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Abstract

How can social workers be supported to continuously develop knowledgeable and ethical
practice? Acknowledging the dilemmas and uncertainties in social work practice that
unfolds in complex environments, this thesis turns to practice-based perspectives in
response to the main question. It foregrounds the interplay of humans within physical and
social environments with a focus on ‘practices’ and considers the challenges for social
workers as practitioners, professionals and knowledge workers. In relation to individual
decision-making, the role of research, theory, tools, emotions, experience and reflective
deliberation are explored. On an organisational level, evidence-informed and best practice,
knowledge transfer, group reflection approaches and the role of technology are examined.
The author argues that knowledgeable and ethical practice emerges from knowledge
related (epistemic) practices within organisations that are grounded in what professionals
do. This requires reflexive and mindful professionals who are able to weave together
different forms of knowledge and ethical principles with practice situations and with
organisations who will support epistemic practices and environments for reflective
learning, knowledge co-production and the sharing of knowledge. Building on earlier work
(Tov et al., 2016; Staempfli et al., 2012), the author argues that the Key Situation Model can
support both practices and environments. Key situations are the typical practices that
social workers regularly encounter and thus reflect what social workers actually do. 116 key
situations in social work in England are developed and validated in a modified three-round
Delphi study with experienced social workers from diverse sectors from across England
(n1=13, n2=88 and n3=41). Based on these and informed by the Activity Centred Analysis
and Design (ACAD) framework, this thesis presents design options for social work
organisations for the implementation of the Key Situation Model’s blended reflective
learning and knowledge sharing. These design options could support the development of

knowledgeable and ethical practice.
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Glossary
Epistemic - relating to knowledge. Epistemic practice - refers accordingly to “knowledge-

centred and knowledge-based activities” (Knorr Cetina, 2005:185) and epistemic fluency is
the ability of professionals to flexibly combine different forms of knowledge with different

ways of knowing to address real-world problems (Markauskaite and Goodyear, 2017).

Knowing — refers to knowledge as something that people do (Blackler, 1995) and to the
embodied social processes that emerge in practice when faced with complex challenges
and lead to a combination of knowledge with doing and the finding of solutions and

alternative courses of actions (Hopwood, 2014).

Knowledge sharing — is broadly concerned with how knowledge is implemented, utilised,

exchanged or managed.

Mindful professional — a term used by Markauskaite and Goodyear (2017:48-49) to
describe “someone able to fuse theoretical knowledge with a common-sense grasp of the
situation, formal rules with creativity, standards with improvisation and reason with

intuition”.

Practical and discursive consciousness - Giddens (1984:7) distinguishes three levels of
consciousness: “unconscious motives/cognition”, “practical consciousness” and “discursive
consciousness”. Practice is guided by application of implicit rules in practical consciousness,
which includes an awareness of social rules and constitutes the core of knowledgeability of
human agents. Practical consciousness can be elicited through discursive elaboration that

leads to discursive consciousness.

Practice-based perspectives — is the term | use in this thesis to denote “practice theory”,
“practice approach”, “practice thinking” (Schatzki et al., 2005, pp. 12—13) that arise from a

“turn to ‘practice’” (Barnes, 2001, p. 26) or “practice turn” (Schatzki et al., 2005).

Relationierung — a German term that stands for relating, integrating and linking of
knowledge with practice (von Spiegel, 2013; Dewe, 2012; Dewe and Otto, 2012; Dewe et
al., 1992).
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“There are ideas that dance like motes of dust at the periphery of our
vision, catching our attention briefly before they disappear. And there
are others that stick: that we return to again and again; ideas that,
for whatever reason, define who we are and what we do.”

(Cottam, 2018, p. 1)

Introduction
This thesis arises out of a passion for continuous learning. Since starting my own social work

learning trajectory, | have engaged in varying learning activities both as a learner and
educator. Over the last decade, learning has taken a prominent place in my knowing, doing

and being and this thesis is a product of this engagement with ideas, practices and others.

The thesis is about learning of social workers and more widely, learning in organisations and
across the whole profession. It is concerned with how social workers can be supported to
expand their understanding of practice. Social workers make life changing decisions and
strive to support the people they work with to have better lives (Romeo, 2016). In order to
support and safeguard vulnerable people, social workers make professional judgementsin a
range of situations, from making decisions about how to interact with a service user in a
specific encounter to an assessment about the risks to and strengths of service users and the
plans to support or safeguard them. This thesis focuses on decision-making for practice that
emerges from empathic engagement with people and is informed by knowledge and ethical
principles. It is therefore, not just about ‘evidence-based’ or evidence-informed’ practice;

rather, in this thesis | focus on and talk about ‘knowledgeable and ethical practice’.

We do not always get this right and reports into child deaths and Serious Case Reviews over
the last decade point to the importance of professional judgments and the challenges social
workers encounter in practice to make such decisions (Sidebotham et al., 2016; Munro,
2011; e.g. Laming, 2009). | therefore explore how we, as a profession, can support social

workers to develop their capacity for knowledgeable and ethical professional practice. The

12



main question | address in this thesis therefore is: How can social workers be supported to

continuously develop knowledgeable and ethical professional practice?

In exploring knowledgeable and ethical practice and decision-making, | start with the
premise that there are hardly ever clear solutions and that practice is marked by dilemmas
and uncertainties (Sidebotham et al,, 2016). Uncertainty is indeed a constituent
characteristic of all interactions in social work (Munro, 2011, e.g. 2019; Schén, 1983). In other
words, social workers cannot be certain about what the social problems are that they
encounter, nor can they predict how situations may evolve with or without social work and
other interventions (Munro, 2019; Downie and Macnaughton, 2009). This ‘messiness’ and
complexity of social work practice (Forrester et al., 2019) leads many to argue that social
work practice cannot be standardised (Munro, 2011; Becker-Lenz and Miiller, 2009). Rather,
faced with situations of uncertainty and limited evidence, social workers need to form
“carefully considered professional judgement(s] ... on a case by case basis” (Sidebotham et
al., 2016, p. 238). Thus, social workers need to be able to manage the relationship between

practice, knowledge and values.

Professional judgements in conditions of uncertainty and complexity involves decision-
making that integrates a range of perspectives. Social workers need to consider their
understanding of the lives and wishes of disadvantaged and vulnerable people; their own
experience, including skills and previous knowledge; relevant ethical principles and values;
legal and policy parameters; organisational and community resources available to address
identified challenges, as well as social work theory and research that helps them guide their
understanding and their interventions (Munro, 2011, 2019; Croisdale-Appleby, 2014; Ruch,
2007a). Forming professional judgements requires social workers to assess and balance
these perspectives to interpret and fuse them with a specific practice situation

(Markauskaite and Goodyear, 2017) and this requires both intellectual and emotional
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intelligence, self-awareness and self-confidence (Croisdale-Appleby, 2014). Decision-making
based on the profession’s commitment to social justice and human rights (Staub-Bernasconi,
2012) further means that practitioners need to engage and work with people in partnership,
which entails practical capability and empathy to build relationships (Romeo, 2016). It is
about offering first and foremost a relationship (Cornish, 2017; Ruch, 2005). Professional
judgements are therefore more than just evidence-informed, as they are tied up with ethical

and empathic practice and knowledge.

Addressing the challenge of knowledgeable and ethical practice cannot solely focus on
individual social workers. Knowledgeable and ethical practice relies on the profession finding
“solutions for the systematic theory—practice gap” (Sommerfeld, 2014, p. 593). Therefore,
organisations also need to identify ways to deal with uncertainty (Munro, 2019). Key
messages regarding professional judgements from reviews of child protection (Munro, 2011)
and serious case reviews (Sidebotham et al., 2016) continually stress the importance of
reducing the layers of procedures and prescription, as well as the need to support social
workers’ understanding of and ability to assess and interpret, knowledge and research to
inform practice (see also Collins and Daly, 2011). This needs to be coupled with reflective
supervision, reflective spaces and other forms of support (Wilkins, 2017; Laming, 2009). In
short, knowledgeable and ethical practice relies on a learning culture and a supportive
environment that includes opportunities for peer-learning and discussion (Munro, 2011,

2019; Laming, 2009).

The challenge thus for social workers is how to make and review knowledgeable and ethical
professional judgements. For employers, universities and the profession as a whole, the
guestion is how to support social workers with this and how to create and maintain a learning

culture and environment (Munro, 2019; Romeo, 2016). Therefore, in this thesis | argue that
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social workers can only be supported to develop knowledgeable and ethical professional

practice if we focus on learning both at individual and organisational levels.

Learning is traditionally understood in terms of ‘acquisition’ of knowledge in education and
continuous professional development (CPD) and of ‘transfer’ and ‘application’ of that
acquired knowledge in practice (Boud and Hager, 2012). There are several problems with this
view, which | explore in this thesis. This understanding of learning and CPD does not
recognise that most learning occurs in practice (Eraut, 2013) whereby knowledge is co-
produced (Knorr Cetina, 2005) and social innovation is taking shape (Markauskaite and

Goodyear, 2017).

Learning in social work with its dual education anchored in higher education and practice
(Webber et al., 2014) affords excellent opportunities for learning that integrates practice and
knowledge. However, Higgins (2014) suggests that the signature pedagogies of the university
and practice are conflicting and competing and therefore hinder bridging the practice-theory
gap. Signature pedagogy is a useful concept with which to examine learning in and for social
work practice. The term, first coined by Shulman (2005, p. 52), denotes the “the types of
teaching that organize the fundamental ways in which future practitioners are educated for
their new professions”. | agree with Higgins (2014) who calls for a radical challenge to the
existing signature pedagogy in social work. Trevithick (2011, p. 140) proposes that such a
challenge should start with a review of the kinds of learning opportunities offered in
education, which should “focus in greater detail on perfecting and integrating students’
generalist knowledge and skills in ways that are research based and that ‘speak’ to the
situations regularly encountered in social work”. A new signature pedagogy also requires
that CPD needs to be linked to the practice of professionals (Boud and Hager, 2012). Thus, |

suggest an overarching career-long learning approach that is focussed on practice situations.
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Practice-based perspectives that are captured by the notion of the ‘practice turn’ (Knorr
Cetina, 2005; Schatzki et al., 2001, 2005) offer important insights into the nature of current
professional challenges and point to solutions to address them. By focussing on what
professionals actually do, their ‘social practices’ (Sandberg and Dall’Alba, 2009), they analyse
and support the design of activity-centred learning approaches (Goodyear and Carvalho,
2016). This is always tied up not only with people but also with things (Fenwick and Nerland,
2014; Fenwick et al., 2012). | therefore apply a practice-based and socio-material lens to this
thesis, offering an analysis of learning and making suggestions for the design for continuous

learning in social work.

From a practice-based perspective, knowledgeable and ethical practice is about more than
what is generally termed ‘evidence-informed practice’ (e.g. Nevo and Slonim-Nevo, 2011).
Practice theorists are concerned with the way practitioners deal with and handle knowledge.
The focus therefore shifts from knowledge to ‘knowing’ as an embodied social process that
emerges in practice. In other words, knowing comes with doing and with finding solutions
and alternative courses of actions when faced with complex challenges (Hopwood, 2014).
Key concepts related to knowledge as something that people do (Blackler, 1995) focus
therefore on the “knowledge-centred and knowledge-based activities” that are espoused in
the term “epistemic practices” (Knorr Cetina, 2005, p. 185). Epistemic practices are
particularly relevant in the context of knowledgeable and ethical practice as they enable and
support the development of ‘epistemic fluency’ that allows professionals to flexibly combine
different forms of knowledge with different ways of knowing to address real-world problems
(Markauskaite and Goodyear, 2017). Epistemic fluency is therefore the cornerstone of

knowledgeable and ethical practice.

Practice-based theories are influential in both the professional and academic literature.

However, they have so far been largely neglected in social work, as | discovered in an
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extensive review of the literature. Compared to sociology and education, ‘practice-based
perspectives’ or ‘practice turn’ is about ten times less frequently cited in social work; this
thesis addresses that gap. My original contribution to knowledge is therefore to merge
evidence and knowledge in relation to knowledgeable and ethical practice in social work with
practice-based theory and research, to address the challenges that social workers face in

uncertain and complex practice contexts.

| describe, analyse and develop the Key Situation Model (Tov et al., 2013, 2016a) for social
work in England. The model proposes that typical, reoccurring, in other words key situations
in social work practice, offer a meaningful focus around which reflections, learning,
knowledge co-creation and exchange can be organised. To develop knowledgeable and
ethical practice, | argue that professionals need to both engage in practice situations and
broaden their understanding of these situations and of themselves and their own actions. To
enable this, organisations need to create and maintain spaces for epistemic practices that
support the emergence of knowledgeable and ethical practice. The Key Situation Model
suggests a blended reflective learning process that is embedded in organisations and enables
reflection and discourse about the knowledge, ethics and quality of practice in relation to
key social work situations (Tov et al., 2016a). It sits between the spaces of the academy and
practice and offers an innovative approach to organising collaborative learning within and
across organisations, including universities and to sharing situated knowledge through a
community and network approach and a virtual platform. All these different elements of the
Key Situation Model, the reflection model, the virtual platform and the community, are
structured around key situations, which supports a practice-based stance, thus keeping

practice at the heart of learning and knowledge exchange (Boud and Hager, 2012).

Key situations in social work are defined as situations that social workers see as typical and

reoccurring in professional practice and that are experienced as a discrete and meaningful
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sequence of activities with a beginning, middle and end. Key situations are generalised
situations at a higher level of abstraction that include any number of specific situations. Key
situations thus describe typical practice across social work sectors and fields. They consist of
general features that are important for knowledgeable, emotionally aware and ethical
practice alongside reflections on experienced specific situations. The number of key
situations changes over time in response to emerging professional and socio-political

landscapes (adapted from Tov et al., 201643, p. 40).

Since social work practice is influenced by “the expectations of the role in each country and
agency in which they practise” (Moriarty et al., 2015), identifying key situations is an essential
first step to develop the Key Situation Model. Kunz and Tov (2009) have described social
work and social pedagogic key situations in the Swiss context but there is currently no
understanding of what social work key situations in England might be. This research thus
addresses the sub question: What are the typical, reoccurring (key) situations in social work
practice in England? To address this question, | undertook a modified Delphi study and
together with experienced social workers, have developed a list of social work key situations

in England.

