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A recent review of the research utilisation literature revealed that there is a growing trend in policy 
and practice toward using research evidence in decision-making (Lewig, Arney & Scott, 2006). The 
trend toward greater research use has been attributed to: political pressure for evidence 
concerning “what works”; the need to justify funding for the implementation and/or continuation of 
programs and initiatives; and the need to make informed decisions to safeguard the welfare of 
children where there is the potential for harm (for example, during risk assessments) (Lewig et al., 
2006).   
  
Although research can and does play an important role in the human services, there is some 
debate as to the extent to which research actually informs policy and practice developments. For 
example, Lewig et al. (2006) reported that changes in policy and practice “are rarely achieved as a 
direct result of research evidence” (p. 13). Researchers, such as Shonkoff (2000) and Barratt 
(2003) have highlighted a range of barriers to explain this outcome. Shonkoff (2000) saw the 
research, policy and practice domains as three separate cultures. Further, he argued that the 
cultural gaps between these communities inhibit communication and knowledge diffusion. On a 
similar note, Barratt (2003) maintained that the experiential rather than evidence-based culture 
within the social services has led to a greater emphasis on decision-making based on practice 
experience rather than research evidence.   
  
Barratt (2003) highlighted a number of other factors that may inhibit the use of research by 
professionals in the social services, such as: limited access to research (for example, not having 
internet access or subscriptions to relevant journals); an organisational or workplace environment 
that does not encourage continued learning; and personal or individual factors, including one’s 
values, beliefs and assumptions, and a lack of individual motivation. Further research is required to 
investigate the facilitators and barriers to research use in the Australian social services – 
particularly in the child welfare sector – in order to facilitate greater knowledge diffusion between 
research, policy, and practice (Lewig et al., 2006).   
  
Survey 1  
The Research Utilisation Project was designed to explore the degree of research use by Australian 
professionals in the child and family welfare sector. Specifically, it was hoped that this project 
would shed light on the ways in which research use could be encouraged in the child protection 
sector. A one-page survey was distributed in June 2006 to subscribers of National Child Protection 
Clearinghouse publications. The survey asked several questions of professionals, such as: the 
degree to which they use research findings in their main role; the print sources they have used to 
access research in the past two years; how important research findings are to their main role; and 
their top three research priorities in the field of child abuse prevention, child protection and out-of-
home care.   
  
Four hundred and ninety-five surveys were received from people working in the child welfare sector 
across Australia; the vast majority of which were from practitioners, policymakers, and other 



welfare specialists.  Thirty one responses were removed from further analysis due to data 
irregularities.  
  
Four hundred and sixty-four responses were analysed according to degree of research use by 
respondents’ main roles (practitioner, policy maker, other) (see Figure 1). Approximately three 
quarters of policy-makers reported using research often or always, as compared to 62% of other 
professionals and just over half of the practitioners.  
  

          
 Figure 1. The degree of research use by practitioners, policy makers, and other professionals in 
the child welfare sector.  
  
Responses to survey 1 were also analysed to determine the degree to which respondents believed 
that research is important in their work, with the vast majority of participants reporting that research 
use was “very important” or “important” to their work (practitioners 87.6%, policy makers 90.6%, 
other professionals 83.1%).   
  
Survey 2  
Two hundred and twenty one respondents to Survey 1 gave their consent to a follow up telephone 
interview. The sample for the telephone interviews was purposefully selected in order to ascertain 
a range of views and experiences in relation to research use. Respondents were categorised as 
high, medium and low research users on the basis of their responses to the questions: “How often 
do you use research findings in your main role?” (1=never and 5=always); and “How important do 
you think research findings are for your role?” (1=not at all important and 5=very important).   
  
A total of 59 telephone interviews were conducted, 28 with practitioners, 13 with policy makers, and 
18 with other professionals. The distribution of respondents across each Australian state and 
territory was approximately proportionate to population (Australian Capital Territory n=4; New 



South Wales n=16; Northern Territory n=2; Queensland n=9; South Australia n=13; Tasmania n=3; 
Victoria n=10; and Western Australia n=2). Almost half (45.8%) of the respondents had more than 
10 years experience in the sector.  
  
At the start of the interview, the interviewer provided definitions of key terms used throughout the 
interview. For example, interviewees were informed that the term research was used to mean, for 
example, “academic studies, program evaluations, and reviews of the literature”. In line with Walter 
et al.’s (2004) research, the concept of research use was broken down into access and application. 
Interviewees were asked to indicate how often they accessed research and applied research and 
to provide qualitative descriptions of how they had accessed and applied research in their current 
role. In addition, interviewees were asked to discuss barriers and facilitators to research use that 
they had experienced in their current workplace.  
   
