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Research End-user Perspectives About Using Social Work Research in Policy and Practice 

Abstract 

Research funding and assessment initiatives that foster engagement between researchers and 

research end-users have been adopted by governments in many countries. They aim to orient 

research towards achieving measurable impacts that improve economic and social well-being beyond 

academia. This has long been regarded as important in social work research, as it has in many fields 

of applied research. This study examined research engagement and impact from the perspective of 

research end-users working in human services. In-person or telephone interviews were conducted 

with 43 research end-users about how they used research and interacted with researchers. Content 

analysis was undertaken to identify engagement strategies and thematic coding was employed to 

examine underpinning ideas about research translation into practice. Participants were involved in 

many types of formal and informal research engagements. They viewed research translation as a 

mutual responsibility but indicated that researchers should do more to improve the utility of their 

research for industry. The findings highlight the iterative nature of engagement and impact and raise 

questions about the infrastructure for scaling up impact beyond relationships between individual 

researchers and their industry partners.  

 

Key words: research end-user, research impact, research partnerships, research utilisation, 

translation  

 

Introduction 

Research impact is defined as the contribution that research makes to the economy, society, 

environment or culture, beyond the contribution to academic research (Australian Research Council, 

2019). In many countries, new research policy frameworks and funding priorities have been 

developed that both value and aim to measure research engagement and impact alongside traditional 
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academic markers of research productivity and quality such as peer review and citations. For 

example, research assessment frameworks such as the UK Research Excellence Framework and the 

Australian Engagement and Impact Assessment require research institutions to demonstrate the 

impact of their research, mainly through case studies. Additionally, researchers may be expected to 

describe the anticipated benefits of their research for non-academic stakeholders in funding 

applications (Boswell and Smith, 2017). Research institutions and individual researchers 

acknowledge the importance of reporting on research in a manner that advances innovation and 

public accountability, but unease exists about constraints on independent, critical, and theoretical 

research if governments reward research that aligns with its policy priorities (Smith and Stewart, 

2017; League of European Research Universities, 2018).  

The research impact agenda provides an opportunity for social work researchers to 

demonstrate how they contribute to service quality and innovation. Social work researchers, due to 

their ethical framework and practice interface, are oriented to achieve positive impacts for 

individuals, families, and communities through empirical research and theory development that 

tackle persistent areas of community need and disadvantage. However, there are challenges in 

attributing and measuring the research impact of social work and human services, which are more 

than a series of interventions or programs delivered to people. There is a set of institutional 

arrangements - policies, organisations, programs, funding mechanisms, modes of operating, and 

discourses - that shape what can be delivered and what outcomes are achieved (McDonald, 2006; 

Dulmus and Cristalli, 2012). Research is only one of many contributors to changes in policy and 

practice over time, and rarely is there a direct, attributable line between research findings and 

specific changes in policy, practice, or behaviour (Nutley et al., 2007; Boswell and Smith, 2017). 

Other challenges in achieving research impact include the time, cost, new skills and 

responsibilities that are required, particularly in working with industry stakeholders. Researchers 

alone cannot achieve impact; it requires engagement or “productive interactions” with research end-
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users: “interaction is productive when it leads to efforts by stakeholders to somehow use or apply 

research results or practical information or experiences” (Spaapen and van Drooge, 2011, p. 212). 

Timeframes can be lengthy.  A review of published impact case studies predominantly from the 

health field reported time frames ranging from 3 to 7 years to effect changes in policy, training, and 

law reform and several 5-year cycles of funding to translate into behaviour change (Heyeres et al., 

2019). When publishing results, researchers do not commonly report on engagement and knowledge 

translation activities. Greenhalgh and Fahy (2015) examined 162 impact case studies of public health 

and health service research and found 82 described strong and ongoing linkages with policymakers, 

but only 38 described targeted knowledge translation activities. In 40 of the case studies, no active 

efforts to achieve impact were described. They called for clearer reporting of the processes and 

activities oriented to achieving impact. Similarly, a review of 23 studies published in social work 

journals that mentioned industry partnerships found that all the studies claimed non-academic 

impacts such as positive changes in the practice of the industry partner; new resources, tools or 

knowledge; or stronger relationships between universities and the community. However, these 

studies did not verify the impact they claimed and gave scant descriptions of exactly how researchers 

and industry partners worked together (Zuchowski et al., 2019).  