Before providing an overview of the chapters in this thesis, | first want to elaborate on the

practice lens adopted in this thesis.

Practice-based theoretical framework
In this thesis | analyse practice-based perspectives in relation to the challenges that the

profession faces and merge these into an argumentation for an activity-centred approach for
learning and CPD. | adopt a practice-based theoretical framework that reflects my core
personal beliefs and understandings about the world (ontology) and suggests ways in which

an enquiry about this world (epistemology) can be undertaken (Sandberg and Dall’Alba,
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2009). This framework also acts as a lens through which | view the world (Grant and Osanloo,
2014) and is central to the arguments examined and developed in the literature review and
the methodological decisions made; it therefore seems fitting to discuss it in more detail at

this point.

My understanding of the social world is rooted in an ecological social work perspective,
which understands people as agents within physical, social and cultural environments. This
perspective offers a holistic view in which

“people (and their biological, cognitive, emotional, and social processes) and
physical and social environments (and the characteristics of those environments) can
be fully understood only in the context of the relationship between and among them,
in which individuals, families, groups, and physical-social environments continually

influence the operations of the other.” (Gitterman and Germain, 2008, p. 52)

This perspective as a starting point means that | am foregrounding the interplay of the social
and the individual within the physical and social environment. Such a focus is offered by
practice theories and practice-based perspectives that conceptualise social order as
“embedded in collective cognitive and symbolic structures, in a ‘shared knowledge’ which
enables a socially shared way of ascribing meaning to the world” (Reckwitz, 2002, p. 246).
Thus “human action and social order emerge, and attain meaning and intelligibility, from
social practices” (Sandberg and Dall’Alba, 2009, p. 1352). Practice-based perspectives have
become prominent in the literature in what is termed a “turn to ‘practice’” (Barnes, 2001, p.
26) or “practice turn” and are referred to as “practice theory”, “practice approach”, “practice

thinking” (Schatzki et al., 2005, pp. 12—13) or more generally, practice-based perspectives,

which is the term | use in this thesis.

Practice-based perspectives locate the social neither in the mind, nor in discourse, nor in
interaction, but instead, in ‘practices’ (Reckwitz, 2002). ‘Practices’ need to be distinguished

from ‘practice’, which describes the “whole of human action” (Schatzki et al., 2005, p. 11),
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whereas ‘practices’ is defined as the skills, embodied understandings and tacit knowledges,
which are the foundations of activity (e.g. Dall’Alba and Sandberg, 2006). Practice theorists

“uie

afford ‘practices’ the same status as concepts such as “/structures,’ ‘systems,’ ‘meaning,’ ‘life
world,’ ‘events,” and ‘actions’ when naming the primary generic social thing” (Schatzki et al.,
2005, p. 10). Practices are seen by most theorists as arrangements of human embodied
activities (Schatzki et al., 2001; Wenger, 1998; Lave and Wenger, 1991; Bourdieu, 1990;
Giddens, 1984), whereby “nexuses of practices are mediated by artefacts, hybrids, and
natural objects” (Schatzki et al., 2005, p. 11; see also Brown and Duguid, 2000; Wenger,
1998). Practice theorists’ interest in social practices and routinised behaviours thus focusses
on the inter-connections of “forms of bodily activities, forms of mental activities, ‘things’ and
their use, a background knowledge in the form of understanding, know-how, states of
emotion and motivational knowledge” (Reckwitz, 2002, p. 249). These approaches are
characterised by the central concepts of non-dualism, human agency, embodiment, practice
as social and also, the inclusion of non-humans (Schatzki et al., 2005, p. 11). Reckwitz (2002,
p. 244) therefore argues that practice theories offer “something new in the social-theoretical

vocabulary”, as it offers a way to talk about the intertwinement of individuals, the social and

things and thus frames our understanding of these.

It is important to note that while practice-based perspectives are only starting to emerge in
the social work literature, the notions underpinning these approaches go back to the roots
of social work. Jane Addams’ theories and methodologies were influenced by the work of
Dewey’s pragmatism (Seigfried, 1999), “which grounded human activity in habits” and is
seen as a formative perspective for practice theories (Schatzki et al., 2005, pp. 16—17). Both
pragmatism and practice perspectives “focus explicitly on practices, habits, doings, work”
and “agree that human experience is produced by purposive socially mediated doings
saturated with affects and emotions, and tempered by the physical arrangements that

embed bodily activity” (Buch, 2015, p. 116).
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Thus, to explore possible answers to the question of how social workers can be supported to
continuously develop knowledgeable and ethical practice, | turned my attention to the
interplay of the social and the individual in the context of practice. In other words, | am

turning to practice-based concepts in relation to professional practice and judgements.

Looking at professional learning and development through this lens means that “CPD must
be located in what professionals do and how they do it” (Boud and Hager, 2012, p. 18), which
forms the basis for practice-based curricula. Learning, rather than being understood as an
individualistic notion, therefore turns to “practices as the unit of analysis” (Reich et al., 2015,
p. 133). Learning is thus seen as a collective and situated process (Gherardi, 2012) that
considers how “working, knowing, organising, learning and innovating” are interconnected
(Reich et al., 2015, p. 133) and relational (Reich and Hager, 2014). Key situations depict
‘practices’ and thus a practice-based stance is a core notion of the Key Situation Model. It is
further underpinned by the view that a profession can be defined by its practice situations
and this allows curricula to be designed around those situations (Ghisla et al., 2008, 2011,

2014; Ghisla, 2007; Kaiser, 2005a).

Learning in this view is a socio-material phenomenon that involves humans and things
(Fenwick and Nerland, 2014), is emergent and cannot be planned (Goodyear and Carvalho,
2016). Professional practice from this perspective is an epistemic practice, which is distinct
from a purely situated practice and learning perspective. It draws attention to the way
epistemic tools (e.g. ways of weaving together different forms of knowledge with specific
instances of practice and artefacts) enable understanding of professional challenges,
whereas situated practice perspectives focus on “tacit skill mastered through a situative act”
(Markauskaite and Goodyear, 2017, p. 457). Professional practice and learning are therefore
entwined and highly contextualised in the messy, unpredictable and complex nature of

everyday work (Reich et al., 2015) and involve a range of epistemic practices and tools.
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This practice-based view also requires an epistemology that assumes that if we want to
understand the world, we need to study social practices, which | discuss further in the
methodology chapter. For now, it suffices to say that | view key situations that social workers

encounter in their every-day practice as such social practices.

The practice-based theoretical perspective has significantly influenced my literature review.
In this thesis, | discuss the literature collected and digested over the last decade, since |
became involved in the development of the Key Situation Model. While the literature base |
refer to is wide, | would find it impossible to describe a precise literature review
methodology. Rather, | conceptualise my growing understanding in terms of a hermeneutic
circle with increasing understanding (Kelly, 2017; Pascal, 2010; Wilcke, 2002). In seeking to
gain an in-depth understanding of the topics, | consulted the literature from many fields and
disciplines, but | also had to consider the practicalities of completing this dissertation within
a certain word and time limit. Two books that have informed my current understanding more
than any others and which for me are key to understand learning and practice, are first,
Wenger’s (1998) ‘Communities of Practice: Learning, Meaning, and Identity’, the most
influential text in the development of the Key Situation Model (Tov et al., 2013, 2016a). In
collaboration with my colleagues Regula Kunz and Eva Tov, the notion of community of
practice (CoP) started taking on an increasingly important role. In fact, as a group we became
a CoP, our collaboration marked by shared learning, in that hermeneutic sense of striving to
understand the parts in relation to the whole and vice versa (Tov et al., 2016a). It continues
to be a participative process in which we continually explore meanings, test different ideas
in practice and based on newly gained understanding, develop the model in an ongoing
iterative process, reflecting the intertwinement of knowing, doing, values and people
(Sandberg and Dall’Alba, 2009). In writing this thesis, | started to conceive this endeavour as
an action research project, and | discuss this further in the methodology chapter. The second

significant book is Markauskaite and Goodyear’s (2017) ‘Epistemic Fluency and Professional
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Education: Innovation, Knowledgeable Action and Actionable Knowledge’, which has given
me a deeper understanding of professional learning and developed my understanding of the

kinds of practices that are concerned with knowledge, namely epistemic practices.

| grappled with a number of issues in writing this thesis. First, my passion for the approach
and my deep engagement with it shaped my perception. Whenever possible, | listened to
the feedback provided by colleagues and supervisors and engaged in self-reflection and
analysis. | hope that the resulting arguments are profound and critical. Second, my mother
tongue is Swiss German and yet when | write or read, high German is the standard language
used. Most of the literature that | read is in English. So, for the original book (Tov et al., 2013)
| had to translate terms and meanings from English into German, which was not
straightforward. In writing this thesis, | partly did the reverse. When referring to key passages

of German writing authors, | translated quotes and indicated this.

The Key Situation Model has found recognition in practice and academia. In the preface to
the book Von Spiegel (Tov et al., 2013, p. 6), a leading German social work academic wrote
that it "has to be seen as a pioneering work" (own translation). The book was reviewed by
Wendt (2015 no pagination) who concluded that

"The arguments in the book are put forward convincingly by Eva Tov, Regula Kunz
and Adi Stampfli. The work produced is a good read and illustrative - but the main
'achievement' in my view lies in the attempt, adjacent to the publication, to build a
network and community of practice, as a space for exchange and systematic
reflection of practice, which establishes and deepens the understanding of the
connection of practice with academia and academia with practice." (own

translation).

The book went into its second edition in 2016 and was adopted by some social work
programmes in Germany and Switzerland as a standard text. The model is used in several

universities as part of qualifying social work programmes in German speaking regions in
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Switzerland, Germany and Luxembourg. My own involvement has always been motivated by
a desire to improve social work and CPD and to this end, have sought to understand CPD

from research and theoretical perspectives; this thesis is as a culmination of this process.

While working on this thesis, | was concurrently engaged as a facilitator in CPD modules both
in Switzerland and in England. | ran a pilot implementation of the model as part of an
Assessed and Supported Year in Employment (ASYE) in adult social care in London. To enable
learners to engage with different reflection models, | developed a module on the MA in
Advanced Social Work: Practice Education, which | convened. The reflective learning
approach of the Key Situation Model has also been adopted for small group discussions as
part of the Practice Supervisor Development programme. Therefore, my thesis is also
informed by my practical engagement in CPD development and delivery and the true value
of this thesis will lie in the implementation of the proposed model to support practice-based

CPD, knowledge co-production and knowledge sharing.

While many ideas presented in this thesis are informed by collaborative learning with my
colleagues (Staempfli et al., 2012, 2014, 2016; Tov et al., 2016a; Tschopp et al., 2016), the
work presented here is my own. In conducting this research, | have developed many ideas
from the original publications in much more depth, leading to my own argument and

contribution to knowledge that is informed by practice-based perspectives.

In the following section | introduce the chapters by offering the reader an overview of the

themes that are discussed.

Overview of chapters
This thesis begins with an in-depth analysis of the literature in Chapters One to Three. In

Chapter One | lay the foundations for the discussion about knowledgeable and ethical

practice. My focus is broadly on social workers as practitioners, professionals and knowledge
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workers. It first outlines current research on professional practices in social work. Much of
the current literature takes a normative stance and seeks to define what social workers ought
to do. There is now work that examines what social workers actually do but this body of work
is focussed on specific practices and | identify a gap in the literature that describes the
practices of the whole profession in England. Second, | consider notions related to ideas of
social work as a profession and discuss ‘professionalisation’, ‘professionalism’ and
‘professionality’ as key concepts. | propose that social work is best understood as a reflexive
or mindful profession. This highlights the central aspect of different forms of knowledge that
need to be woven together to support knowledgeable and ethical practice. Therefore, the
third section of the chapter discusses various categorisations of knowledge. | examine these
in relation to the way knowledge is created by different actors and the function and purpose
of knowledge in relation to practice. This includes a discussion of how knowledge informs
practice in tacit and explicit ways and considers the situatedness of knowledge. Last, |

examine ethical knowledge as a foundation for knowledgeable and ethical practice

In Chapter Two | start addressing the question of how knowledgeable and ethical practice in
social work can be supported at individual and organisational levels. The purpose of this
chapter is to examine current knowledge in relation to individual and organisational
(epistemic) practices. In a first section, examining how social workers make decisions, |
discuss the research and theoretical literature on professional judgements and decision-
making and explore the roles of evidence, tools and emotions. Developing the
argumentation further, | focus on reflexive monitoring, deliberative reasoning and reflection.
The discussion shows that both intuitive and analytical ways of thinking are constituent
aspects of decision-making and | discuss how these ways of knowing are enacted in practice.
The first section concludes with a discussion of notions of situation-based judgements and
this points to the importance of different strategies that can be employed by social workers

to develop knowledgeable and ethical practice. The second section of the chapter is
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concerned with epistemic practices that support knowledgeable practice and knowledge
sharing at an organisational level. Common concepts of evidence-based practice (EBP) and
best practice are discussed as they pertain to how organisations can integrate evidence or
best practice. The discussion then moves on to examining how knowledge can be shared
within and across organisations and notions related to knowledge implementation,
utilisation, exchange, sharing or management. A key message that emerges from this
discussion is that enabling knowledgeable and ethical practice relies on discussion with
others. Therefore, | return to reflection, but this time by examining group models that are
implemented at organisational levels. Lastly, | turn to technological tools to examine their

role in knowledge sharing and co-production.

In Chapter Three, | present the Key Situation in Social Work model. In order to break down
the complexity of the model, | present the different elements along the categories of the
Activity Centred Analysis and Design (ACAD) framework developed by Goodyear and
Carvalho (2016) and Carvalho and Yeoman (2018). The design of any learning intervention
rests on the underpinning pedagogical philosophy. Following an introduction to the ACAD
framework, | examine and expand the underpinning theories of the Key Situation Model that
include practice-based theoretical perspectives on learning and CPD. This chapter offers a
foundation for the in-depth analysis and adaption of the model that is presented in Chapter

Six.