Access to and Application of Research  
As can be seen from Figure 2, policy-makers were most likely to identify that they “often” or 
“always” accessed research, with practitioners more likely to indicate that they “seldom” accessed 
research. The application of research by the respondents revealed a similar trend, although other 
professionals appeared more likely to be able to “often” or “always” apply research in their roles 
than did the other professional groups (Figure 3).  
  

   
Figure 2. The degree to which practitioners, policy makers, and other professionals interviewed in 
stage 2 of the project access research.  
  



   
Figure 3. The degree to which practitioners, policy makers, and other professionals interviewed in 
stage 2 of the project applied research.   
  
Respondents used a wide variety of materials to access research (see Figure 4). The majority of 
respondents stated that they used the internet to access research materials (practitioners 69%, 
policy-makers 69%, and other professionals 61%). Specifically, the internet was used to: access 
websites and literature data bases (including university data bases); to subscribe to email updates 
and distribution lists; and to access electronic journals.  The data suggest that aside from using the 
internet, methods for accessing research tended to vary across role categories.  
  



  

                 1 Electronic sources include: websites: email updates; distribution list; 
databases (including university data bases);                  
             subscriptions.    
                  2 Material circulated by the organisation include: intranet; paper based 
circulated materials; reports, journals   
             circulated by research departments within the organisation  
                 3 Publications include: Literature reviews; expert papers; government reports; 
past projects  

  

 
Figure 4:  Methods used to access research by practitioners, policy makers, and other 
professionals in the child and family welfare sector  
  
All respondents, with the exception of one, stated that they applied research in their roles.  As can 
be seen from Figure 5, the ways in which research was applied differed for practitioners, policy-
makers and other professionals.  The most frequently stated application of research for all three 
groups was the use of research to inform practice decisions (e.g., case management, risk 
assessment, therapeutic interventions).  
  
  



   
Figure 5:  Ways in which research is applied by practitioners, policy makers, and other 
professionals in the child and family welfare sector.  
  
Facilitators and Barriers to the Access and Application of Research  
A combination of open-ended and yes/no questions were used to elicit information about the 
perceived impact of certain variables as facilitators and barriers to research. The results, 
summarised below, were analysed using a framework of research utilisation in child protection 
developed by the authors.  
  
Pragmatics  
The term “pragmatics” is used to describe those factors unlikely to change in the short to medium 
term and over which practitioners, policy makers, and their respective organisations have little 
influence. These include organisational factors such as structure, resources and capacity to 
implement change, work roles, and external influences such as the economic and political climate, 
and prevailing community attitudes. The following four themes emerged as ‘pragmatic’ facilitators 
and barriers to research use.   
  
(1) Resources: Having infrastructure that enables access to research emerged as an important 
theme in our analysis. Access to the internet, email facilities, departmental libraries, and research 
departments were reported as important factors aiding research use. Lack of these facilities - 
especially the internet - was viewed as a major barrier to research use. Staff shortages were also 
reported as having an adverse impact on research use primarily because this reduced the amount 
of time employees had to read research and apply it. Other barriers to research use included: an 



inability to finance journal subscriptions (particularly for non-government and not-for-profit 
organisations); and an inability to finance and attend conferences, workshops, and training 
sessions (particularly for non-government and not-for-profit organisations, and for rural workers).   
  
(2) Organisational structure and systems capacity: The structure and nature of an organisation 
(e.g., an organisation bound by policy and process) and a lack of organisational capacity to 
implement and sustain new initiatives (e.g., a lack of resources to implement program designs 
based on research) emerged as significant barriers to research use. On the other hand where 
systems were in place to support change (e.g., staff with expertise to set up research and carry it 
out, and good information management structures in place) research use appeared to be 
enhanced.   
  
(3) Work role: Research was more likely to be used where an individual’s work role provided scope 
to access and apply research. For example, respondents commented that more senior positions 
provided autonomy, influence, and the capacity to make changes to practice. In contrast, 
respondents noted that less senior roles (e.g., direct case work) could limit the capacity to access 
and apply research as there was only limited scope for autonomy, little overlap between direct case 
work and research, and the crisis driven nature of case work meant that the ‘here and now’ was 
(understandably) the priority.   
  