Because social work is an applied discipline, a high level of human services industry 

involvement in research would be expected of social work academics. Sixty-five percent of all 

Australian Research Council (ARC) grants awarded to the social work field of research (1607) 

between 2008 and 2017 were Linkage Project grants (n=55), which aim to promote research 

partnerships between researchers and business, industry, and nongovernment organisations. This 

compared to 27% of ARC criminology grants and 37% of ARC policy and administration grants for 

Linkage Projects (Tilbury et al., 2020). Research and evaluations may also be commissioned by 

industry partners for various reasons, such as internal quality improvement or to develop evidence of 
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effectiveness. Despite evidence of industry involvement, gaps between research and practice are 

frequently observed (Bigby et al., 2019; Zuchowski et al., 2019).  

A research end-user or knowledge user (Hessels et al., 2014) is an entity external to academia 

that will directly use or directly benefit from the results of research. Examples are government 

agencies, businesses, nongovernment organisations, practitioners, policy makers, consumers, and 

community members. An important group of research end-users in human services is service users, 

who are entitled to information about the effectiveness of services they are offered, as well as a voice 

in policy and program development. They may be research advisors, leaders, participants, or partners 

in inclusive or participatory research (Bigby et al., 2014). It is posited that active involvement in 

research processes (e.g., participation in research governance, developing research questions and 

methodology, involvement in data collection and analysis) by research end-users increases its 

relevance and ownership by them, consequently increasing the likelihood of uptake of research 

findings and application in practice (McLaughlin, 2010; Fisher, 2002), although there is limited 

evidence to support this assertion. In some countries research funders promote engagement with 

stakeholders in all stages of the research process. For example, the European Commission’s (2019) 

Responsible Research and Innovation approach encourages all research stakeholders (researchers, 

citizens, policy makers, business, nongovernment organisations) to work together during the whole 

research and innovation process. The UK National Institute for Health Research (2019, n.p.)  

promotes involving patients and the public “working with research funders to prioritise research, 

offering advice as members of a project steering group, commenting on and developing research 

materials and undertaking interviews with research participants.” 

An elevated role for research end-users is embedded in engagement and impact assessment 

processes. It follows that generating impact requires time, skills, and resources not just for academia, 

but also for human services organisations and the profession. The aim of this study was to investigate 

the perspectives of human services research end-users about processes of engagement and impact. It 
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is part of a larger project examining the quality, quantity, and impact of social work research in 

Australia.  

Method 

The research questions guiding the study were: (1) How do research end-users use social work and 

human services research? (2) How do they engage with researchers? and (3) How do they perceive 

its impact on human services? A multiple case study design was used to produce detailed 

descriptions of how and why participants used research and interacted with researchers, with a 

“case” represented in a single, in-depth interview with a research end-user (Yin, 2003). A purposive 

sample of research end-users was recruited from three selected fields: ageing and aged care, 

disability, and child protection. These fields were chosen because they are large and 

multidisciplinary; they have been subject to major recent policy reform; their effectiveness affects 

the lives of many people in all socio-economic groups across the lifespan; and they are sufficiently 

different to provide a wide range of views. Contact details of government and nongovernment human 

service organisations were generated from our knowledge of the fields and internet searches. 

Advertisements about the research were also published in industry e-newsletters. Snowball sampling 

was used to extend the sample (i.e., an interviewee recommended another potential participant). We 

aimed to recruit those in strategic roles with some level of responsibility for ensuring the work of 

their organisation was informed by research.  

Participants had roles that required an advanced level of knowledge about their field of 

human services. The sample of 43 research end-users were employed in government agencies or 

statutory authorities (n=9), nongovernment agencies (n=32), and private consultancy (n=2) in five 

Australian states or territories, with 14 participants having a national role. Eighteen participants held 

a senior management or executive role; eight held a research-related role, and the remaining 17 had 

policy and program roles. They were all involved in some way with the practice-research interface, 

such as commissioning, brokering, or using research to advocate or inform policy or practice. 



 

 7 

Seventeen participants worked in child protection, 11 in disability, 10 in ageing and aged care, and 

five across multiple fields. 

Interviews were conducted by telephone or face-to-face and averaged 40 minutes duration. 

The interview schedule comprised open-ended questions to facilitate in-depth exploration of the 

topic. Example questions were:  

• How do you access and use research in your field? 

• Can you give examples of research having a positive or negative impact in your field? 

• What are the challenges in using research to promote innovation in your field? 

• What do you consider to be the strengths and limitations of human services and social work 

research?  

In the first phase of data analysis, notes from each interview, made both during the interview and 

immediately after it, were reviewed; main points and concepts were identified and coded to indicate 

strategies that were used to engage with research and researchers, how participants interacted with 

researchers, how they used research, and the types of engagements they aimed for. These descriptive 

codes were categorised as formal or informal. In the second phase, thematic coding of interview data 

was undertaken to explore the main underpinning ideas about processes of research impact and 

engagement. A constant comparative method was employed to refine emerging categories, determine 

their boundaries, and distil themes and the relationships between them (Charmaz, 2006; Corbin and 

Strauss, 2008). Preliminary patterns describing research engagements were developed based on 

concepts identified from the literature (e.g. timeframes) and augmented by concepts mentioned in 

interviews (e.g., practicality). Trustworthiness was enhanced by the completeness of the data 

collection and the involvement of two members of the research team in interviews and data analysis. 