In Chapter Four, | develop the practice-based research framework and discuss the adopted
action research methodology before outlining the methods that led to the description of key
social work situations in England. | discuss the sampling strategies and data collection and
analysis methods and consider the ethical aspects of the research. | examine my own
positionality and issues related to reflexivity and conclude the chapter by considering the

strengths and limitations of the research.
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Chapter Five presents the findings, the key situations in social work in England, including the
tables with agreed and rejected situations. The key situations presented in this thesis offer

an insight into the practices that social workers are engaged in day in and day out.

Chapter Six offers a discussion first of these key situations and the associated areas of
responsibility. It then develops the argumentation in response to the main research question
as to how social workers can be supported to continuously develop knowledgeable and
ethical professional practice. In doing so, | draw on the literature discussed and develop
many of the challenges and issues into an argumentation for situation-based curricula,
learning and knowledge-sharing approaches. Based on my analysis, the Key Situation Model
is adapted, design options are suggested and implications for practice, as well as open

questions for research, are presented.

In the Conclusion of the thesis, | summarise the key points in relation to supporting
knowledgeable and ethical practice and summarise my main and original contributions to

knowledge.
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Chapter 1 - Social workers: Practitioners, professionals and
knowledge workers

Introduction
Social workers experience practice as “uncertain, complex and risk-ridden” where no two

individuals or families they work with are the same and each professional encounter is
unique (Hingley-Jones and Ruch, 2016, p. 242). This requires social workers to be connected
to “subjective, affective and relational knowledge” by drawing on their emotional
intelligence that enables them to ‘be’ with service users (Hingley-Jones and Ruch, 2016, p.
242). This “awareness of uncertainty, complexity, instability, uniqueness and value conflict”
(Schon, 1983, p. 17) and emotionality is not always reflected in professional discourse. Yet
these fundamental assumptions about contemporary social work have a direct impact on

how social workers understand ‘practice’, ‘profession’ and ‘knowledge’.

Croisdale-Appleby (2014, p. 15) suggests that the task for social work education is to “equip
practitioners with the theoretical knowledge and practical capability to do high quality
work”. He concludes that this can be framed by three aspects, namely social workers as
practitioners, professionals and social scientists. These are in the real world not separable
and Croisdale-Appleby points to the “inexorably linked” ways in which knowledge and
practice are related. The notion of social workers as practitioners, professionals and social
scientists offers a useful first orientation to examine the professional challenges social
workers need to manage. However, the assumption that social workers need to have
knowledge and practical capability does not address contemporary social work practice
challenges sufficiently. Because social work is to a large degree dependent not just on the
methodical and relational capabilities but crucially on the ability of professionals to

understand and handle knowledge, | would reframe the traditional idea of social scientist to
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one of knowledge worker who engages in “knowledge-centered practice” (Knorr Cetina,

2005, p. 178; Blackler, 1995).

Therefore, in this chapter | discuss theoretical perspectives related to ‘practice’, ‘profession’
and ‘knowledge’ to define knowledgeable and ethical practice. Examining these concepts
through a practice theory lens is in my view helpful, because it is well aligned to the complex
and nuanced realities of contemporary social work practice and the experiences of social
workers themselves. | start this discussion with a focus on professional practices by
examining social work tasks, roles and responsibilities. | then turn to notions of ‘profession’
and ‘knowledge’ and associated concepts. These considerations allow me to define what
knowledgeable and ethical practice is, which then forms the foundations for the later

discussion on how knowledge and ethical practice can be supported.

What do social workers actually do?
If we want to define what knowledgeable and ethical professional practice is, then we first

need to consider practice itself. This section therefore discusses the literature on social work

practices with a focus on what social workers actually do.

There is “a lack of research” (Statham et al., 2006, p. 2) and “a remarkable absence of
research into how social workers actually practise” (Ferguson, 2013, p. 121). Some scholars
argue that “social work is what social workers do” (Horner, 2018, p. 186; Perriam, 2014, p.
112; Thompson and Thompson, 2000, p. 13). While this is a contested view (Cree, 2013;
Payne, 2006), there seems to be no consensus of “what social work is and what social
workers do” (Moriarty et al., 2015, p. 4; see also Ferguson, 2013). Yet, only through
understanding the “everyday activities” that “constitute what social workers do” can social
work be seen (Saltiel and Lakey, 2019, p. 6). Social work is thus “invisible” and “acutely

private” as the practice situations social workers engage in, often involve only themselves
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and service users (Pithouse, 1998, p. 5, 2019). Social workers are often unable to talk about
these situations and experiences “due to issues of confidentiality” (Leigh et al., 2019, p. 2).
Therefore, only social workers themselves “can appreciate what it means to do social work”

(Pithouse, 1998, p. 5).

Much of the existing literature on social work practice is concerned with roles,
responsibilities and tasks. For example, Moriarty and colleagues’ (2015) scoping literature
review identified several typologies for these roles, responsibilities and tasks, by referring to
broad perspectives, such as therapeutic, transformational or emancipatory. Responsibilities
or tasks are equally broad in their conception and refer to for example, facilitators,
gatekeepers, advocates, care managers, responding to complex need, effective safeguarding
and risk management (Moriarty et al., 2015). More recently, Moriarty, Steils and Manthorpe
(2019, p. 10) in a review of the international literature on hospital social work, identified
multiple roles related to “assessment, discharge planning, and direct work such as
counselling and/or crisis intervention” that are undertaken by social workers. Blewett, Lewis
and Tunstill’s (2007, p. 30) literature review discusses similarly broad notions and makes the
point that it is difficult to separate the concepts of ‘role’ and ‘task’, as “the nature of the role
and the carrying out of the task are inextricably linked” to the wider political, policy,
economic and organisational contexts. Overall, many of the descriptions of roles and tasks
in the literature outline what social workers ought to do, rather than what they actually do.
Such normative statements are expressed in “policy documents, along with professional and
occupational standards, government reports and reviews” that seek to define “what
constitutes ‘good’ and ‘professional’ practice” (Wiles and Vicary, 2019, p. 48). In contrast,
the experience of social workers themselves is quite different. Winter’s (2009, p. 453)
research found that social workers define their tasks as falling under roles such as

“bureaucrats, agents of social control, assessors of need and assessors of risk”.
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Beresford’s (2007, p. 39) literature-informed discussion comes closest to describing actual
practices. He also sought to describe “social work tasks” and defined these as “what social
workers do” and suggested a “range of work approaches and activities”, including “individual
direct work with service users; indirect work with family and friends; work with loved ones
and others identified in roles as ‘informal carers’; group work; community-based and
community development work”. Related to these, he identified a wide range of actual tasks
such as “Offering information, advice and advocacy; Helping people negotiate with other
state agencies, particularly over benefits/financial support, housing and other services;
Providing counselling and other psycho-therapeutic support; Providing practical guidance
and help; Referring service users to other relevant agencies and service providers; Accessing
financial support to service users.” Beresford (2007, p. 35) makes the important point that
the lack of understanding of what social workers actually do has not only implications for the
profession and academia, it also affects the public and service users. In his view, they do not
“have a clear understanding of what social work is and what it does”. He therefore argues
that “social workers need to be much clearer to service users about what they do.” This was
reflected in the final report by the Social Work Task Force (2009, p. 8) who recommended “a
new programme of action on public understanding of social work, creating greater openness

about the profession”.

A different strand of research concerned with how much time social workers in England
spend on specific tasks provides further insight into what these tasks are and how ‘tasks’ are
understood. For example, a distinction is made between administrative and direct contact
tasks, with concerns being raised about the proportion of time social workers spend working
directly with families. In a review of the literature, Baginsky and colleagues (2010) found that
they spend around a quarter of their time on administrative tasks. Time spent on direct face
to face work with service users and administrative tasks has largely remained the same since

the early 1970’s.
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Some studies focus on direct work. For example, Holmes and McDermid (2013, p. 125)
investigated the “activities associated with case work” and divided these into “direct work”
with children and their families and “indirect work”. Specifying the direct work tasks, they
looked to the case management process for children in need and distinguished between
initial contact and referral; initial assessment; ongoing support; close case; core assessment;
planning and review; section 47 inquiry and public law outline. Similarly, Whincup (2017, p.
973) studied what social workers and children do when they are together, exploring first
what constituted direct work. In her interviews with children, she asked about what
“‘happens’ and what ‘kind of things’ they did” and practitioners talked about activities such
as “cooking, walking, going for a drive and going to the cinema”. She noticed a disconnect
between what social workers said they were doing with children and the absence of ‘doings’
in the accounts of children. She developed a typology of direct work that included work “to
build and sustain the relationship between child and professional”, “as part of a process of
assessment” and “as part of intervention” (Whincup, 2017, p. 973). These studies again

describe broad categories that distinguish between direct and indirect work and are

sometimes aligned to case management processes.

A growing field of study is now concerned with looking directly at what happens when social
workers meet with service users. Current research into social work practices mainly engages
in researching practice close-up, for example in ethnographic studies (Ferguson, 2014,
2016b, 2016a, 2018); observations of practice (Forrester et al., 2019); narrative interviews
with social workers (Cook, 2017); or case study designs (Saltiel and Lakey, 2019). While these
studies offer insights into some practices and activities of social workers, they do not offer a
broader view of how social work practice is enacted in situations across fields, sectors and

organisational settings that constitute the whole of social work practice in England.
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In contrast, the work by Kunz and Tov (2009) and Kunz (2015) offers such an overarching
perspective. In their collaborative research with practitioners, they describe 130 professional
key situations that are reflective of the professional fields of Swiss social work and social
pedagogy. Examples of such situations are ‘Conducting a review meeting’, ‘Facilitating,
coaching and supporting group processes’, ‘Safeguarding interests of service users and
carers’, ‘Mediating between service users and third parties’, or ‘Facilitating mediation (Kunz
and Tov, 2009, pp. 2-6). The situation titles are grouped into thematic areas that are
concerned with the social work process and situations in relation to direct and indirect work
with service users. Overall, they entail all typically encountered situations that social workers

need to be able to manage in practice (Kunz, 2015).

In sum, the analysis of the literature in relation to practice has shown that the literature is
dominated by normative descriptions of social work responsibilities, tasks and roles. This
body of work is largely concerned with what social work ought to be or how it should be
done. | also found that a newer strand of research into what social workers actually do has
started to emerge which offers an insight into the actual doings and sayings of social workers.
However, so far it covers a limited area of practice. What is missing is a broader perspective
that sheds light on the practices of social workers in England, one that cuts across fields,
sectors and organisational settings. This gap is addressed through the research presented in
this thesis and | will discuss the relevance of this in relation to knowledgeable and ethical

profession practice later in this chapter.

Profession, professionalisation and professionalism
An understanding of knowledgeable and ethical professional practice draws attention to

concepts related to profession and associated notions of professionalisation and
professionalism. These changing and contested concepts are the focus of this section. | start
with a discussion of critiques of traditional discourses on ‘profession’ and
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‘professionalisation’ that highlights the tensions between these and practice-based views.
This is followed by an examination of ‘professionalism’ that focuses on the powerful interests
that underpin many ideas related to it. Last, this section examines the concepts of reflexive
and mindful professions. These contain key ideas that are relevant to define knowledgeable

and ethical practice from a practice-based perspective.

Profession and professionalisation
Sociologists have attempted to define ‘profession’ as a discrete category of occupational

work that can be distinguished from other occupations (Evetts, 2014). The debate about
whether social work is a “pure profession” (Noordegraaf, 2007) goes back to its very
beginnings (Beddoe, 2013). While some authors argue that social work is just a semi-
profession (Etzioni, 1969, cited in Staub-Bernasconi, 2009) others argue that it is an emerging
and developing profession (Weiss-Gal and Welbourne, 2008). The key criteria that define a
profession in this traditional discourse are whether a professional group can demonstrate
‘expert knowledge’, ‘autonomy’ and, a ‘normative orientation’ (Weiss-Gal and Welbourne,
2008). Gorman and Sandefur (2011, p. 278) suggest that the various definitions can be
summarised as including: “(a) expert knowledge, (b) technical autonomy, (c) a normative

orientation toward the service of others, and (d) high status, income, and other rewards”.

Trying to define professions based on these criteria has proved impossible (Evetts, 2014) due
to several issues. The traditional view with its focus on ‘expert knowledge’ that is produced
in academia and applied in practice (Cnaan and Dichter, 2008), disregards evidence “that a
range of professional innovations and organisational knowledge emerges from professional
practices and problem-focused design activity” (Markauskaite and Goodyear, 2017, p. 57)
and not just from academia. Indeed, as Markauskaite and Goodyear (2017) argue, knowledge
is created in both academia and practice, but its creation and validation entails different
epistemic cultures.
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While autonomy is a core criterion of pure professions, Staub-Bernasconi (2009) argues that
social work is bound by a triple mandate from service users, organisations (representing the
state) and the profession itself. Autonomy is therefore always limited by organisational

structures and mandates under more or less direct influence of policy.

Social work has from its origins been a profession concerned with human rights and social
justice and any definition of professional social work includes references to its ethical code.
It therefore has a clear normative orientation toward the service of others (Staub-
Bernasconi, 2012; Dominelli, 2009). The ethical and human rights perspective is enshrined at
an international level (IFSW and IASSW, 2004, 2012, 2014) and at national level in BASW’s
(2014) ‘Code of Ethics for Social Work’ and the HCPC’s (2012) ‘Standards of Proficiency’.
However, the spread of capitalism and neoliberal policies across the globe has contributed
to an erosion of social work’s central values and commitment to social justice (Howard, 2010)
and of the contract between nation states and its citizens (Parton, 2014). As a consequence,
individualistic perspectives have gained traction and individual failings are seen as the root
cause of social problems, whereas the collective responsibility of the state to all citizens is
fundamentally undermined (Karger and Hernandez, 2004). This is in stark contrast with the
current definition of social work by the International Federation of Social Workers and the
International Association of Schools of Social Work (2014 no pagination), which states that
“principles of social justice, human rights, collective responsibility and respect for diversities

are central to social work.”

