urban/suburban
county echoed the nonprofit manager perspective regarding the role of
performance measures in ensuring the flow of adequate information about
service delivery: “Training, transparency, and parity. We need to continue
to standardize the measures for service categories and develop a unit cost
within each category. That would increase transparency and parity.”
Another manager in a large urban/suburban county similarly highlighted
transparency with respect to performance reporting, to ensure that contrac-
tors understand the way data are used:

We have different definitions of service, and they change sometimes with program
interpretation. We worked to develop a transparent data sheet that explains to
contractors how we achieve the numbers that illustrate their performance, and,
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therefore, what we expect them to track. We have them submit numbers along with
their invoices, and resolve them with our performance data.

Public managers also expressed views similar to those of nonprofit man-
agers related to the need for clear communications regarding funding pri-
orities and decisions. An executive in a large urban county agency
explained the need for clarity about priorities and funding levels in an
environment of limited resources:

All contractors would like more funding to maintain their organization. Due to a
finite amount of funding, our department needs to put the services to customers as
paramount. The key is to be very clear about the service needs and funding amounts
in the Request for Proposals, so there is no misunderstanding once an agency has
been funded.

Balance of flexibility and consistency
Consistent with guidance offered in previous scholarship on contractual
relationships and public-private partnerships formed to provide complex
services (DeHoog, 1990; Head & Alford, 2015), some nonprofit and county
managers highlighted the importance of flexibility in contractual arrange-
ments. The importance of flexibility was more frequently noted, however,
among the nonprofit managers. Nonprofit managers emphasized the bene-
fits of flexibility with respect to service delivery models and contract per-
formance. An executive in a nonprofit housing agency highlighted the
linkage between flexibility and innovation in service delivery: “It would be
helpful if there was opportunity for more innovation and flexibility around
service delivery models and focuses on outcomes.” The executive director
of a large community development agency described the importance of
flexible time frames with respect to achieving contract objectives, given
changes in the community and the political environment:

Our program outcomes tend to be related to community processes and policy work,
so our outcomes are typically difficult to fit into the box of service provision. This
type of work is also impacted by community and political dynamics, and can be
somewhat unpredictable, needing flexible time considerations for meeting
our objectives.

Some county managers acknowledged the need to respond flexibly to
challenges that contracted agencies experience related to contract reporting
databases, by developing alternative data collection and reporting mecha-
nisms. Several county managers focused on ensuring an appropriate level
of responsiveness in contracting processes; for example, one manager in a
large urban county stressed the intersection between flexibility, trust, and
transparency, noting: “We can tighten up our contracting process to create
more trust and flexibility in program interpretation, delivery, and reward.
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We can move toward a real transparent performance-based contracting sys-
tem and remove much of the politics that hinder progress.” The need for
flexibility with respect to contract language was noted by a program man-
ager in a large urban county, who reported: “Contracts usually have a
‘standard’ language across programs, but it is not always relevant from one
program to the next.”
In contrast, many county and nonprofit respondents expressed challenges

and frustrations related to a lack of consistency in various components of
contract communications. As with perspectives on the value of flexibility,
complaints about inconsistency were more common among the nonprofit
managers than among the county managers, although the difference was not
as great. The most frequent issue related to the proliferation of databases
across different funding streams, sectors, county agencies, and programs. A
program manager in a large urban county highlighted the need for greater
consistency with respect to the data systems for performance reporting:
“Agencies vary a lot in the degree to which they adopt technologies—lack of
a standardized database platform across all agencies. Many times the agency
may use a different system in managing the clients and service deliveries,
which is different from the county reporting system.” An executive in a non-
profit agency providing health and social services to veterans similarly noted
burdens imposed by incompatible data systems across multiple funders,
describing agency efforts to develop technological remedies: “It has been
hard to meet all the data requirements of multiple funders. It isn’t so much
that they want different information as that they want the same information
but in different ways. It can make data collection redundant and occasionally
absurd. We have tried to work with our IT group to standardize and trans-
late where possible.” An executive at a nonprofit legal services agency noted
issues related to variability in reporting requirements and eligibility criteria,
highlighting the constraints imposed by external funders:

Managing different reporting systems is challenging, particularly as a smaller agency.
Multiple contracts with different departments also makes it difficult for county staff
to refer clients to us, because of the varied eligibility criteria. Is this helpful to clients
ultimately? There has been some discussion about unifying this. Regarding collection
of specific data points, where the County contract is tied to Federal funds, it seems
we are particularly limited in how we can describe our outcomes.