Data triangulation was obtained by the fact that the participants were drawn from different human 

services fields, employed at different organisations, in different roles, in different jurisdictions. 
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Ethical approval was provided by [name] university. Confidentiality was assured, although 

interviews were not sensitive or personal. Quotations from interviews were chosen to exemplify 

concepts, de-identified using a participant code. This code was allocated according to role (Manager, 

Policy and Programs, or Research) and agency (Gov for government; NGO for nongovernment 

organisation). Data collection was undertaken between late 2017 and early 2019. 

Findings 

Research is valued. Research end-users articulated a range of ways in which research was useful in 

their organisations. They valued the role of research in conceptualising problems and experiences; in 

identifying practice interventions and innovative solutions to areas of need; in understanding what 

interventions work and how; and to be informed of the needs and experiences of people from diverse 

cultural backgrounds and marginalised or disadvantaged groups. Nongovernment end-users had used 

research to advocate to government for reforms; to improve staff training and service quality; and to 

inform program design. One said, “Research helps us to quantify problems and what solutions are 

likely to work. It helps us to justify what we are advocating for with governments” (Policy and 

Programs, NGO). Government end-users said they used research to inform briefings to Ministers, 

including advice on “what works” and to provide information about the effect of program 

implementation gained from the “granular understanding of client groups” presented in qualitative 

studies (Manager, Gov). The benefits for service users or consumers were noted when their 

perspectives were integrated: “it is not just understanding what peer reviewed evidence says but 

triangulating that with what the community and consumers say about their experience. It’s never one 

or the other” (Manager, NGO). Some government end-users acknowledged that research critical of 

government can be useful in program development (Policy and Programs, Gov), although another 

said that such research was unlikely to be influential (Manager, Gov).  

Resources are limited and the priority is service delivery. A lack of time to conduct or keep 

up to date with research, lack of research investment, high cost of research, insufficient staff skilled 
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in appraising or applying research, costs to access journals and research databases, and the priority 

given to client service over research, were the commonly raised barriers to using research. 

Comments from nongovernment and government end-users included: “There is no time to pause to 

keep up to date with research” (Policy and Programs, NGO); and “organisations are trying to manage 

new policy changes. Service delivery is the priority, not research – there are competing priorities” 

(Manager, NGO). Several participants held adjunct or honorary positions at universities that 

provided access to libraries, but scholarly journals were infrequently referred to: “It’s hard for 

practitioners to access research, they lack time and access to databases … We need more 

clearinghouse services” (Policy and Programs, NGO). 

A lack of capacity to incorporate research into service delivery was evident across the fields. 

Several of the larger nongovernment organisations and some government agencies employed a 

research and evaluation manager or a small research team tasked with developing and implementing 

research-into-practice plans for the entire organisation, but smaller organisations had no resources 

for this work. Several participants argued that to be evidence based, staff needed skills in appraising 

and using research in everyday practice: “There is not much interest in research...because people 

don’t know how to use research in practice” (Research role, NGO). A manager reported that staff 

could be reactive or inflexible in practice if they lacked sufficient knowledge about how to access 

and apply new ideas that can be gained from research (Policy and Programs, NGO). While training 

programs could be informed by research, the training was focused on skills for direct practice rather 

than skills for using research: : “There is lots of support for training and education but I can’t convert 

a clinician to a researcher” (Policy and Programs, Gov). 

Timeframes. In raising a concern that government was not meeting its commitment to develop 

and implement an evidence-based national plan in his field, one end-user reported that “… a time lag 

between evidence to action” (Manager, NGO) is a major problem that inhibits action because it enables 

outmoded practices to become entrenched. Others expressed the view that researchers in academic roles 
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need to translate findings into action in more timely and accessible ways. The need for organisations to 

be better resourced to integrate research with practice was raised, with one research end-user suggesting: 

“…it takes a long time to translate research into practice and organisations need staff to do this” 

(Manager, NGO). The time-lag between research and action was a challenge that research end-users 

suggested could be addressed if academics, practitioners, and consumers collaborated more on 

research projects. 