The definitional work on profession is closely tied in with professionalisation, as this is the
process that seeks to bring about change within a professional group to achieve the status
of a profession (Evetts, 2014). Ever since Flexner (1915, p. 161) argued that social work is not
"a profession in and by itself", social work has been "eager to upgrade its status to a full-

fledged profession" (Cnaan and Dichter, 2008, p. 279). Professionalisation is the concept that
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captures these endeavours to promote a profession’s self-interests in relation to salary,
status and power and the legal protection of the sphere of influence (Evetts, 2014). Abbott
(1991) argued that professionalisation is a complex and dynamic process that involves the
control of work, development of a discipline and academic institutions and the creation of

professionally dominated workplaces, associations and regulation.

From a critical social work perspective, scholars argue that social work is still a relatively
young and therefore emerging and evolving profession (Parton, 2014; Howard, 2010).
However, rather than being professionalised, it is increasingly being de-professionalised
(Howard, 2010; Ferguson, 2009; Staub-Bernasconi, 2009) as there is a shift “from
professional self-regulation towards a greater interference by the state and also to greater
control by managers, exercised through performance measures of various kinds”

(Markauskaite and Goodyear, 2017, p. 29), a trend which is seen across the professions.

Professionalisation continues to influence the analysis of developing and emerging
occupations, such as social care work, social work and social pedagogy in Europe and
influences the standardisation of “education, training and qualification for practice” (Evetts,
2014, p. 34). So, while social work is still evolving and trying to establish itself as a profession,

it is faced with a simultaneous erosion (Staub-Bernasconi, 2009).

In sum, given these tensions related to knowledge, autonomy and ethics in social work and
other professions, it is no surprise that this discourse has not brought about a clear definition
of profession and failed to define the distinguishing characteristics of professions compared
to occupations (Evetts, 2014). Attempts to define social work as a pure profession and
thereby improve its “standing and power” (Beddoe, 2013, p. 48) and secure its status (Staub-
Bernasconi, 2009) have been met by a number of critiques. Such a definition relies on a
professions’ expert knowledge (research and theory) produced by academia and applied in
practice, but this leads to the devaluation of service users’ and social workers’ expertise. In
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addition, the recognition of the limited autonomy of social workers has led to the conclusion
that the conceptualisation of social work as a pure profession is not compatible with the
realities and values of social work. Furthermore, by the 1990s, due to societal and
technological changes, the context of professions had radically changed and traditional
theoretical frameworks for the definition of professions were further called into question
(Evetts, 2014). While there are notable differences between Anglo-American and European
discourses, the focus of scholars on the whole has moved to the concept of professionalism

(Evetts, 2014).

Professionalism and professionality
Scholarly work concerned with the concept of professionalism developed in three phases:

first, in an early phase, professionalism was defined “as an occupational or normative value”.
In a second phase, professionalism was critiqued as an ideology to promote the interests of
professionals themselves (similar to professionalisation). A third phase led to a reappraisal
of professionalism that combined the previous two phases, defining professionalism as a
discourse that is used by managers and organisations to influence the way the service sector
work is organised, by arguing that the interests of service users and practitioners can be
combined (Evetts, 2014, p. 34). | focus my discussion on this third phase as it seems most

relevant to current social work practice in England.

Evetts (2014) argues that professionalism is used as a marketing and advertising tool to
attract new entrants and to motivate workers in organisations. The notion of professionalism
entered the management literature, training materials and professional regulation. It
appeals to both practitioners and managers as it is tied in with the development and
maintenance of their work identities, career planning and sense of self. Professionalism is

|”

therefore “a powerful instrument of occupational change and social control” and is also a
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form of self-control linked to self-motivation and at times self-exploitation (Evetts, 2014, p.

34).

Evetts’ synthesis of previous research on professionalism highlights that the appeal to
professionalism is “a disciplinary mechanism”, to “inculcate ‘appropriate’ work identities,
conducts and practices” (Evetts, 2014, p. 40). Two such mechanisms, one ‘from within’ and
one ‘from above’ can be identified. For social work, as with other public service occupations,
professionalism is imposed ‘from above’ by employers. The link of professionalism with
notions of “dedicated service and autonomous decision making” is what makes it an
attractive concept. However, when professionalism is imposed from above, “autonomy and
occupational control ... are seldom included” and it is rather used “to promote and facilitate
occupational change (rationalization) and as a disciplinary mechanism” (Evetts, 2014, p. 41).
Nevertheless, this discourse is seen by practitioners themselves as a way to improve their
own status and rewards. As such it:

“is a powerful ideology and the idea of becoming and being a ‘professional worker’
has appealed to many new and existing occupational groups particularly during the
second half of the twentieth century (e.g. social work and social care occupations

throughout Europe and North America).” (Evetts, 2014, p. 41)

Although like professionalisation, it promises “exclusive ownership of an area of expertise,
increased status and salary, autonomy and discretion in work practices and the occupational
control of the work” (Evetts, 2014, p. 42), the realities of such an imposed professionalism
are in stark contrast with the aspirations as it leads to:

“(i) the substitution of organizational for professional values; (ii) bureaucratic,
hierarchical and managerial controls rather than collegial relations; (iii) managerial
and organizational objectives rather than client trust and autonomy based on
competencies and expertise; (iv) budgetary restrictions and financial
rationalizations; (v) the standardization of work practices rather than discretion;
and (vi) performance targets, accountability and sometimes increased political

control.” (Evetts, 2014, p. 42)
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Rather than achieving control over their work, practitioners face control by managers and
supervisors and organisational objectives dictate their work through targets and
performance indicators, thereby limiting autonomy and professional decision-making based
on ethics (Evetts, 2014, p. 41). This represents a shift from occupational professionalism to
organisational forms of professionalism (Evetts, 2014, p. 47). Evetts (2014) therefore

concludes that professionalism is a myth.

The notions of imposed and organisational professionalism are further explored by Evans
(2008). Her focus on the idea of professionality as a key concept helps to understand
individual practitioners’ agency. Evans’ (2008) work points to the importance of the lived
experience of professionals themselves and proposes a professional-within-professional-
environment perspective. She defines professionality as

“an ideologically-, attitudinally-, intellectually-, and epistemologically-based stance
on the part of an individual, in relation to the practice of the profession to which
s/he belongs, and which influences her/his professional practice” (Evans, 2002, in
Evans, 2008, p. 8)

These individual professionality orientations shape a collective professionalism, which in

turn stimulate or provoke “responses in individuals that determine their professionality

orientations” (Evans, 2008, p. 10).

This socio-cultural and practice-based perspective of professions points to some inherent
problems in trying to define a profession. By accepting that there is a range of professionality
orientations within any profession, the assumptions about homogeneity, commonality and
consensus in relation to any definition of professionalism as a collective is undermined
(Evans, 2008). In fact, she argues that definitions of professionalism are “bound to dissipate

into impracticable rhetoric” (Evans, 2008, p. 11).
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In Evans’ view therefore, we need to distinguish between what is demanded, requested or
prescribed and enacted. If professionalism is, as she points out, akin to a service level
agreement, then the agreement is only enacted if both sides agree and behave in accordance
with that agreement. Therefore, if policy makers want to shape a profession by imposing
their view of professionalism on an occupational group, they must consider both the
influence and understanding of that group’s professional culture as represented by the range
of professionality represented within the profession (Evans, 2008). While the demanded and
prescribed notions of professionalism may be powerful, the only one that reflects practice is
the enacted one and “it remains the only meaningful conception of professionalism; any
others represent insubstantiality ranging from articulated ideology to wishful thinking”

(Evans, 2008, p. 12). Evans (2008, p. 13) thus defines professionalism as:

“professionality-influenced practice that is consistent with commonly-held
consensual delineations of a specific profession ... that both contributes to and
reflects perceptions of the profession’s purpose and status and the specific nature,
range and levels of service provided by, and expertise prevalent within, the
profession, as well as the general ethical code underpinning this practice.”
In sum, Evett’s (2014) analysis leads to the conclusion that any notion of professionalism is a
myth and that in fact, what can be observed is a shift from autonomous practitioners to
organisational control and limitation of ethical decision-making. Evans (2008) on the other
hand highlighted the power of professionals that is mediated through their own
understanding of what it means to be a professional. This perspective seems relevant to the
on-going discussion in social work in England, where different stakeholders propagate
different ideas about how social work should be done. Many come from central government
as requested or prescribed standards (such as the Knowledge and Skills Statements) or policy

directives linked to political ideology as to how social services should be provided (Jones,

2015), from academics (research evidence and theoretical work) and from organisations
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(procedural requirements or innovative ways of working). Ultimately, individuals’ own
professionality, in combination with professional cultures, mediate the degree to which
these are enacted in practice through the integration in the personal professionality and
professional culture. Therefore, “a required or demanded new professionalism is not the

same as an enacted new professionalism” (Evans, 2008, p. 14).

A Reflexive and mindful profession
A different perspective comes from scholars who suggest conceptualising professions as

situated (Noordegraaf, 2007) or hybrid (Gredig, 2011). These are rooted in practice-based
perspectives and draw on what Schon (1983, p. 49) calls a “new epistemology of practice”
that entails “artistic, intuitive processes which some practitioners do bring to situations of
uncertainty, instability, uniqueness and value conflict”. Current research on professional and
expert work centres “on processes and the social actors who move them forward” (Gorman
and Sandefur, 2011, p. 291). This represents a shift of focus onto the processes involved in
being professional that accepts that a profession is “not a fixed, objective matter” but rather
“is constructed and given meaning by the stakeholders who are part of it or interact with it”

(Beddoe, 2013, p. 46).

In this discourse, questions such as “how professionals and experts use knowledge in their
work” has re-emerged (Gorman and Sandefur, 2011, p. 282) and led to a focus on the way
that knowledge is created, shared and enacted in professional work (Knorr Cetina, 2005).
The four domains of knowledge, autonomy, ethics and status, which form the basis of
traditional definitions, are still being addressed but this time with a focus on the nature of
different forms of knowledge and on processes (Gorman and Sandefur, 2011). The distinction
between pure, abstract, formal knowledge and practice-based tacit and experiential
knowledge is still made, but rather than devaluing the “importance of a profession’s
knowledge base”, it is given recognition (Eraut, 1994, p. 14).
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In the German sociological discourse of professions, this discourse is summed up under the
term of reflexive professionalism (Dewe and Otto, 2012). Reflexive professionalism
promotes the inclusion of reflexive knowledge, particularly service users’ experience and this
is seen as a prerequisite for effective practice and quality in social work. At the heart of
professional action lies not scholarly knowledge per se but the capability to discursively
interpret the lived experience and challenges of service users in combination with other
knowledge, with the aim of opening perspectives and justifying decisions under conditions
of uncertainty (Dewe and Otto, 2012). Social work as a reflexive profession is defined by the
quality of social work practice that is evident in the participation of service users and carers,
the increased courses of action available and social justice and equality achieved. This shift
away from the traditional categories of expert knowledge, technical autonomy and status
brings attention to actual practice (Dewe and Otto, 2012). Central to reflexive
professionalism is a reflexive capability to discursively deliberate specific situations by
reconstructing the social causes so as to enable service users to make informed decisions
about their own lives and to increase their participation. This requires an ability to interpret
and understand rather than apply, and therefore contests the traditional conception of

expert knowledge (Dewe and Otto, 2012).

Lorenz (2008, p. 8) suggests that from a European perspective, an emergent notion of
professionalism lies in this dual commitment “towards universal criteria of accountable,
theory based, and evidence-tested practice” and at the same time “towards the subjectively
articulated needs of the service users”. In the UK, a similar approach has been advocated by
Ferguson (2003, p. 1009) who argues for a “critical best practice perspective”, which in his
view

“involves a reflexive method which combines the analytical means to enable the

identification of the best critical practice that is going on, and the basis for
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advancing particular effective ways of working which emerge out of the analysis”.

(Ferguson, 2003, p. 1021)

Markauskaite and Goodyear (2017, pp. 48—49) refer to a “’‘mindful professional’ — someone
able to fuse theoretical knowledge with a common-sense grasp of the situation, formal rules
with creativity, standards with improvisation and reason with intuition.” This requires a
relational expertise that “involves both purposeful inter-professional activity and ‘weaving’
clients’ private knowledge into professional decisions” (Markauskaite and Goodyear, 2017,
p. 60). In addition to the ability to integrate generalised knowledge with specific and often
dynamic and complex practice situations, contemporary professionals also need to be able
to provide evidence-informed arguments to defend their assessments and decisions

(Markauskaite and Goodyear, 2017).

Summing up, these notions of a reflexive and mindful profession are well aligned with a
practice-based perspective of social work. The reflexive capability for discursive deliberation
to interpret and understand specific situations in connection with general knowledge points
to the role of epistemic practices. In other words, these definitions focus on how
professionals deal with knowledge and engage in knowledge-related activities in practice
(Knorr Cetina, 2005). Epistemic practices in such a view of the profession need to focus on
the lifeworld of service users and on enabling their participation in the co-production of

understanding and solutions to their challenges, by merging different perspectives.

Conclusion
From the discussion of concepts related to profession, we can see that attempts to

professionalise and define social work as a pure profession have failed. The reality of
professional social work practice is always mediated by organisational and socio-political

contexts as well as service users’ and social workers’ expertise. This leads to a first conclusion
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that social work practice cannot be defined as a rational-technical activity and therefore

endeavours to standardise professional practice are highly problematic.