(4) External influences. A number of respondents raised the issue of external funding as potentially 
problematic in relation to research use. For example, the failure of funding bodies to recognise 
(and thus account for) the time required to update skills and increase knowledge was seen as a 
barrier to research use. Further, issues around control and dissemination of government-funded 
research were viewed as barriers to research use. In addition, other external influences such as 
the political context in which child protection is delivered, public opinion, and a lack of recognition 
of research by the courts were identified as barriers to research use.  On the other hand, support 
and funding to establish local research was seen as an important facilitator of research use - 
especially the application of research findings.   
  
Organisational culture  
The culture of an organisation or workplace has been recognised as an influential factor in 
providing circumstances that are conducive to accessing and applying research.  In the present 
study, the following three themes emerged as ‘organisational’ facilitators and barriers to research 
use.   
  
(1) Organisational support for research use: Our analysis indicated that research use is facilitated 
when research is formally recognised as a priority area within an organisation (e.g., where there is 
a department or section of an organisation dedicated to research, and where there is policy that 
explicitly supports research use). In line with this theme, respondents identified the importance of 
their workplace endorsing research related activities and making the value of research apparent 
(e.g., by offering research based student placements; seeking partnerships with other relevant 
organisations; and providing appropriate training). In contrast, respondents commented that 
research use was stifled when it was not supported and endorsed by the wider organisation (e.g., 
where learning and career development plans did not have time allocated to knowledge 
development and research use).   
  



(2) Supportive management and colleagues: Practitioners reported that they felt more able to 
access and apply research in environments where colleagues, supervisors and managers 
supported the use of research. Respondents generally reported that this support was available to 
them.  
  
(3) Workload:  An individual’s workload emerged as an important factor influencing his or her 
capacity to use research. The relationship between workload and research use was most 
commonly expressed as a lack of time to access and apply research. This emerged as one of the 
greatest barriers to research use in this study. Day to day demands of the job, large case loads, 
competing priorities within cases, and staff shortages were all reported to inhibit research use. As 
one would expect, research use was facilitated in contexts where workloads were more 
‘manageable’ and where there was time for reflection and consultation.   
  
Nature of the evidence  
The term 'nature of the evidence' is used to mean the qualities and characteristics of research that 
promote its dissemination and use (e.g., the ease with which it can be readily understood, and its 
practical application or relevance to the user). The following three key themes emerged as 
evidence related facilitators and barriers to research use.   
  
(1) Relevance and applicability: Participants repeatedly stressed that their use of research is 
facilitated by access to research that specifically relates to the delivery of child protection services, 
and that is practical and applied in nature. Comprehensive literature reviews, secondary analyses 
of practice specific topics, and articles that provide a critical analysis of relevant issues, were 
viewed as particularly useful. Conversely, a lack of relevant research, dated research, research 
that is too theoretical, and research that employs a poor or inappropriate methodology were 
reported to inhibit research use.  
   
(2) Presentation of research findings: Respondents stressed the importance of clear and well-
structured research reports. Publications that contain a clear aim or purpose, that outline the way in 
which the investigation was undertaken, and then make clear the findings of the investigation and 
expand on the implications of such findings for the reader were identified as facilitators of research 
use. Predictably, the use of jargon, an unnecessarily verbose writing style, referencing 
inaccuracies, and the reporting of complex statistical analyses in a style that is inaccessible to a 
wider audience were repeatedly identified as barriers to research use.   
  
(3) Volume of research: Some participants – largely policy-makers – reported that the volume of 
research made it difficult to keep abreast of emerging ideas, and thus inhibited the application of 
research.   
  
Individual factors   
Barratt (2003) discussed the influence that individual factors such as one's own values, beliefs and 
assumptions, exert on one’s preparedness to use research. Our analysis identified a number of 
individual factors that acted as both facilitators and barriers to research use.   
  
Individual factors that facilitated research use included: undertaking or having undertaken higher 
education; previous work experience in a research related area; and a personal commitment to 
research (e.g., as reflected in a preparedness to access and read research in one’s own time, and 



a desire to maintain professional networks that facilitate awareness of and access to research). On 
the other hand, individual factors identified as barriers to research use included: previous 
unsatisfactory research experiences (e.g., while studying); a lack of knowledge (e.g., not familiar 
with how to access research; lack of exposure to research, a lack of training in research use); and 
a preference for practice wisdom rather than research evidence (e.g., a lack of trust and/or interest 
in research, and a preference to stick with “tried and true” approaches).   
  