Dimensions of engagement. Engagement was initiated by both researchers and research end-

users. For example, one agency that monitored research in their field invited researchers to 

contribute to relevant submissions or comment on proposals. Some agencies had established research 

positions in their organisation to broker research engagements and seek out opportunities to 

participate in, and benefit from, research: “we can’t do primary research but we try to partner with 

researchers because we have lots of data” (Policy and Programs, NGO). Many end-users had 

responded positively to invitations to participate in or contribute to research projects. They had 

contributed in-kind and direct funding to formalise their commitment to researchers. This was 

generally seen as leading to positive relationships and outcomes. One end-user spoke of the 

importance of approaches from researchers, saying: “we mostly use research that’s brought to our 

attention by researchers” (Manager, NGO). There was also a negative comment where an end-user 

stated their agency had to be selective because “There are too many organisations seeking research 

collaborations” (Manager, NGO). 

Research end-users employed a range of formal mechanisms to facilitate engagement with 

researchers, such as:  

• Memoranda of Understandings, which were formal agreements between organisations to 

collaborate and exchange information. “For the past 4-5 years we have Memoranda of 

Understandings with Australia’s leading universities. This enables information exchange with 

academics and they bring work to our attention.” (Manager, NGO); 
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• Agreements to partner on a project, whereby the researcher had undertaken a defined role or 

project and the agency contributed cash or in-kind resources (e.g., ARC Linkage projects, 

establishment of research fellow or research chair positions); 

• Adjunct appointments, whereby a research end-user was appointed to an unpaid university 

position in order to further mutual goals related to teaching or research; 

• Commissioned research, in which an agency provided funds for researchers to undertake a 

specific defined project; and 

• Scholarships, leave provisions, or reward structures established by agencies to encourage 

practitioner research. 

Informal mechanisms of engagement included researchers and end-users participating in 

networks, meetings, forums, seminars, webinars, and conferences to exchange information. These 

were seen as opportunities to share information and initiate further engagement or collaboration: 

“[these events] … help us to think big and plan joint projects” (Manager, Gov). Research 

dissemination through non-academic channels, such as researchers making presentations and 

producing summaries were also mechanisms end-users had employed for engaging with research, 

especially given time and resources were limited and so much published research was behind an 

expensive paywall. 

Research end-users all expressed interest in having more formal or routine engagement 

through research information exchange and networks. They wanted more collaboration, planning, 

research skills development and translation into practice strategies. Several research end-users 

described the benefits they derive from membership of university research centres. They expressed a 

strong desire and sense of responsibility to access and apply existing research, and to undertake 

research themselves. However, they identified many barriers to achieving these goals and stated that 

more investment was needed in research and its translation to make findings useful for practitioners 

and to localise international research. Several end-users raised concern about the constraints of 
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funding contracts and the lack of government investment to assess initiatives: “There are structural 

barriers – research and evaluation are considered an add-on, a luxury. So we keep having major 

reforms rolled out with no dollars for research or evaluation” (Manager, NGO). It was suggested that 

due to the substantial funding needed for collaborative research centres that the human services 

sector does not have, virtual research centres and networks would facilitate more engagement and 

research opportunities between universities and industry. 

Engagement could happen at any phase of research development. For example, in some cases 

memoranda of understanding had operated for the duration of a project or in others for a time period 

to achieve a set of goals. Some engagement had commenced at the design phase with the researcher 

and the agency discussing a problem and ways to investigate it; others did not start until the 

dissemination phase with the researcher providing information about findings and implications.  

Translation – practicality and responsibility.  There was a strong sentiment that research 

should be translatable and practical, for example, “if it’s not informing a practical problem we need 

to solve, it’s not useful to us” (Research role, NGO) and “impact is how well the research can be 

translated and useful in practice … how well it raises awareness and helps to define problems and 

experiences” (Research role, NGO). End-users generally concurred that the obligation was on 

researchers to make their findings useful to practitioners. The following comments illustrate this 

view: “We want researchers to make findings practical” (Manager, NGO); and “Academics do not 

understand government…they think their job is to do research and government’s job is to implement 

it” (Research role, Gov). Others saw impact as a more diffuse process of awareness raising, for 

example: “to me it’s whether awareness is spreading … the knowledge uncovered is becoming 

accepted and adopted” (Policy and Programs, NGO). 

End-users in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander organisations noted gaps in knowledge 

applicable to their services: “We must ask ‘is the research culturally relevant?’” (Policy and 

Programs, NGO) and “We use more than conventional research. For example, we participate in 
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knowledge circles with member organisations. We use formal and informal types of research to 

implement new policies or practice directives” (Policy and Programs, NGO). Also seeking relevant 

research, an end-user working on LGBTI specific areas called for more research and data collection 

inclusive of LGBTI people and experiences (Policy and Programs, NGO).  