The discourse on professionalism and professionality has further shown that there are
tensions between aspirations of occupational groups and definitions of professionalism that
are imposed from above. This is particularly important in the context of an erosion of social
work’s autonomy and ethical base due to neoliberal policies that are also associated with
managerialism. However, this discussion has also shown some of the opportunities that are
related to influencing occupational change (Evetts, 2014; Evans, 2008). Evetts’ (2014)
analysis of imposed organisational professionalism perhaps holds a clue as to how social
work as a profession can counter-balance some of the current developments. Rather than
accepting the substitution of professional values by bureaucratic controls, organisational
objectives and standardisation of work practices, | conclude that it is important for social
work to make professional values a core element of its analysis, foster collegial relations,
focus on relationship-based practice to foster trust and stand up to attempts to further
standardise work practices. Furthermore, professionalism, as the analysis by Evans (2008)
has shown, is a social construct, which is influenced by both professional culture and
individuals’ professionality orientations. It is negotiated in the context of different mandates.
This leads me to a further conclusion that if we want to support professional development
of social workers, then it is important to note that this cannot easily be prescribed or
requested. Any endeavour to develop individuals’ professionality needs to be aligned to
professionals’ view or it will not be enacted. Influencing professionalism requires close
engagement with professionals and this may open opportunities to supporting the
development of individual professionals’ identity (e.g. their professionality orientation),

which in turn can impact on the whole profession.
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Notions of reflexive and mindful professions highlight the centrality of reflexive capability
and discursive deliberation to weave together specific, experiential and general knowledge
(Markauskaite and Goodyear, 2017; Moch, 2006; Dewe et al.,, 1987). | take from this
discussion that a key to knowledgeable and ethical practice is the art of merging theoretical
and research knowledge with experiential and everyday knowledge, including service users’
own expertise, while paying regard to professional values and ethical codes to enhance

situational action in professional practice.

The discussion has also shown that knowledge is a central aspect of understanding
professional practice. Indeed, Markauskaite and Goodyear (2017, p. 76) argue that
“expertise needs to be understood in terms of a relationship between professional work and
professional knowledge”. Similarly, Evetts (2014) argues that professional work is essentially
knowledge-based work in the service sector that involves expertise and experience (Evetts,
2014). It is therefore important to consider knowledge as an essential ingredient in
professional work. However, so far, | have focussed on broad distinctions between general
scholarly and specific practice knowledge. In order to better understand how professionals
can integrate knowledge, values and practice, | therefore develop this understanding further
in the next section. The aim of this is to arrive at a better understanding of what types of

knowledge social workers need to integrate®.

Knowledge for and from practice
Definitions of ‘knowledge’ and concepts of how it relates to practice are complex and

contested in the literature. | reviewed a range of knowledge taxonomies, which are either

L1t is however not a discussion of a curriculum in the sense of topics and theories, which social
workers need to acquire in relation to an understanding of the conditions of service users and carers
within their environment (for example attachment theory, gender theory) or of possible
interventions (such as motivational interviewing or evidence in relation to it) but is concerned with
the very nature of knowledge.
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widely cited in the literature, are of specific relevance to social work or further the practice-
based perspective on knowledge. From a practice-based perspective, | foreground the socio-
cultural embeddedness of knowledge in space and time and consider knowledge in a holistic,
rather than a fragmented way, thus challenging the dominance of codified academic
knowledge (Eraut, 2012). In analysing the literature, | have come to understand the different

perspectives on knowledge through five dimensions (see Figure 1).

In the literature, knowledge is discussed in relation to its function for and in practice, and
much of the literature is about the different ways in which knowledge is created by different
actors, with a focus on diverse sources. A central dimension of the debate centres on

whether and how knowledge can be transformed. This is particularly relevant in
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Figure 1 Five knowledge dimensions

relation to actors’ (un)consciousness of their knowledge and how different forms influence
practice. Transformation of knowledge by people, groups or communities anchors it in
different locations and discussions about the situatedness of knowledge considers the

different ways knowledge is situated. Lastly, ethical knowledge is an encompassing
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dimension that is central to both knowledge creation and its integration and is central to any

definition of social work. | discuss these five dimensions in the following sections.

Sources of knowledge
Knowledge can be categorised by the way it is created. Alavi and Leidner (2001), for example,

differentiate between individually and socially created knowledge. Similarly, Pawson et al.
(2003) differentiate between knowledge created by organisations, practitioners, the policy
community, researchers and by users and carers. Avby et al. (2017) in their study of the role
of different forms of knowledge in social workers’ decision-making, distinguished between
different knowledge sources and associated knowledge forms (research-based, practice-

based and ordinary knowledge), as the following figure shows:

Knowledge form| Knowledge source

Research

Research-based knowledge t .
Professional literature

Legislation

Local policies
Web-based tools

Case documentation
Practice-based knowledge | Courses and conferences
Parents

Children

Other professionals
Colleagues

Unit manager

Experience

Basic education
Common sense
Personal beliefs
Wisdom

Ordinary knowledge

Figure 2 Knowledge forms and knowledge sources in investigation work (Avby et al., 2017,
p. 54)

Differentiating these further, | refer to Carson (2004) who suggests nine different knowledge
categories that arise from different modes of production that are associated with certain

sources (see Figure 3).
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Domain of

Nature of Knowledge

Mode of Production

knowledge.

Knowledge
Obtained through
Empirical Knowledge about the physical world. observation of the world,
codified through symbols.
Knowledge about the relationship between different
Rational parts, abstract, relational and quantitative, both content |Created through analytical
and process and organising schemata for perception and |thinking
concept formation.
Aspects of knowledge built into patterns and coherent |Assembeled or constructed
Conceptual ensembles, often integrating more than one domain of |by human thought through

combination of knowledge

Conventional

Socially learned conventions, not dependent on logic or
empirical observation for their validity, arbitrary
association.

Created through
imagination and agreed
upon culturally

Cognitive Process

Mental routines, heuristics or algorithms used in
particular situations (e.g. problem solving or decision
making), although specific to particular contexts and

Learnt processes in

guidance in various ways, based on faith and functions
as an orienting principle and guide to life.

Skills . particular situations
purposes may potentially be transferable across
different knowledge domains.
Knowledge concerned with the body and physical skills |Created and learntin
Psychomotor . . R
and routines. physical activities
Intuitive knowledge in relation to the emotional and Experienced and
Affective aesthetic dimensions of experience, makes experience |memorised inconnection
intelligible, memorable, and meaningful. with situations
Knowledge of the human condition, inter-connects Created narratives that are
Narrative mind, body and history and integrates thisintoa deeply rooted in
coherent and meaningful life story. experience
Knowledge related to the spiritual side of experience . .
. . . Claimed to be received
. and life, cultural claims about higher powers and . .
Received divine wisdom and

guidance in various ways

Figure 3 Carson’s (2004, pp. 68—73) Taxonomy of Knowledge Types (author’s table)
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Carson (2004, pp. 68—73) argues that empirical knowledge is obtained through observation
of the world. Rational knowledge is created through analytical thinking and is concerned with
the “proportional relationship between the parts of something” (Carson, 2004, p. 69). This
type of knowledge is abstract, relational, and quantitative and represents both content and
process. Once acquired, it becomes an organising schema for perception and concept
formation. Conceptual knowledge represents assembled aspects of knowledge built into
patterns and concepts. He points out that its individual parts often come from more than
one domain of knowledge. These knowledge forms are associated with scientific methods of
knowledge production that are linked with research and theorising and their source is thus
by and large, the academy. The other forms of knowledge arise broadly from (cultural)
practices. Their source is thus tightly linked to specific mental, emotional and bodily

activities.

Conventional knowledge is created through imagination and agreed upon culturally. It refers
to socially learned conventions that “do not depend upon logic or empirical observation for
their validity” and link things by an “arbitrary association ... that are not otherwise naturally
linked” (Carson, 2004, p. 69). Conventional knowledge thus arises out of human practices.
Similarly, the subsequent knowledge domains are closely linked to human every-day actions.
Cognitive Process Skills are learned processes such as mental routines, heuristics or
algorithms that are used in particular situations such as problem solving or decision making.
They are strategies for how to think and are specific to contexts and purposes. It is a
procedural and dynamic type of knowledge, which can potentially be “transferable across

different content areas or knowledge domains” (Carson, 2004, p. 71).

Psychomotor knowledge is concerned with the body and physical skills and routines and is
created in physical activities. Affective knowledge is an intuitive form of knowledge and
relates to emotional and aesthetic dimensions. It is crucial in making experience intelligible,

memorable, and meaningful. Narrative knowledge is linked to the human experience and
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our reactions to life in the inter-connectedness of mind, body and history and integrates this
into a life story. The narrative enables us to “see integration, coherence, and meaning in
what would otherwise be constant waves of disjointed experience” (Carson, 2004, p. 72).
Narrative knowledge is thus deeply experiential in nature. Lastly, Carson refers to Received
Knowledge, the “spiritual side of human experience and life”, which relates to different

» u

peoples’ and cultures’ “claim to have received divine wisdom and guidance in various ways”
(Carson, 2004, p. 73). This knowledge is understood in different ways depending on the

socio-cultural contexts and spirituality is based on faith, which functions as an orienting

principle and guide to life (Carson, 2004).

In social work, the notion of holistic is important. Holistic means that rather than fragmenting
the human experience into components, we are reminded to think of people as a whole
person with a “body (genetic, physical and biological) and mind (knowledge, skills, attitudes,
values, emotions, beliefs and senses)” (Jarvis, 2009, p. 25). Carson’s (2004) taxonomy
combines different forms of knowledge not commonly considered but relevant to a holistic
understanding of humans and therefore seems relevant to a discussion of knowledge in
social work. In line with such a holistic understanding, he comments that the point of this
taxonomy is to distinguish various types of knowledge based on their origin in which the
subtle ontological and epistemological distinctions are preserved, without prioritising one

form over another.

In sum, knowledge is created by various individual, organisational, community actors.
Knowledge creation does not just stem from researchers and theorists but includes
practitioners and service users and carers. The different knowledge forms have different
qualities and social workers need to be aware of these subtle differences. Highlighting these
differences leads to the question of how these interact with practice. This is the focus of the

next section.

50



Function and purpose of knowledge
Considering the function and purpose of knowledge in relation to practice raises questions

about the ways in which knowledge shapes individual and collective perception,
understanding and actions to the fore. A classic understanding of this relationship
differentiates between ‘knowing that’ and ‘knowing how’. Ryle argued that there is a
distinction “between knowing that something is the case and knowing how to do things”

(Ryle, 1945, p. 4).

‘Know-how’ is learned through practice and guided through “criticism and example” (Ryle,
1949, p. 41). This understanding is taken up by Schon (1983) who coined the term “knowing-
in-action” as the “characteristic mode of practical knowledge” (Schon, 1983, p. 54). Other
authors call this procedural knowledge (Kaiser, 2005b; Krathwohl, 2002; Alavi and Leidner,
2001); Krathwohl (2002) further differentiates between knowledge of subject-specific skills
and algorithms; of subject-specific techniques and methods and of criteria for determining
when to use appropriate procedures. For Kaiser (2005b), procedural knowledge is about
cognitive routines, ‘when-then’ rules, which are established over time. Alavi and Leidner
(2001) distinguish between procedural (‘know-how’) and conditional (‘know-when’)
knowledge, whereas for Krathwohl (2002) and Kaiser (2005b) ‘know-when’ is part of

procedural knowledge.

‘Know-that’ on the other hand, is concerned with generalised rules, reasons or principles
(Ryle, 1949). The terms associated with this type of codified knowledge are declarative,
theoretical, propositional, formal or conceptual and are more often used interchangeably
(Markauskaite and Goodyear, 2017). Alavi and Leidner (2001) refer to declarative or
propositional knowledge and call this type of knowledge ‘know-about’. Kaiser (2005b) posits
that declarative knowledge is made up of models, theories and procedures, which are
represented in symbols and expressed in language. Krathwohl (2002) differentiates between

factual knowledge and conceptual knowledge. Conceptual knowledge in his view provides a
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categorisation of generalisable knowledge in the form of theories and concepts, whereas
factual knowledge forms the basis for both conceptual and procedural knowledge.
Furthermore, Alavi and Leidner (2001) suggest that causal knowledge or ‘know-why’ is a
specific form of declarative knowledge which has an explanatory purpose. Markauskaite and
Goodyear (2017) posit that propositional, structural and explanatory knowledge represent

an “understanding of the principles underlying a phenomenon”.

Overall, there is much agreement about the underlying conceptions of ‘know-that’ and
‘know-how’ between these different authors. In addition to these basic categories of
knowledge, further categories are discussed. Alavi and Leidner (2001, p. 112) propose
relational (‘know-with’) and pragmatic knowledge, defining the latter as “types of knowledge
that are useful to organisations”. Krathwohl (2002) points to metacognitive knowledge,
which includes both strategic and self-knowledge. Self-knowledge is concerned with
cognitive tasks, including appropriate contextual and conditional knowledge. Lastly, Kaiser
(2005b) suggests sensorimotor and situational knowledge. Sensorimotor knowledge enables
the tacit micro-regulation of the body and is created through feedback processes which
enable movement through space and time. Situational knowledge is made up of experiences

and is organised in a network of memorised situations.

By synthesising categories by Bereiter (2002) and Eraut (1994, 2009a, 2010, 2013),
Markauskaite and Goodyear (2017, p. 91) provide an overview of all these knowledge forms
and arrange them in an epistemic map. They propose the categories of propositional (‘know-
That’), structural (‘know-How’), explanatory (‘know-Why’), procedural (‘know-how’),
regulative (‘know-for’), experiential (‘know -what’) and contextual (‘know-when’)
knowledge. ‘Knowing That’, ‘Knowing How’ and ‘Knowing Why’ are declarative forms of
knowledge. In other words, this knowledge is codified and denotes understanding of the

principles that underlie a phenomenon. ‘Knowing-how’ and ‘knowing-for’ are procedural and
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meta-procedural forms that tell us something about how things should be done and how the
doing is monitored and adjusted. Lastly, ‘knowing-what’ and ‘knowing-when’ are relational
types of knowledge that are personalised aspects of knowledgeability and relate to previous
experience and feelings (‘knowing-what’) and to reading the context in which actions take
place (‘knowing-when’). Markauskaite and Goodyear (2017) further differentiate between
conceptual, problem-solving, social, material, somatic and ethical knowledge as dimensions

of all these different categories.

This section started with asking how knowledge shapes individual and collective perception,
understanding and actions. While the outlined categories above tell us what function these
different types of knowledge serve, it is not sufficient for professionals to be aware of these
— although this is an important aspect — but they crucially need to develop their conceptual
understanding and problem solving by relating the different kinds of knowledge to concrete
actions in the real material world in explicit ways to make it actionable (Markauskaite and
Goodyear, 2017, p. 97). The categories proposed by Markauskaite and Goodyear (2017)
capture the different dimensions and types of knowledge well and offer a good starting point

for thinking about the relationship between knowing and doing.