Respondents also sought consistency with respect to contract management
guidelines and staffing. A fiscal manager in a large urban county recom-
mended cross-division training to achieve standardized contract management
practices between fiscal and program managers, as well as ensure continuity
over time in the approach to supporting contractual relationships:

My thought would be to train contract, fiscal, and program people together—and
create consistency in terms of approach and handling of our contractor partners.
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We need to know each other and be a team—across the Agency, across departments . .
. [The] benefit of having a solid team/community of agency staff means that there’s a
built-in succession plan, so when staff retired, other staff carry on in the same manner
and spirit of the work—maintaining and supporting contractual relationships in the
same, positive manner.

An executive in a nonprofit community health center similarly high-
lighted the need for consistent staffing in order to ensure communication
is complete and clear: “More consistency in terms of the personnel with
whom we interface, and ensuring that the HSA team is all on the same
page. Sometimes there seem to be gaps in information and/or communi-
cation among HSA staff that can result in confusion for us as
a contractor.”

Timeliness
County and nonprofit managers reported numerous challenges related to
ensuring the timeliness of communications. As one nonprofit executive at a
large multiservice agency reported: “We have had ongoing difficulties
agreeing on performance outcomes. Ultimately, we reached agreement, but
it was difficult to get the right HSA people in the room in a timely manner
to resolve this.” For some nonprofit managers, including an executive in a
nonprofit agency providing mental health, housing and senior services,
expectations regarding the timing of responses to communication requests
were seen as reflecting the power balance in their relationship with the
county agency: “Overall, we often experience a quick response required
when HSA reaches out to us; however, we often receive a slower response
when we reach out to HSA. [I] would like to see this become more of a
balanced relationship, as we both need each other to achieve commu-
nity goals.”
Among public managers, the most common concern about timeliness

related to receiving reports from contracted service providers within the
time frame specified in the contract. A program manager in a large subur-
ban county who identified challenges with timely reporting highlighted the
capacity challenges faced by smaller agencies: “Most challenging issue
equals getting reports in a timely manner. Some contractors are very small
and do not have enough staff to provide the reports needed on a consistent
basis. I ‘nudge’ and remind contractors for reports needed.” Conversely, a
program manager in a large urban county agency highlighted the value of
providing prompt performance feedback back to contractors: “Increase fre-
quency of monitoring activities to be able to determine service efficiency
and/or provide timely feedback to contractors on their performance.” An
executive of a large nonprofit multiservice agency similarly noted the
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importance of timely and consistent performance feedback as part of the
reporting process:

[I]n some cases, we work hard to prepare quarterly reports but we never receive any
feedback. We have asked for feedback, but we still do not receive it. There does not
seem to be a formal process in place to make sure that the CBOs receive timely and
consistent feedback on their performance outcomes. This is not the case for all
contracts. Like I said, some of the contracts are well managed, with good feedback, and
the data is collected and then evaluated.

Discussion

Study results reveal that county and nonprofit managers similarly highlight
the importance of managerial communication in facilitating complex con-
tracts for the delivery of human services. The results build on previous
studies that have identified an association between managerial communica-
tion and the strength of contracting relationships (Amirkhanyan et al.,
2010; Amirkhanyan et al., 2012; Vosselman, 2016). Respondents noted the
value of regular, face-to-face, two-way communications in building close
relationships characterized by trust and mutual understanding. Conversely,
strong cross-sector relationships provide an environment that facilitates
effective contract communications. These findings provide evidence of the
role that direct interpersonal communication can play in supporting a stew-
ardship or relational approach to contracting (Van Slyke, 2007).
In the current study, the emphasis on regular and face-to-face communi-

cations serves as an indicator of the importance of the intensity of rela-
tional contacting, and expands upon previous studies with respect to the
association between relationship duration and relationship quality. Scholars
have emphasized the contribution of repeated interactions occurring over
time to the development of trust (Bertelli & Smith, 2009; Brown et al.,
2015), while some research has found that the efficacy of informal
exchanges regarding performance diminishes in longer term contractual
relationships (Marvel & Marvel, 2009). Based on the findings of this study,
the quality of the contract relationship is linked to the quality of communi-
cations in terms of transparency, flexibility, consistency, and timeliness, as
well as frequency of interaction.
From the perspective of public and nonprofit human service managers,