A range of views was expressed about responsibilities to improve engagement and enhance 

research impact. Some said that academic researchers had the main responsibility to think about 

impact and engagement as a priority from the start of a research process, not as an after-thought to 

enhance impact. Research end-users made comments, such as “…researchers need to be more 

willing to come and talk about their research” (Policy and Programs, NGO) and “…the implications 

of the findings and recommendations can’t just be a paragraph at the end of an article” (Policy and 

Programs, NGO). While some saw translation as the responsibility of the researcher, others 

recognised the complexity of this activity, stating that: “We lack funded research bodies to bridge the 

gap between research and practice” (Manager, NGO) and recognising that service providers “need 

time for specialist knowledge transfer activities and funding for specialist staff to do this work” 

(Policy and Programs, NGO). Engagement and impact was positioned as a mutual responsibility in 

comments such as “we [NGOs] have a responsibility to do research and build collaboration with 

researchers” (Manager, NGO) and “…there needs to be more active engagement and ownership by 

NGOs of research” (Research role, NGO).  An Aboriginal leader described the importance of 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people taking control of data collection and analysis to promote 

their perspectives:  

We have tried to take hold of data because current data that are collected speak to one 

narrative, and it is negative [about us]. We have self-corrected about that because we want to 

use the data to tell our story… So we can use data to highlight another reality. (Manager, 

NGO) 
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Several end-users favourably described the way in which leading researchers engaged with them in 

research that is relevant, translatable, and impactful in their organisation or field of practice over a 

period of more than five years. A research end-user who was involved from the initial stage of a 

research project reported on the opportunity this provided for their organisation to achieve beneficial 

input into the research design. This organisation required that national practitioner workshops be 

incorporated in the research design to promote the findings, educate practitioners, and help translate 

the findings into practice. Once established, research partnership agreements define and allocate 

responsibilities, but the variable views on responsibility indicate that more professional development 

among stakeholders in the research community may be needed to clarify the interactive nature of 

impact and engagement, and the mutual responsibilities required. 

Many expressly stated that researchers and practitioners have a responsibility to ensure that 

consumers of services are included and valued in research engagement, planning and 

implementation. According to one participant, “Academics are doing research to improve practice 

but unless they take steps to enable consumers to understand the message … their work goes 

unused” (Policy and Programs, NGO). Research end-users from umbrella organisations described 

ways in which they were taking responsibility to promote research information exchange and 

research skills development among their member organisations by: (i) synthesising research into 

readable, accessible bulletins for their members; (ii) organising events and annual conferences that 

feature research discussion and dissemination; and (iii) research networks and clearing-house 

functions to promote new research.  

Discussion 

The analysis shows that research end-users used social work and human services research to inform 

policy makers about the scope and nature of problems, to advocate for changes to policies and 

programs, to make organisational changes, and to innovate in service delivery and practice. In doing 

so, they used both quantitative and qualitative research that produces new ideas as well as evidence 
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of effective practices. It was evident that participants found a range of research to be useful in their 

organisations, not just research that answered “what works” questions. They valued the role of 

research in understanding the scope and nature of problems, providing ideas about innovative 

solutions, and enhancing service quality. However, end-users found it difficult to nominate specific 

research that had an impact. The impact on human services was seen to be limited by (1) the cost and 

inaccessibility of academic research; (2) perceived lack of translational messages or practical 

application including the inattention of research to their diverse clientele; (3) the imperative to 

concentrate on service delivery so having limited time and resources to devote to research 

translation; and (4) timeframes, because research takes a long time and answers are needed now. 

This suggests that planning for impact should be developed in the formative stages of research and 

with the active engagement of research end-users in formulating research questions, design, 

attracting funding - and into knowledge production, dissemination and knowledge utilisation 

activities. The misconception that knowledge translation is simply dissemination of findings on 

completion of research is outdated. A more contemporary view is that involving stakeholders to 

address their interests, beliefs, and needs from the start can enhance the take-up of research findings 

in practice (Adam et al., 2018). What is needed is an impact model that reflects the iterative and 

interactive nature of engagement and the shared responsibility required to achieve positive change. 

In the human services, research rarely produces definitive answers. Uncertainties about the 

best way forward are gradually reduced and new thinking is generated to reframe problems and 

solutions over time. Research findings have to be fitted together, somewhat like completing a jigsaw 

puzzle at the same time that the picture on the box is shifting. Researchers and research end-users 

should accept the responsibility to collaborate, within the bounds of their roles and resources, to 

identify how findings might be useful so that the nuances of policy and practice can be taken into 

account. Conceptualising research engagement as a pathway to impact tends to cast research end-

users as mere recipients of research, rather than as an integral part of the process of creating useable 
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knowledge. It is difficult to see how social work researchers alone could be responsible for 

translation because of the need to engage with end-users to understand their specific local 

organisational and practice settings. For a new practice or strategy to take hold it has to be 

interwoven with organisational priorities and practices (Bannister and Hardill, 2013). Further, as 

Greenhalgh and Fahy (2015, p.8) point out, for some research designs such as action research, 

“‘research’ and ‘impact’ are not always separate and sequential stages but may be two dimensions of 

co-produced activity”. 