While the propositional knowledge forms discussed above are per definition codified and
thus explicit, relational kinds of knowing are more personal and experiential. This opens the
question as to how far an actor is aware and conscious of different knowledge forms, a point

addressed in the next section.

Level of (un)consciousness of knowledge
Diverse types of knowledge differ in terms of how far an actor is aware of them, thereby

affecting their ability to talk about their knowledge. For example, when knowledge is

acquired or developed in connection with practice, it can transform into practice wisdom,
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which is aligned to intuition and the “routine application of knowledge” (Nutley et al., 2004,
p. 9). This intuitive knowledge is crucial as it allows practitioners to perceive and react quickly
to situations they encounter (Eraut, 2012) and is involved in professional decision-making
and expertise (see Chapter 2). The purpose of this section is to examine how far different
knowledge types are consciously accessible to actors. It is therefore important to develop a
nuanced understanding that rejects a hindering dichotomous tacit-explicit knowledge
classification and accepts that awareness of one’s knowledge lies on a continuum (Alavi and

Leidner, 2001).

In social work we encounter general and specific forms of knowledge, but a distinction
between them cannot be reduced to a simple equation that sees practice knowledge as
specific and tacit and scholarly knowledge as general and explicit. There is no simple
distinction between ‘know-that’ and ‘know-how’ in terms of the level of consciousness (Ryle,
1949). Ryle argues that ‘knowing-how’ in practice can take the form of “overt or covert” or
it can “be amalgamation of the two” (Ryle, 1949, p. 46). He also posits that knowing-how “is
not a sort of knowing-that, so it is neither an intuitive nor a discursive sort of knowing-that.”
(Ryle, 1945, p. 12). Thus, ‘knowing-how’ and ‘knowing-that’ run parallel to each other and
complement each other, and neither is subsumed under the other nor does one come before
the other. Polanyi emphasised the “tacit nature of all our knowledge” (Polanyi, 1958, p. 95)
and concluded that “we can know more than we can tell” (Polanyi, 1966, p. 4). Duguid (2005)
points out that Polanyi argued that “no amount of explicit knowledge provides you with the
implicit”, just as Ryle had earlier stated that knowing-that does not lead to knowing-how. In
his view, both Ryle and Polanyi therefore saw the two aspects of knowing as complementing
each other by “knowing how helping to make knowing that actionable” (Duguid, 2005, p.
111). Similarly, Eraut (2012) in discussing cultural knowledge stated that it can in part be
codified, mainly in written texts as codified academic knowledge (research and publications)

and as organisational knowledge (organisational information, records, correspondence,
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manuals, plans and other documents). On the other hand, cultural knowledge in its
uncodified form plays an important part in work-based practices. Personal knowledge can
also be codified through writings that document “personalised versions of public codified
knowledge” and “everyday knowledge of people and situations, know-how in the form of
skills and practices, memories of episodes and events, self-knowledge, attitudes and
emotions” (Eraut, 2012, p. 76). The above writers share a focus on the gaps and links
between knowing and doing, and to examine this in more depth, it is useful to further

differentiate various forms of tacit knowledge and ways of knowing.

Alavi and Leidner (2001) distinguish between cognitive tacit (mental models) and technical
tacit (specific tasks) knowledge. Kaiser (2005b) argues that procedural, situational and
sensorimotor knowledge are tacit forms of knowing. In his view, procedural and
sensorimotor knowledge cannot become conscious, because a person cannot readily
become aware of it, despite obviously possessing it. Every attempt to externalise this
knowledge leads to its transformation into declarative knowledge. Situational knowledge, on
the other hand, can become conscious but can influence decision-making, even if the person
is not aware of it. Declarative knowledge, however, is per definition conscious but its content
can only become effective if applied deliberately, thereby transformed into procedural or

situational knowledge (Kaiser, 2005b).

As tacit knowledge is “acquired informally through participation” (Eraut, 2012, p. 76) in local
practices, it is “deeply rooted in action, commitment, and involvement in a specific context”
and is more difficult to “formalize and communicate” (see also Wenger, 1998; Nonaka, 1994,
p. 16). It thus often remains hidden as it is taken for granted and individuals are unaware of

how it shapes perception, understanding and action (Eraut, 2012).

These arguments point to the importance of context in relation to tacit knowledge. Giddens
(1993, p. 113), referring to Polanyi’s notion of tacit knowledge, in his early work coined the

55



term “mutual knowledge”. Mutual knowledge is social in nature and it forms the basis for
interaction:

“Mutual knowledge is ‘background knowledge’ in the sense that it is taken for
granted, and mostly remains unarticulated; on the other hand, it is not part of the
‘background’ in the sense that it is constantly actualised, displayed, and modified
by members of society in the course of their interaction.” (Giddens, 1993, p. 113)
He elaborated on this in his structuration theory, suggesting that mutual knowledge “is not
directly accessible to the consciousness of actors” and is “practical in character” (Giddens,
1984, p. 4). Mutual knowledge is akin to “rules of social life” and as such are “techniques or
generalizable procedures” (Giddens, 1984, p. 21). He distinguished three levels of
consciousness: “unconscious motives/cognition”, “practical consciousness” and “discursive
consciousness” (Giddens, 1984, p. 7). For Giddens, practice is neither guided primarily by
theoretical knowledge, nor solely by individual intentions (unconscious motives/cognition),
but by application of implicit rules in practical consciousness. Awareness of social rules,
expressed in practical consciousness, constitutes the core of “knowledgeability” of human
agents but the “vast bulk of such knowledge is practical rather than theoretical in character”
(Giddens, 1984, pp. 21-22). According to Giddens, reflexive agents have a capacity to
rationalise or give reason to their actions through discursive consciousness: “To be a human
being is to be a purposive agent, who both has reasons for his or her activities and is able ...
to elaborate discursively upon those reasons” (Giddens, 1984, p. 3). Discursive knowledge is
consciously immediately available to actors and is generally of a propositional form. Giddens’
(1984, 1993) view is that unconscious motives are not accessible to humans but an

awareness of practical consciousness can be generated discursively. Therefore, for him tacit

and discursive are the two ends of a continuum.

The contribution of Ryle and Polanyi to the debate on knowledge is a critique of the positivist

tradition, in which they argued that knowledge and knowing are only to some degree

56



accessible to the human mind, as much of it is tacit. Giddens extends this understanding by
pointing to the social nature of the tacit as mutual knowledge and Eraut (2012) points out
the importance of both cultural and personal knowledge, both of which have tacit and
explicit dimensions. This links to Schon’s (1983, 1987) work which refers to knowing in action
and reflection in action:

“Knowing in action is tacit, spontaneously delivered without conscious

deliberation; and it works, yielding intended outcomes so long as the situation falls

within the boundaries of what we have learned to treat as normal.” (Schon, 1987,

p. 28)
In his critique of Schon, Eraut (2012, p. 9) suggests — like Giddens — that reflection in action
occurs in two different modes of cognition. Instant/reflex processing in routinised behaviour
that is at most, semi-conscious, and rapid/intuitive processing that is characterised by rapid
decision-making in stop and think breaks in semi-routinised activities. The latter is dependent
on previous knowledge and experience and typically “involves recognition of situations by
comparison with similar situations previously encountered; then responding to them with
already learned procedures” (Eraut, 2012, p. 83). This understanding points to intuitive

actions in known situations, which are based on prior experience and knowledge (see

Chapter 2).

In summary, the important aspect of these dimensions in relation to knowledgeable and
ethical practice is that many aspects of knowledge are not accessible to the conscious mind,
as they are embedded in action (‘know-how’, practical consciousness, motives); these
implicit aspects of knowledge are related to the social world in which we live. Crucially, both
unconscious and conscious ways of knowing steer actions. While some forms of this
knowledge may remain hidden, due to its unconscious nature (motives), other forms
(practical consciousness) may come to the awareness of practitioners in discursive

consciousness. Therefore, if we want to support social workers’ reflexive capability to weave
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together knowing and doing, we need to support them to transform their practical
consciousness into a discursive one through deliberative cognition in discursive elaboration.
At the same time, we need to be aware that not all tacit knowledge can be transformed. The
exploration of different levels of consciousness pointed to the importance of contexts and |

explore this further in the next section.

Situatedness of knowledge
The idea that knowledge is something discrete and objective, that is out there waiting to be

discovered, learned and applied to practice, underpins traditional Western thinking and is
prevalent in both professional education and practice. Another perspective by contrast views

knowledge as highly contextual and situated.

The term ‘situated action’ was coined by Suchman (1987). She argued that everyday thinking,
knowing and learning is always situated in action and cannot be fully planned, due to the
uncertainty of situations. Her work influenced the understanding of human knowledge
immensely and has led to a focus on the location of knowledge, discussed under the term of
situated knowledge. This perspective has shaped feminist (Haraway, 1988), anthropological
(Lave and Wenger, 1991), educational (Kaiser, 2005a, 2005b) and socio-constructivist
perspectives. Haraway (1988, p. 583) in her work on ‘situated knowledges’ critiques the
“western cultural narratives about objectivity” with its mind — body split and suggests a
feminist objectivity that is “about limited location and situated knowledge” and the
embodied nature of knowledge. This view is supported from a psychological perspective:
Tennant (2006, p. 74) for example, states that it “makes no sense to talk of knowledge that

I"

is decontextualized, abstract or general.” Law (2000) concludes that perception, knowledge
and action occur together and are supported by self-directed feedback from biological and

social systems.
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From such a perspective, knowledge is conceptualised as existing in relation to specific
situations and is memorised in a network of remembered situations and activated in similar
situations (Kaiser, 2005b). This intuitive way of knowing enables the recognition of patterns
stored in memory (Simon, 1992), memories which then lead associatively to impulses in
actions which are activated quickly and mostly, unconsciously. Kaiser (2005b, p. 53) argues
that situations are not amenable to generalised, abstract rules, but are memorised in
variations or exceptions. Due to this, in every situation, decisions need to be made
situationally and cannot be formed on the basis of generalised rules. According to him and
others (Eraut, 2009b; Dreyfus and Dreyfus, 1988), the capacity for memorised situations is
much bigger than the human vocabulary. It is assumed that experts after about ten years
remember (mostly unconsciously) around ten thousand situations (Kaiser, 2005b). This
enables chess experts for example to use intuitive skills when making a move, rather than
working through possible options analytically (Chase and Simon, 1973 in Kahneman and

Klein, 2009).

Kaiser (2005b) differentiates between situational knowledge as content and the situational
memory as the place in the brain where it is stored, and suggests that both situational-
associative (specific) and symbolic (generalisable) forms of knowledge are relevant for
human agency. This is further supported by Markauskaite and Goodyear (2017) who refer to
Barsalou (2009) who reviewed the evidence for situated cognition. They argue that
“conceptual knowledge is inherently situated and grounded” in “the human conceptual
system”. Indeed, “he [Barsalou] shows how conceptual knowledge remains tightly linked
with background situations, experiences and actions” (Markauskaite and Goodyear, 2017, p.
601). They point to Barsalou’s argument that

“conceptual categories are remembered with at least four types of situated
information: (a) selected properties of the conceptual category relevant to the

situation, (b) information about the background settings, (c) possible actions that
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could be taken and (d) perceptions of internal states that one might have
experienced during previous encounters with the conceptual phenomena, such as
affects, motivations, cognitive states and operations.” (Markauskaite and

Goodyear, 2017, p. 601)

These perspectives have the notion of situational knowledge in common and ground
knowledge in practice and specific contexts. Expanding this view, Eraut (2000, 2012) and
Alavi and Leidner (2001) distinguish between individual and social knowledge, whereby
individual knowledge is inherent in the individual and social knowledge, in the collective
actions of a group. Eraut (2012, p. 2) explains further that cultural knowledge is socially
situated while personal knowledge is what individuals “bring to situations that enables them
to think, interact and perform”. Based on Eraut, Markauskaite and Goodyear (2017, p. 76)
differentiate public, personal and organisational knowledge:

“Public knowledge is knowledge that is made broadly available within a culture,
including within a profession. Personal knowledge is what an individual knows and
is able to do. Organisational knowledge (including group knowledge) is knowledge
that is available to everyone within a specific organisation or group. Organisational
knowledge emerges at the intersection between, and as an entanglement of, the

public and the personal.”

These situated personal, public and organisational forms of knowledge are further located in
various ways. The widely-cited categorisation by Blackler (1995, p. 1021) outlines five

different ‘images of knowledge’, which refer to their location:

Knowledge

Form Description

Embodied Action knowledge, know-how

Embedded Residing in systemic routines

Embrained Dependent on conceptual skills and cognitive abilities
Encultured Process of achieving shared understanding

Encoded Information conveyed by signs and symbols

Figure 4 Taxonomy by Blackler (1995 in Nutley et al., 2004, p. 9, author’s table)
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These images depict where knowledge is located: embodied knowledge is located in bodies;
embedded knowledge, in social routines; embrained in brains; encultured in dialogues and
encoded in symbols. He differentiates between embedded knowledge found in
organisational routines and encultured knowledge that “refers to the process of achieving
shared understandings”, which is dependent on language and therefore “socially
constructed and open to negotiation” (Blackler, 1995, p. 1024). He regards knowledge not as
something “that people have” but suggests that “knowing is better regarded as something
that they do” (Blackler, 1995, p. 1023), in line with practice theorists (see for example Barnes,

2001).