contract communications are not limited to the formal exchanges required
to negotiate contract terms and report contract outcomes; rather, respond-
ents described formal and informal conversations about wide-ranging
topics that include identifying needs and goals; developing the RFP;
negotiating contract terms; coordinating service delivery; reporting on per-
formance; and solving problems. This array of topics can be classified
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as: (1) contract-based communications that are procedural; (2) client-
focused communications that relate to service delivery; and (3) collegial
communications that reflect consultation activities. These three content
domains make it clear that managerial communication in cross-sector con-
tracting in the human services is embedded in relationships that extend
beyond the boundaries of the formal contractual relationship (Bertelli &
Smith, 2009; Lamothe & Lamothe, 2012; Romzek & Johnston, 2005; Van
Slyke, 2007). Procedural communications related to negotiating contract
terms and reporting contract outcomes establish a basic framework for ser-
vice delivery. However, managers also engage in continuing client-focused
service delivery communications that are essential to managing client refer-
rals in an environment characterized by multiple, overlapping eligibility cri-
teria and to serving diverse clients with varying levels and types of need.
Consulting communications to address higher level challenges was identi-
fied by numerous respondents, including the relationship between changing
community needs and designing feasible, relevant performance measures.
This form of contract-related communications appeared to be less frequent
than procedural or client-related communications.
County and nonprofit managers articulated common perspectives on the

characteristics of effective communications with respect to the themes of
transparency and timeliness. Nonprofit managers emphasized the role of
transparency regarding funding priorities and decisions in fostering trust,
as well as promoting a sense of equity. County and nonprofit managers
alike valued candor and accuracy with respect to performance reporting
and requirements, in order to facilitate informed decision making. In this
respect, the findings reveal a common desire for information symmetry
that may reflect the shared values and interests of county and nonprofit
human service agencies when seeking to provide effective services to
address community needs (Van Slyke, 2007). The desire for transparency is
notable in light of the politically sensitive environments in which county
and nonprofit human service agencies operate as they deliver services to
vulnerable populations (Hasenfeld, 2010). The risk of catastrophic events
involving child welfare or adult protective services clients, as well as con-
tinuing debates over the appropriate allocation of taxpayer dollars to an
array of government functions, contribute to an environment where dis-
closure of errors and performance issues can result in serious negative con-
sequences for county and nonprofit organizations (Regehr, Chau, Leslie, &
Howe, 2002). Transparent communications may be especially important in
developing and sustaining trust in the context of human services contract-
ing given the inherent risks involved in serving vulnerable children and
families and the heightened level of public scrutiny (Hasenfeld, 2010; Van
Slyke, 2007).

PUBLIC PERFORMANCE & MANAGEMENT REVIEW 677



A Lifetime of Scholarship • Selected Publications284

In view of the resource limitations and practice complexities that charac-
terize human services delivery systems and pose continuing challenges for
contract management (Romzek & Johnston, 2002), it is not surprising that
nonprofit and county managers prioritize timeliness in contract communi-
cations. Delays in contract communications throughout the contracting
process increase transaction costs associated with contracting, impelling
managers to engage in repeated efforts to obtain needed information, in
order to avoid service interruptions or negative consequences from political
stakeholders or regulatory bodies (Brown et al., 2006). While many
respondents described relationships with their managerial counterparts that
are characterized by collaborative problem-solving and mutual responsive-
ness, some nonprofit managers viewed differential expectations regarding
communication timeliness as an indication of a broader power differential.
As reported in studies of collaboration between government and nonprofit
organizations, managerial perspectives on power and disadvantage are
shaped by multiple organizational and individual level factors, including
prior experience in collaborative relationships (Gazley, 2010b). These find-
ings lend support to the notion that responsive communication may result
on the part of nonprofit managers in more positive attitudes toward collab-
orative relationships with county managers.
The findings related to the importance of flexibility and consistency with

respect to data systems, personnel, and procedures reflected a degree of
variation between the sectors, with nonprofit managers somewhat more
likely to emphasize the need for communication-based consistency as well
as flexibility. In light of the power differential in the contracting relation-
ship and the capacity issues more common among nonprofit organizations,
we might expect that they would be impacted more strongly by inconsist-
ent guidelines or inflexible demands involved in contracting communica-
tions (Thomson, 2011). In order to provide consistency with respect to
contract expectations and procedures, county and nonprofit managers
sought continuity of staffing, in line with previous research that noted the
importance of stability among managerial counterparts across organizations
(Romzek et al., 2012).
The continuing challenges posed by lack of standardization across mul-