In this study, many research end-users had significant and valued engagements with 

academics, evident in their participation in research partnerships and networks to share research 

knowledge. The question then raised about who has primary responsibility for research engagement 

and impact is important. Many research end-users viewed research and its translation into practice as 

a mutual responsibility, whereas others were critical of a perceived concentration on academic 

outcomes by researchers. This is consistent with an earlier study in the policy field by Head, 

Ferguson, Cherney, and Boreham (2014), which found that close to half of the policy maker 

respondents agreed with the perception that academics do not make enough effort to disseminate 

their research to policy makers or practitioners, or to initiate contact with policy makers.  

Many research end-users in this study indicated that the consumers of their services ought to 

be actively engaged in the process of research impact – this is a process that requires researchers, 

service providers, and consumers working together. An emerging issue is the importance of diversity 

and inclusion in research to strengthen impact. This includes diversity among researchers and end-

users, plus cultural competence in research (Adam et al., 2018).  Several research end-users raised 

the lack of diversity in Australian social work research as a shortfall. There is also limited evidence 

of active consumer participation in research design, conduct, and knowledge transfer (Lansley, 2013; 

Case et al., 2014; Llewellyn, 2014). These are areas that require further development and 

prioritisation in the research community. 
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The time and effort required for effective research engagement and impact need to be valued, 

funded and rewarded by universities, by governments that want human services to become more 

evidence-informed and innovative, and by human services organisations. There is a call for greater 

incentives for research end-user engagement (Meagher et al., 2008). We also need to increase 

opportunities for collaboration and increase capacity so that industry, academic institutions, and 

research funding bodies work together to plan and support engagement and knowledge translation 

activities. In many sectors, intermediary organisations have been established to undertake this role, 

recognising the investment required. An advantage of this is that it maintains the critical function of 

research – researchers have to be able to give industry messages from research they may not want to 

hear. Building direct relationships with industry may compromise researchers’ ability to 

independently assess and critically analyse their policy and practice (Smith and Stewart, 2017). 

Currently there is no funding support or institutional frameworks for engagement and impact, which 

are left to individual agencies or researchers. When evidence-based practice is enacted it is often to 

implement a specific program that government has purchased, without resources to implement with 

fidelity, or adapt to suit context, or evaluate its outcomes. Collaboration is needed beyond the 

researcher and research partner, because government plays a large role in this sector both as provider 

and purchaser. This perspective coheres with those arguing for a shift away from trying to measure 

and incentivise research impacts to focus instead on incentivising knowledge exchange processes 

(e.g., Upton et al., 2014) and productive interactions (Spaapen and van Drooge, 2011). Such a 

framework would acknowledge multiple stakeholders in knowledge production and the costs of 

research translation. Infrastructure for non-academic dissemination that goes beyond the boundaries 

of the immediate research project is required. Research impact will be facilitated by research 

funders, universities, researchers, and end-users building mutually beneficial and enduring 

relationships to design, implement and translate research into practice. This means funding bodies 

should recognise the cost of knowledge translation (Oliver and Boaz, 2019) and respond with post-
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research support for knowledge mobilisation activities (League of European Research Universities, 

2018).  

Research end-users in this study generally had high expectations that academic researchers 

would to take the lead in engaging with end-users and in translating findings into practice. They had 

limited understanding that not all academics have the time and capacity to fulfil this responsibility. It 

will be incumbent on academic institutions to develop: (i) research infrastructure that better connects 

researchers, research end-users, and other research stakeholders, and (ii) staffing models that 

facilitate engagement and impact skills development and enhance staff time and capacity for 

engagement and impact activities. Dulmus and Cristalli (2012, p. 199) reported that university–

community research partnerships are one approach that may work at a local level, to decrease the 

delay between development of new knowledge and the availability of that knowledge in the practice 

setting. Oliver and Boaz (2019) suggest that boundary spanning-organisations and individuals that 

help the interface between research producers could improve engagement and impact. This will aid 

longevity and sustainability in engagement reaching beyond individual projects or relationships. 

However, such mechanisms need to operate at a national level to achieve the level of reach and scale 

required for meaningful impact.  