In sum, as this discussion has shown, it is important that social workers are aware that
knowledge is fundamentally situated, in personal, public and organisational forms and is thus
located and can be found, in different bodies and contexts. Situated knowledges enable
fluent practice. Practitioners with several years of practice experience, build up a vast pool
of experienced and embrained situations in the form of situated or situational knowledge.
As discussed earlier, such situated and situational knowledge is largely of a tacit nature but
aspects of it can be discursively unearthed. This is important in the context of joined up
learning and coaching. On the other hand, the notion of situated knowledge explains why it
is important to explicitly relate the different types of knowledge to practice situations, as this
helps develop actionable knowledge. Returning to the question of supporting knowledgeable
and ethical practice, these points lead me to conclude that to develop knowledgeability two
movements are important - one from situated knowledge to discursive and propositional
knowledge and the other from the latter to the former. In other words, it is important to
move between general and specific aspects of knowledge in relation to practice. This then

leaves the dimension of the ethical to be explored.
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Ethical knowledge and values
From a social work perspective, it is notable that ethics as a form of knowledge has not

featured in the above categorisations. The social work literature consistently emphasises the
importance of values and ethics in social work. Decision-making for knowledgeable and
ethical practice is clearly dependent on ethical principles. Dominelli (2009, p. 19) points out
that “values guide personal and professional ethics” and these “cannot be separated from
the thinking process when we reflect” (Ixer, 2016, p. 10). But social workers “have to reach
moral decisions with both feet firmly in the real world of practice situations and
relationships” (Smith, 2011, p. 20). Faced with practice that cannot be standardised, ethical
considerations offer important orientations. It is also argued that ethical principles need to
underpin practice in response to managerialist and neoliberal approaches to social work and
thus professional work “needs to be reconceptualised as a moral rather than an instrumental
task” (Smith, 2011, p. 19; Evetts, 2014). Staub-Bernasconi (2012) goes so far as to define
social work as a human rights profession. Significantly, ethical and human rights are encoded

at international and national levels and are thus an important form of knowledge.

We need to distinguish between general ethical principles and personal values. BASW (2014,
p. 17) defines ethics (singular) as “the study of .. norms of behaviour, ... qualities of
character” and in its plural form, it refers to ethical norms, as “matters of right and wrong
conduct, good and bad qualities of character and responsibilities attached to relationships”.
Values are the “beliefs, principles, attitudes, opinions or preferences”, which in social work
signify “particular types of beliefs that people hold about what is regarded as worthy or
valuable”. Such beliefs are “stronger than mere opinions or preferences” and are concerned
with “the nature of the good society, general principles about how to achieve this through
actions, and the desirable qualities or character traits of professional practitioners” (BASW,
2014, p. 17). Social workers in England need to at least know and understand the values and

ethic codes within the HCPC's (2012b) Standards of Proficiency and are required to act in line
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with these. The ethical principles of BASW’s code “encourage social workers ... to reflect on
the challenges and dilemmas” they encounter in practice to “make ethically informed
decisions about how to act” in “accordance with the values of the profession” in specific

cases (BASW, 2014, p. 5).

Ethical knowledge that includes codes, standards and ethical frameworks is a form of
generalised knowledge and values are formulated at a context-free high level of abstraction
(Eraut, 1994). Staub-Bernasconi (2012, p. 30) argues that taking ethics seriously, requires
their integration not only in education but more importantly and more challengingly, making
human rights “ a central, regulative idea into the whole discipline and practice of social
work”. She emphasizes the need to integrate them in the professions’ knowledge and value
base and in practice. This does not seem to be consistently the case, as studies have shown

(Cleak et al., 2016; Smith et al., 2015; Staempfli et al., 2015).

Eraut (1994, pp. 46-47) argues that “professional ethics is a particularly difficult area of
knowledge to handle”. Many values are implicit in nature and “embedded in personal habits
and professional traditions”. On the other hand, professional values are generalised. This
makes the discourse on values fraught with difficulties. Once “ values are contextualised” for
example, in relation to a specific practice situation, “significant differences in interpretation”
(Dominelli, 2009, p. 19) can emerge and “each situation is affected by a number of different
and sometimes competing values” (Dominelli, 2009, p. 29). In addition, if we consider the
triple mandate in social work stemming from service users and carers, organisations and the
profession (Staub-Bernasconi, 2009), we can see that competing values also originate from

these different stakeholder perspectives (Dominelli, 2009).

Hence, when ethical knowledge as a generalised type of knowledge, which is universal in
nature, is integrated with specific, contextualised practice situations, tensions and multiple
perspectives come to the fore. This demands a reflective and reflexive approach and may
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call for practitioners “to listen to that unruly voice of conscience and to break the rules”
when they are not in the interest of those they work with (Smith, 2011, p. 24). Therefore,
social workers need to be knowledgeable about how to integrate values and principles in

practice in ways that speak to situations.

Tov et al. (2016a) therefore argue that the integration of knowledge and practice needs to
explicitly include values and ethics, which is why | refer consistently not only to
knowledgeable but also ethical practice.

Conclusion

The discussion of different aspects of knowledge that focussed on the ways it is produced
(sources), the different functions and purposes and levels of awareness that actors have and
the situated character of these forms of knowledge concludes that social workers need to be
aware of these differences. The relationship between thinking and doing are by no means
linear and simple distinctions between the different types of knowledge in relation to levels
of conciousness, are not possible. Both unconscious and conscious forms of knowledge and
ways of knowing, guide practice. An important aspect in relation to knowledgeable practice
is the extent to which knowledge linked to professional actions can be brought to the
conscious surface for reflexive deliberation. As the discussion has shown, while some forms
of knowledge can be discursively elaborated and elicited, other forms of knowledge are
fundamentally unconscious and personally, publicly and organisationally situated. At the
same time, it is important that social workers explicitly relate the different kinds of
knowledge to concrete practice situations to make them actionable. Both the elicitation and
the linking with practice is also important for general ethical knowledge. The epistemic map
by Markauskaite and Goodyear (2017) offers a good orientation towards such reflection and

learning.
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Conclusion - Defining knowledgeable and ethical social work practice
In this chapter, | addressed some of the complexities involved in social work in order to

define knowledgeable and ethical social work practice. The examination of the literature
concerned with actual practice has shown that there is a growing body of work that examines
what social workers do. Rather than taking a normative view of what social workers ought
to do, this research field is concerned with describing and analysing actual practice. However,
there is a gap in the literature when it comes to descriptions of typical practices across

different sectors and fields. Addressing this gap is one purpose of this thesis.

The focus on conceptualisations of profession has highlighted that it is problematic to try and
standardise professional practice. Various attempts by different stakeholders to define
professionalism and impose professionalism from above, tend to lead to standardised forms
of practice. They are likely not enacted or enacted in unintended ways, if the demands and
requests are not aligned with social workers’ own professionality orientations. It is argued
that to counter the standardisation of practice and imposed organisational notions of
professionalism, social work values need to form a core part of practice and analysis. In
contrast, conceptualisations of professions as situated or hybrid, espoused by the notions of
reflexive and mindful professional practice, emphasise the importance of combining
different forms of knowledge with practice in specific situations. Practices in specific
situations thus become the focus of the analysis, in line with a practice-based perspective.
Based on this view, it becomes possible to define knowledgeable and ethical practice in social
work as a practice that fuses different forms of knowledge, including ethical knowledge, with
practice in specific situations. Rather, than seeking to further standardise practice, it seems
essential to support social workers and organisations to develop an understanding of

professional practice that builds on such a definition of knowledgeable and ethical practice.
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The discussion of different forms of knowledge has also shown the complexities involved in
this. To support social worker’s ability to relate different knowledge forms to practice
situations, social workers need to develop and engage in reflexive and reflective capabilities
to discursively elaborate knowledge. Understanding knowledge as something that
practitioners do, rather than have (Blackler, 1995) shifts attention to epistemic practices in
social work. These practices take place in an environment where “the body of shared
professional knowledge” is in a constant flux of change (Fenwick et al., 2012, p. 1). The
emergence of new digital technologies and the proliferation of knowledge in particular is
“raising questions about the complexities of professional knowledge and knowledge
strategies” (Fenwick et al., 2012, p. 1, see also Markauskaite and Goodyear, 2017). While this
leads to more and potentially richer resources for learning and CPD, “the identification and
integration of different knowledges to address specific professional challenges is increasingly

more demanding” (Fenwick et al., 2012, p. 2).

The focus on epistemic practices is important as it extends notions of professional identity,
capability and knowledge. Gherardi (2012, p. 16) argues that “the most critical resource” for
professionals is not just knowledge but also their ability “to manage their knowledge
interdependencies efficiently and effectively through expertise coordination”. When
recognising social work as essentially knowledge-based work, a key issue becomes how social
workers deal with, and are enabled to deal with, knowledge in a way that is firmly grounded
in what they do. Ultimately, if social workers are able and are enabled to intertwine their
thinking and doing, this will be “in the service of each individual and family client” (King
Keenan and Grady, 2014, p. 203). The question therefore is, how specifically can social
workers integrate these different forms of knowledge and values in practice, in ways that
speak to situations and challenges in practice. In the next chapter, | consider the many ways
this has been conceptualised in the literature both at an individual as well as at an

organisational level.
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Chapter 2 - Supporting Knowledgeable and ethical
professional practice

Introduction
This chapter focusses on the epistemic practices involved in fusing different forms of

knowledge with practice in specific situations. In other words, | examine how social workers
can process knowledge in practice and the ways they engage with knowing practices. The
aim is to develop an evidence-informed understanding of how knowledgeable and ethical
practice can be supported. This fundamentally depends on the types of professional
problems social workers encounter and two dimensions need to be distinguished: structure

and stability.

Firstly, structure is concerned with how far professionals can obtain the relevant information
to solve problems and stability refers to changing factors during problem definition and
intervention. For structured problems, on the one hand, professionals can identify all
necessary information and they can be addressed by paying attention to a limited number
of rules and principles that can be processed in a correct way to solve the problem.
Structured problems are essentially problems associated with recognition and knowledge
integration. Whereas professional practice that involves “the application of knowledge to
unconstrained, naturally occurring situations (cases)” is , on the other hand, substantially ill-
structured (Spiro et al., 2012, p. 108). lll-structured problems often have conflicting goals,
emerging unanticipated issues, unknown problem areas with uncertainty about relevant
knowledge and they are thus addressed by generating multiple hypotheses and ways to
approach them. They require consideration of values and the generation of professional
judgements and are “better thought of as knowledge design problems” (Markauskaite and

Goodyear, 2017, p. 556).
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Secondly, stability is about how changeable problems are. In relation to tame problems, the
parties involved can agree on what the problem is, and this does not change during the
analysis. In contrast, wicked problems are ill-defined and deeply social, whereby not
everyone agrees about what, exactly, the problem is, and the situation may change during
the analysis (Markauskaite and Goodyear, 2017). They require defining the problem and the
solution at the same time, while being aware that they may change during the process. This
means that “a complete strategy cannot be worked out in advance” and requires joint action

and enquiry (Goodyear and Markauskaite, 2019, p. 46).

The way we view and talk about the relationship between knowledge and practice shapes
social workers’ understanding of knowledge related work and this in turn shapes their
practice (Thompson, 2017). As the discussion so far has shown, the relationship between
knowledge and practice is complex and contested. Yet many social workers and academics
continue to talk about ‘using’ or ‘applying’ knowledge in practice. Gredig and Sommerfeld
(2008, p. 292) complain that “it is still customary for the relationship between scholarly
knowledge and practical professional knowledge to be seen—optimistically—as a fairly
straightforward one.” These simplistic notions are problematic as they do not pay enough
attention to the complexities involved in epistemic practices as related to knowledgeable

and ethical practice.

Supporting social workers to practice in knowledgeable and ethical ways, therefore requires
a conceptualisation of the relationship between practice and knowledge that is aligned to
nuanced, practice-based and situated conceptions of professional work, knowledge and
ethics. Rather than conceptualising this relationship in terms of ‘use’, ‘transfer’ and
‘application’, we need to turn to practice-based notions of “participation, construction and
becoming” (Boud and Hager, 2012, p. 22) that offer more relevant notions for ‘epistemic

practices’ in social work. Such conceptualisations need to pay attention to reflexive methods
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and analytical reasoning as well as to the relational expertise needed to collaboratively
weave different forms of knowledge and perspectives together and this must include ethics

and human rights, as the discussion thus far has shown.

From a practice-based perspective, work and learning are linked and learning about specific
and general aspects of practice allows social workers to develop, argue for and defend their
assessments and decisions. A practice-based perspective on knowledgeable and ethical
practice also means that when thinking about epistemic practices in social work, both
individual and organisational strategies related to knowledgeability and practice need to be
considered:

“An individual perspective on knowledge and learning enables us to explore both
differences in what and how people learn and differences in how they interpret
what they learn. A social perspective draws attention to the social construction of
knowledge and contexts for learning and to the wide range of cultural practices

and products that provide resources for learning” (Eraut, 2013, p. 207).

These two dimensions also come to the fore in reports and serious case reviews into social
work practice which repeatedly convey concerns about social workers’ autonomy in relation
to professional judgements and the heavy reliance on procedure (e.g. Munro, 2019;
Sidebotham et al., 2016; 2011; Laming, 2009). To support social workers’ ability and space
for professional judgements, these reports all suggest a reduction of bureaucracy
accompanied by the development of learning cultures. These individual and organisational
perspectives allow us to examine the supporting and hindering aspects related to the
creation of professional knowledge and the innovation of practice. Therefore, the focus of
this chapter is the current knowledge of individual and organisational epistemic practices. |

draw these strands together to identify how to support knowledgeable and ethical practice.
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Individual knowledgeable and ethical professional practice
To illustrate social workers’ epistemic practices, | examine what we know about decision-

making and professional judgements. There is a growing interest in the social work literature
on professional judgement and decision-making (e.g. Whittaker, 2018; Taylor, 2016; Kirkman
and Melrose, 2014). Decision-making research, an interdisciplinary field of study, is
concerned with two fundamental paradigms: the rational-analytical decision-making
perspective, including more recently, those who advocate for heuristic tools and decision
trees (e.g. Taylor, 2016; Gigerenzer and Gaissmaier, 2011; Kahneman and Klein, 2009) and
the dual process perspective that “understands intuitive and analytical processes as mutually
interdependent” (e.g. Whittaker, 2018, p. 1981; Munro et al., 2017). Recent studies looking
at social workers’ decision-making (Nyathi, 2018; Whittaker, 2018; Wilkins, 2015; Kirkman
and Melrose, 2014; Collins and Daly, 2011) in the UK can be aligned to these perspectives.
The way decision-making is viewed, fundamentally shapes research perspectives and

suggested practice implications, as this section will show.