tiple data reporting systems are consistent with previous studies finding
that information technology can interfere with accountability in contract-
ing, and indicate that technology barriers may persist even where govern-
ment and nonprofit technological expertise is relatively high (Romzek &
Johnston, 2005; Stuart, Graaf, Stein, Carnochan, & Austin, 2017). At the
same time, respondents highlighted the need for flexibility regarding per-
formance measures and time frames to account for variation in program
design and evolving community contexts. As such, the findings portray a
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more complex dynamic than is generally proposed in the relational con-
tracting and public-private partnership literature, which tends to emphasize
flexible approaches to cross-sectoral relationships in order to allow for
ongoing adjustments and problem-solving in the delivery of complex serv-
ices (DeHoog, 1990; Head & Alford, 2015). A managerial framework that
incorporates and balances flexibility and consistency of systems and
responses may be more appropriate in some human service contracting
environments, particularly among well-established public and nonprofit
agencies with a history of successful partnerships.
Several practice implications for county and nonprofit managers emerge

from these findings. Consistent with conclusions drawn from previous
studies, these findings indicate that managerial communications serve a
particularly important function in regards to performance measurement
and reporting (Campbell et al., 2012). While respondents noted challenges
related to negotiating service objectives and outcomes, engaging in continu-
ous conversations about common goals and related outcomes can facilitate
cooperation to achieve shared aims. County managers may be able to
enhance the benefits of performance measurement by structuring opportu-
nities for face-to-face interactions throughout the process of contract
design, implementation, and monitoring. In order to develop a bilateral
approach to performance reporting, county managers should identify ways
to provide more complete feedback to their contractors regarding perform-
ance data. By providing timely analysis and feedback, county managers
could strengthen relationships with their nonprofit partners, and support
evidence-informed decision making related to service delivery, as well as
other aspects of contracting. County human service agencies typically pos-
sess in-house communications expertise that could enable them to support
contract managers in framing easily accessible feedback to contracted non-
profit organizations.
More broadly, county managers will need to work toward creating a

context that promotes trusting relationships in which transparent sharing
of information by nonprofit managers does not bring immediate risk of
sanctions. County managers can model transparency in their communi-
cations related to agency aims and funding priorities. Responses to inad-
equate performance by nonprofit service providers could be structured
in phases where the foundation includes informal collaborative problem-
solving and more formal modes of technical assistance and subsequent
phases could include communications about more punitive consequences
(e.g., financial sanctions for misconduct or fraud). The demands for con-
sistency and timeliness relate to both organizational and individual
capacities. Strategies that organizational leaders might use to support
effective and efficient service delivery include providing specialized
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training to individual contract managers, structuring opportunities to
review and reduce contract management caseloads, and instituting mech-
anisms for minimizing staff turnover.
Contracts between county and nonprofit human service agencies will

continue to play a critical role in the delivery of human services to vulner-
able members of local communities. These contracts present complex chal-
lenges with respect to ensuring accountability and coordinating services.
Further research to build knowledge in support of county and nonprofit
contract managers might include the following qualitative and quantita-
tive questions:

1. What is the interrelationship between transparency, consistency, and
timeliness in cross-sector contract communications in the
human services?

2. What contract communications-related factors most contribute to
decreases in information asymmetry and transaction costs related to
contract monitoring and performance measurement?

3. Are there other moderating factors in relational contracting that both
clarify common interests and increase trust?

4. How are these qualities of the interorganizational contracting relation-
ships and communications similar or different in other public services
involving complex contracts and high levels of uncertainty and risk?

In addition, intervention research is needed to investigate how relationships
between nonprofit and county human service contract managers might be
improved using strategies such as cross-sectoral or joint training, coaching,
mentoring, and technical assistance. An important yet unexplored interven-
tion research question is: How does the strength of the contractual relation-
ship impact the outcomes of contracted human services? Finally, the
prominence of ongoing client-focused service delivery communications
points to the importance of pursuing studies that examine managerial
efforts to manage referrals and coordinate responses to clients, so that
human services contracting can achieve its broad goals of effective and effi-
cient service delivery.
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