There are some existing models. The Social Care Institute for Excellence 

(https://www.scie.org.uk/) was established and funded by the UK government in 2001 with the 

purpose of improving social care by defining and disseminating best practice guidelines. In 2013 its 

role of national guidelines development (and associated government funding) was transferred to the 

National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (https://www.nice.org.uk/). Some research funding 

bodies take an active role in knowledge development, dissemination, and exchange. The Swedish 

Research Council for Health, Working Life and Welfare (https://forte.se/en/about-forte/), operates a 

national program for applied research aiming at strengthening client and practice-oriented research in 

the social services sector, including intervention research. The Australian National Research 
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Organisation for Women’s Safety (www.anrows.org.au/) runs a government-funded grants program 

to generate, disseminate, and assist in applying evidence for policy and practice addressing violence 

against women and their children. It is essential for such entities to ensure the participation of the 

academic research community as well as end-users, to adopt rigorous and transparent quality 

standards for appraising research and its implications for policy and practice, and to avoid too-close 

alignment with government priorities that can undermine perceived independence (Fisher, 2016).  

Limitations. The qualitative case study design does not provide generalisability across 

research end-users in the human services field. In the sampling strategy we sought participants with 

organisational responsibilities for ensuring research informed policy and practice. This meant we did 

not capture the views of those who were less research-oriented or who were averse to research. There 

were no clients or consumers in the sample, although they are important stakeholders in research 

engagement and impact who are likely to have different perspectives. This would be a valuable angle 

for future research to explore.  

Conclusion. A strength of this study was hearing from research end-users – rather than 

academic researchers – about research engagement and the challenges of research utilisation in the 

human services field. Research impact is more than research translation, whereby knowledge 

generated by universities is made useable and transferred to industry as a recommendation or 

intervention. In measuring engagement and impact, rather than the elusive endeavour to attribute 

impact to specific research findings, impact frameworks should reward collaborative endeavours that 

build incrementally on a wider program of research; that develop longer-term relationships with a 

range of research end-users including consumers. These efforts to build the jigsaw will enhance the 

capacity of the field to be research informed.  

References 

Adam, P., Ovseiko, P., Grant, J., Graham, K.E.A., Boukhris, O.F., Dowd, A., Balling, G., 

Christensen, R., Pollitt, A., Taylor, M., Sued, O., Hinrichs-Krapels, S., Solans-Domenech, M., 



 

 20 

Chorzempa, H. and the International School on Research Impact Assessment (ISRIA). (2018) 

‘ISRIA statement: ten-point guidelines for an effective process of research impact 

assessment’, Health Research Policy and Systems, 16 (1), 1. doi.org/10.1186/s12961-018-

0281-5 

Australian Research Council. (2018) Engagement and Impact Assessment (EI), Canberra, Australian 

Research Council. Retrieved from https://www.arc.gov.au/engagement-and-impact-

assessment.  

Australian Research Council. (2019) Engagement and Impact Assessment 2018-19 National Report. 

Retrieved from https://dataportal.arc.gov.au/EI/NationalReport/2018/ 

Bannister, J. and Hardill, I. (2013) ‘Knowledge mobilisation and the social sciences: dancing with 

new partners in an age of austerity’, Contemporary Social Science, 8 (3), pp. 167-175. 

doi.org/10.1080/21582041.2013.770910 

Bigby, C., Frawley, P. and Ramcharan, P. (2014) ‘Conceptualizing Inclusive Research with People 

with Intellectual Disability’, Journal of Applied Research in Intellectual Disabilities, 27 (1), 

pp. 3-12. doi.org/10.1111/jar.12083 

Bigby, C., Bould, E. and Beadle-Brown, J. (2019) ‘Implementation of active support over time in 

Australia’, Journal of Intellectual and Developmental Disability, 44, pp. 161-173. 

doi.org/10.3109/13668250.2017.1353681 

Boswell, C. and Smith, K. (2017) ‘Rethinking Policy Impact: four models of research-policy 

relations’, Palgrave Communications, 3, p. 44. doi.org/10.1057/s41599-017-0042-z 

Case, A. D., Byrd, R., Claggett, E., DeVeaux, S., Perkins, R., Huang, C., Sernyak, M., Steiner, J., 

Cole, R., LaPaglia, D.,  Bailey, M., Buchanan, C., Johnson, A. and Kaufman, J.S. (2014) 

‘Stakeholders' perspectives on community-based participatory research to enhance mental 

health services’, American Journal of Community Psychology, 54 (3-4), pp. 397-408. 

doi:10.1007/s10464-014-9677-8  



 

 21 

Charmaz, K. (2006) Constructing grounded theory, 2nd ed., London, Sage. 

Corbin, J. and Strauss, A.L. (2008) Basics of qualitative research: techniques and procedures for 

developing grounded theory, 3rd ed., Los Angeles, Sage. 

Dulmus, C. and Cristalli, M. (2012) ‘A University–Community Partnership to Advance Research in 

Practice Settings: The HUB Research Model’, Research on Social Work Practice, 22 (2), pp. 