Purveyors of Information  
The term purveyors of information refers to the various sources (e.g., researchers, lobby groups, 
and the media) through which professionals in the child and family welfare sector access 
information - intentionally or otherwise - regarding the provision of services to children and families.  
The need to consider other sources of information apart from research findings was the most 
frequently endorsed barrier to the use of research. This was true for practitioners, policy-makers 
and other professionals.  
  
Linkage and exchange mechanisms  
The term “linkage and exchange” was coined by Jonathan Lomas (2000) to refer to partnerships 
between researchers and policy-makers. In this paper the term “linkage and exchange 
mechanisms” was used to describe the ways in which researchers and research users come into 
contact with one another. Consistent with this literature, respondents identified opportunities to 
speak with researchers/experts as a facilitator to research use. Respondents stated that these 
opportunities were created by: developing partnerships with universities and existing research 
programs; being a part of relevant networks and associations; and forming relationships with 
research bodies such as the Australian Research Alliance for Children and Youth (ARACY) and the 
Australian Institute of Family Studies (AIFS).   

  
Discussion  
The aims of the present study were to: (a) explore the degree of research use by Australian 
practitioners, policy-makers and other professionals working in the child and family welfare sector; 
(b) investigate the ways in which research is accessed and applied in the child and family welfare 
sector; and (c) investigate the facilitators and barriers to research use in this sector. In so doing, 
the authors of the present study sought to determine whether the findings of previous research 
would be replicated in an Australian sample of child and family welfare professionals. The authors 
also hoped that this project would identify ways in which research use could be encouraged in the 
sector.   
  
Access  
Most commonly respondents spoke of accessing research material via electronic sources (i.e., 
using the internet to source information), and through workplace distribution methods (e.g., 
circulation of research materials by supervisors, colleagues, and research departments). While 
some respondents commented that they preferred to receive hard copies of documents and 
articles, most respondents found the electronic distribution of documents to be of considerable 
benefit. The ability to access and circulate research electronically enables workplaces to share 
knowledge in an efficient manner, and optimise timely access to the most up-to-date information. 
However, not all child and family welfare professionals in this study, especially those working in 
rural areas, had the means to access research electronically.   
  



Application  
Respondents identified a variety of ways in which they use research in their work. The most often 
cited reason for using research across all professional groups was to inform practice decisions; 
specifically to make decisions in relation to case management, risk assessment, and appropriate 
therapeutic interventions. Aside from using research to inform practice decisions, other uses of 
research identified by respondents differed across professional groups. For example, policy-
makers spoke of using research to: determine funding and resource allocation; formulate policies 
and procedures; and to support an argument or campaign. In contrast, practitioners and other 
professionals described using research for training and professional development purposes. 
Practitioners also spoke of using research to inform court reports and other such documents. 
These data suggest that practitioners, policy-makers and other professionals have similar as well 
as differing information needs.   
  
Facilitators and barriers to research use  
The current study also investigated the facilitators and barriers to research use experienced by 
Australian child and family welfare professionals. As hypothesised, respondents identified a range 
of factors that helped or hindered their use of research, many of which correspond with the factors 
identified in other prominent studies (Barratt, 2003; Shonkoff, 2000; Walter et al., 2004). The 
quantitative data gathered in our study revealed that the most prevalent facilitator of research use 
was the capacity to see the relevance of research to practice and policy-making. The facilitator 
least likely to be experienced by our sample was the receipt of appropriate training in research use.   
  
The most prevalent barrier to research use reported by our sample was the need to consider other 
sources of information such as public opinion, interest groups, and the media. This finding 
suggests that research needs to be viewed as one of many voices competing for the attention of 
practitioners, policy-makers, and other professionals in the child and family welfare sector. In such 
circumstances, the loudest and most persuasive voice at any given point in time is likely to 
dominate. Where the dominant purveyor of information is one other than research, it is likely to act 
as a barrier to research use – even if it is only transient.   
  
The results also suggest that organisational and pragmatic factors (e.g., resources) play an 
important role in the ability of child and family welfare workers to use research.  On a positive note, 
respondents in the present study reported that their work environments supported change and 
provided them with easy access to research materials, and that these factors helped them to use 
research in their work roles. On the other hand many respondents reported that their ability to use 
research was hindered by a lack of time to read and/or implement research findings, and that they 
received little appropriate training in research use. These findings suggest that although child and 
family welfare organisations support research use in principle they may lack either the resources 
and/or the commitment to apply this principle in practice.   
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