195-202. doi: 10.1177/1049731511423026 

European Commission. (2019) Horizon 2020: Science With and For Society. Retrieved from 

https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/horizon2020/en/h2020-section/science-and-society  

Fisher, M. (2002) ‘The role of service users in problem formulation and technical aspects of social 

research’, Social Work Education, 21 (3), pp. 305–312. doi.org/10.1080/02615470220136885 

Fisher, M. (2016) ‘The Social Care Institute for Excellence and Evidence-Based Policy and 

Practice’, The British Journal of Social Work, 46 (2), pp. 498-

513, https://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcu143 

Greenhalgh, T. and Fahy, N. (2015) ‘Research impact in the community-based health sciences: An 

analysis of 162 case studies from the 2014 UK Research Excellence Framework’, BMC 

Medicine, 13, 232. doi: 10.1186/s12916-015-0467-4  

Head, B., Ferguson, M., Cherney, A. and Boreham, P. (2014) ‘Are policy-makers interested in social 

research? Exploring the sources and uses of valued information among public servants in 

Australia’, Policy and Society, 33 (2), pp. 89-101. doi: 10.1016/j.polsoc.2014.04.004  

Hessels, L, K., Wardenaar, T., Boon, W. and Ploeg, M. (2014) ‘The role of knowledge users in 

public–private research programs: An evaluation challenge’, Research Evaluation, 23 (2), 

April, pp. 103–116. doi:10.1093/reseval/rvu007 

Heyeres, M., Tsey, K., Yang, Y., Yan, L. and Jiang, H. (2019) ‘The characteristics and reporting 

quality of research impact case studies: A systematic review’, Evaluation and Planning, 73, 

pp. 10-23. doi.org/10.1016/j.evalprogplan.2018.11.002 



 

 22 

Lansley, P. (2013). ‘Multi-disciplinarity, user engagement and the design of special programmes of 

ageing research in the United Kingdom’, Ageing and Society, 33 (5), pp. 727-760. 

doi:10.1017/S0144686X12000190  

Llewellyn, G. (2014) Report of audit of disability research in Australia, Sydney, University of 

Sydney. 

League of European Research Universities. (2018) Impact and the next Framework Programme for 

Research and Innovation. Retrieved from 

https://www.leru.org/files/Publications/Impact-and-the-next-Framework-Programme-for-Research-

and-Innovation.pdf 

McDonald, C. (2006) Challenging Social Work, Basingstoke UK, Palgrave Macmillan. 

McLaughlin, H. (2010) ‘Keeping Service User Involvement in Research Honest’, The British 

Journal of Social Work, 40 (5), pp. 1591–1608. doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcp064 

Meagher, L., Lyall, C. and Nutley, S. (2008) ‘Flows of knowledge, expertise and influence: a method 

for assessing policy and practice impacts from social science research’, Research Evaluation, 

17 (3), pp. 163–173. doi: 10.3152/095820208X331720 

Nutley, S., Walter, I., and Davies, H. (2007) Using Evidence: How Research Can Inform Public 

Services, Bristol, Policy Press. 

Oliver, K. and Boaz, A. (2019) ‘Transforming evidence for policy and practice: creating space for 

new conversations’, Palgrave Communications, 5. doi.org/10.1057/s41599-019-0266-1  

Spaapen, J. and van Drooge, L. (2011) ‘Introducing ‘productive interactions’ in social impact 

assessment’, Research Evaluation, 20 (3), pp. 211–218. 

doi:10.3152/095820211X12941371876742 

Smith, K.E. and Stewart, E. (2017) ‘We need to talk about impact: why social policy academics need 

to engage with the UK’s research impact agenda’, Journal of Social Policy, 46 (1), pp. 109-

127. doi:10.1017/S0047279416000283  



 

 23 

Tilbury C., Bigby C. and Hughes M. (2020) Analysis of Australian Research Council grants 2008-

2017. Australian Social Work, 73(1), 4-17. https://doi.org/10.1080/0312407X.2018.1543437 

UK National Institute for Health Research. (2019) What is public involvement in research? Retrieved 

from https://www.invo.org.uk/find-out-more/what-is-public-involvement-in-research-2/. 

Upton, S., Vallance, P. and Goddard, J. (2014) ‘From outcomes to process: evidence for a new 

approach to research impact assessment’, Research Evaluation, 23 (4), pp. 352-365. 

Yin, R. K. (2003) Case study research: Design and methods, 3rd ed. Thousand Oaks, CA, Sage. 

Zuchowski, I., Miles, D., Gair, S. and Tsey, K. (2019) ‘Social work research with industry: A 

systematic literature review of engagement and impact’, The British Journal of Social Work, 

49 (8), pp. 2299-2324. doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcz015 

 