The first section of the chapter focusses on individual epistemic practices. | review the
research literature on professional judgements and decision-making and explore theoretical
concepts related to the role of evidence, tools and emotions. Developing the argumentation
further, | focus on reflexive monitoring, deliberative reasoning and reflection and end this

section with a discussion about situation-based professional judgements.

The role of research, theory and tools in decision making
There is a longstanding concern that social workers do not pay sufficient attention to theory

and research in practice (Munro, 2011). For example, Collins and Daly found that social
workers understood evidence mainly as the information that they gather from different
sources in relation to a specific case, including the views of people they support. While the

authors identified the “implicit use of research and theory”, practitioners themselves
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understood this as “keeping knowledge up to date or ... practice knowledge” (Collins and
Daly, 2011, p. 9). Only a minority of children and families’ social workers spontaneously
mentioned research as evidence (Collins and Daly, 2011, p. 8). Most recently, Avby and
colleagues (2017, p. 56) in a study of Swedish children’s social workers, found that there was
little evidence of “research-based knowledge being of any use to determine the course of
action”. Instead, practice-based knowledge dominated the thinking that underpinned the
different phases involved in a child investigation. Similar findings note the absence of explicit
thinking about theory in relation to social work students (Cleak et al., 2016; Smith et al.,
2015; Staempfli et al., 2015). These studies suggest that research evidence is not sufficiently

considered by social workers in decision-making.

Collins and Daly (2011, p. 10-11) concluded that when “promoting the use of ‘evidence’ in
social work” social workers need to first be clear about what constitutes evidence.
Importantly, they identified a clear link between recent educational engagement and
viewing research as evidence. More generally, Markauskaite and Goodyear (2017) argue that
it is important that professionals understand different forms of knowledge and their

qualities.

Munro et al. (2017, p. 107) found that “explicit knowledge plays a significant role” in
decision-making by social workers. Social workers, for example, think about laws and
procedures that shape their work and they weigh up formal theories and empirical evidence.
The authors argue that research is a valuable resource in social work decision-making that
needs to be reflected critically, examined in relation to its relevance to the situation and the
context that social workers are dealing with. In their view, it is therefore important to not
understand “use of theory or research” as a linear process as this neglects the “crucial role

of deliberation in making judgements and decisions” (Munro et al., 2017, p. 5). For them, it
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is the considered deliberation, ideally together with others, that underpins knowledgeable

and ethical practice.

Another perspective is presented by those who argue that research and theoretical
knowledge can be introduced into decision-making through artefacts. Wilkins (2015, p. 254)
for example found that social workers “use ... theory and research knowledge” via use of
methods and tools. Some scholars therefore argue that instruments should either replace or
support deliberation (Nyathi, 2018). Collins and Daly (2011, p. 11), for example, argue for
embedding research within “assessment instruments used in every day practice” and Wilkins
(2015, p. 257) argues that it may be possible to operationalise theory and research in social
work practice in tools, such as “the Adult Attachment Interview” (2015, p. 259). However,
Kirkman and Melrose (2014, p. 4) argue that a major problem in social work is that there is
“an almost total lack of robust evidence” on “what works in particular contexts”, which
compromises decision-making. This understanding of ‘robust evidence’ seems to neglect the
rich research base that stems from qualitative or mixed methods research, or perhaps the
qualitative nature of this knowledge is not easily translated into instruments and

consequently, needs to be deliberated.

While Munro and colleagues (2017, p. 125) argue that the assumption that decision-making
under conditions of uncertainty and complexity can be objective “makes no sense”,
researchers with a focus on rational decision-making, view professional judgements as
problematic because they are not ‘objective’. For example, Kirkman and Melrose (2014, p.
4) found that judgements made in real world practice — with limited available time for
decision-making and workload pressures — leads to increased reliance on intuition and this
in turn negatively affects “objective judgements” by a range of biases. Kahneman (2011) has
indeed shown that decision-making that is not underpinned by skilled intuition, can be

flawed due to biases. To address this and to achieve more objectivity, Kirkman and Melrose
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(2014, p. 6) advocate the development of “heuristic tools and/or checklists” through
quantitative analysis of available data. From a rational analytical perspective, the aim
therefore is to arrive at objective judgements, which is achieved through the incorporation

of tools and instruments in decision-making.

However, the implementation of tools, algorithms or decision trees that are informed by
research evidence (e.g. assessment instruments) are controversial. Kahneman and Klein
(2009, p. 525) point out that in low-validity situations, such as social work, “algorithms ... do
better than chance” and Nyathi (2018, p. 190) claims that rating scales can help professionals
to “analyse and process a large number of factors”. Indeed, one dilemma for social workers
in today’s networked environment is that they “should consider as much relevant
information as is available, both regarding the case at hand and drawing on broader
professional knowledge that applies to the situation” and yet, at the same time, “humans
can process only a limited amount of information at a time” (Taylor, 2016, p. 1054). Kirkman
and Melrose (2014) therefore argue that social workers must spend a lot of time
understanding the issues and consequently, have less time for analysis. These authors

therefore suggest that decision tools should support decision-making.

In contrast, Munro (2019) cautions against the implementation of actuarial tools as they are
based on skewed data, collected in child protection services, with inherent biases. Nyathi’s
(2018, p. 200) research also found that “professionals may have misgivings about these
tools”, which leads to them “being used less frequently or not as intended”. Algorithms,
although able to outperform humans due to their consistency, “only achieve limited
accuracy” and replacing human judgment with algorithms is likely to not only lead to
substantial resistance but also, undesirable side effects (Kahneman and Klein, 2009, p. 525),

such as “false positives and false negatives” (Munro et al., 2017, p. 138). Given the many
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uncertainties regarding the use of tools, Nyathi (2018, p. 201) concludes that embracing

“intuitive heuristics as an aid [to] analytical reasoning requires further investigation”.

In summary, considering the contested nature of social work practice and the complexities,
uncertainties and ambiguities involved, standardising practice through the implementation
of tools is problematic and therefore, many practice theorists rather point to the role of
deliberation (see discussion on reflexive and mindful understandings of professional work).
The discussion of the role of evidence and tools illustrates the two fundamental paradigms
associated with rational-analytical decision-making and dual process perspectives. From a
practice-based perspective, decision-making is not understood as solely a rational process;

rather, it is seen as embodied and relational. This points to the importance of emotions.

The role of emotion in decision-making
Surprisingly, in the discussions on decision-making, emotion is not discussed widely.

Emotions are the automatic bodily responses to situations (Munro et al., 2017), a kind of
‘embodied knowing’ (Sodhi and Cohen, 2012, p. 122 in O’Connor, 2019) that forms a
“significant but not necessarily recognised form of sense-making” (O’Connor, 2019, p. 8).
Recognising “the emotional content of practice is key to safe and effective decision-making”
(Turney and Ruch, 2018, p. 126). Therefore, social work practice always involves “a dynamic
interplay of intuitive, emotionally informed judgements and analytic evaluations”

(Whittaker, 2018, p. 15).

Judgements made in situations that involve high risk and uncertainty affect a professional’s
emotional state (Nyathi, 2018) and the highly emotional nature of work impacts on social
worker’s thinking and reasoning (Kirkman and Melrose, 2014). Social workers recognise that
emotions are influential in decision-making processes (O’Connor and Leonard, 2014). In a
pressured environment where there is a need to arrive at quick decisions, practitioners are
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likely to rely on their emotional response. When such responses guide decision-making, the
risk is that this “may also lead to biases” (Kirkman and Melrose, 2014, p. 54), including
assumptions about culture, ethnicity, gender, power, race, religion and sexual orientation

(O’Connor, 2019).

On the other hand, when emotions are appraised and self-regulated appropriately, they can
usefully inform decisions through self-awareness (Nyathi, 2018). Cook’s (2016, p. 9, 2017)
research on social workers’ professional judgements in the context of home visits found that
decision-making involves self-regulation of emotions and thinking in making sense of and
managing the encounter and actions. She points to the role of emotions and thinking as both
informing and impeding judgements. Self-regulation and self-awareness require that social
workers analyse and theorise their emotions (O’Connor, 2019) and for this purpose, it is

important to both share and examine them (Munro et al., 2017).

O’Connor’s (2019, p. 8) review of the literature found that this mostly occurs unconsciously
within teams in informal safe spaces. One reason why emotions are allowed to surface
informally, rather than in formal analyses of practice situations, may lie in the “ambivalence
felt by social workers about the place of emotions in their profession”, as emotions are
experienced strongly in professional practice but they “are not perceived as ‘professional’

(O’Connor, 2019, p. 10).

In sum, while deliberation on emotion is essential to form safe professional judgements,
their paradoxical perception by social workers creates tensions. The importance of
recognising the role of emotions and thinking in professional judgements leads Cook (2016)
to the conclude that decision-making is an affective-rational process. The literature on
decision-making thus points to the importance of both emotional/intuitive and rational ways

of thinking.
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Intuitive and analytical ways of thinking and decision-making
Both general and specific knowledge and emotions need to be weighed up in decision-

making. Analytical thinking and intuitive forms of decision-making are both “crucial to
improving social work practice” (Collins and Daly, 2011, p. 4); it is therefore important not to
polarise “between intuitive and analytical decision-making”. The earlier discussion about
knowing-in-action (Schén, 1983), practical consciousness, mutual knowledge (Giddens,
1984) and personal and cultural knowledge (Eraut, 2012) has also shown that both intuitive
and deliberative cognition play a central role in decision-making. In other words, both
intuitive and analytical ways of thinking are constituent parts of professional work. Related
to Schon’s (1983) idea of reflection-in-action, Eraut’s (2004) notions of rapid and intuitive

cognitive processes and notions of a reflexive profession, is the concept of reflexivity.

Professionals can draw on reflexivity to guide them through actions. Giddens, for example,
argued that action “is a continuous process, a flow”, in which individuals reflexively monitor
their own behaviours. He argues that this “is fundamental to the control of the body that
actors ordinarily sustain throughout their day-to-day lives” (Giddens, 1984, p. 9). Actions are
also guided by intentions, which Giddens calls rationalisation and, as discussed earlier, are
underpinned by unconscious motives. Reflexive monitoring and rationalisation are thus
“bound up with the continuity of action” (Giddens, 1984, p. 6). In other words, reflexivity and

reflexive monitoring are constituent parts of action.

Besides reflexive monitoring, actors also rely on deliberative reasoning and analytical
thinking. However, Giddens argued that "actors are not inherently predisposed to sustained
reasoning or existential reflection on the meaning of their conduct from moment to moment
in everyday life" (Giddens, 1984, p. 134). Rather, discursive consciousness is crucial at
expected or unexpected critical times. In these circumstances, "actors mobilise their efforts
and focus their thoughts on responses to problems which will diminish their anxiety, and

ultimately bring about social change" (Giddens, 1984, p. 134-135). This allows them to bring
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their implicit understanding (practical consciousness) to their mind (discursive
consciousness). This understanding is closely related to Dewey’s (1933) and Schén’s (1983)
view that deliberate reflection occurs at surprising junctures (Rafieian and Davis, 2016). Eraut
(2012, p. 9) posits that deliberative and analytic ways of knowing involve “explicit thinking
about one’s actions in the past, present or future, possibly accompanied by consultation with
others”. Decision-making thus involves relying on both intuitive, reflexive and deliberative,

analytical ways of thinking. This is borne out by research on social workers’ decision-making.

Whittaker (2018, p. 1975) for example, found that social workers make sense of complex
information through intuitive judgements, followed by analytic evaluation. The interplay
between intuitive and analytic thinking processes was observable in case discussions that
usually started with intuitive thinking, leading to the generation of hypotheses. In a second
phase, practitioners turn to analytic thinking to develop the most likely hypotheses and to
evaluate them to “provide a cogent explanation of the information available”. Similarly,
Munro et al. (2017, p. 108) argue that social workers typically use “both analytic and intuitive
reasoning and ... explicit and implicit knowledge” in their deliberations. The analysis involved
is fundamentally discursive, unsystematic, personal and very contextual. They argue that
deliberative reasoning is like creating a story “about what is and might happen”, leading to
conclusions “about what has gone wrong and what we should do” (Munro et al., 2017, p.
122). For them, the idea of “a narrative, a good enough narrative to proceed with — though
with caution —is at the heart of the notion of deliberation” (Munro et al., 2017, p. 123). Thus,
theories and research point to the intertwinement of reason and intuition and of intuitive
and analytical ways of thinking and knowing. Both play a crucial role in decision-making and

thus in knowledgeable and ethical practice.

Intuitive judgements are thus based on prior knowledge and experience. Whittaker’s (2018,

p. 1975) research found that the intuitive judgements formed by practitioners “were
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informed by their previous repertoire of experience” and that they relied on “pattern
recognition and story building” in doing so. Kahneman and Klein? (2009, p. 519) define
intuitive judgments as the automatic effortless decisions that “often come to mind without
immediate justification”. They agree with Simon’s (1992, p. 155) definition of skilled intuition
that sees it as the ability to recognise patterns in an encountered situation:

“The situation has provided a cue: This cue has given the expert access to
information stored in memory, and the information provides the answer. Intuition

is nothing more and nothing less than recognition”.

This ties in with Eraut’s (2012, p. 9) idea of instant/reflex and rapid/intuitive modes of
cognition in routinised or semi-routinised actions that require previous knowledge of and
experience in “similar situations previously encountered”. It also chimes with Giddens’(1984)
notions of unconscious motives/cognition and practical consciousness. Intuitive knowing

therefore relies on practice experience in similar situations.

Intuition can be more or less skilled. Kahneman and Klein (2009, p. 519) argue that the
evidence on natural decision-making shows that intuitive cues that guide judgments arise
from experience and manifest skill. When there is a lack of specific experience (and skills
developed based on this), judgements are more likely to be inaccurate and prone to biases.
In other words, without prior experience of similar situations, there can be no skilled

intuition.

This view of professional decision-making underpins the case-based reasoning model, an
established method in the legal professions and among mediators and arbitrators and used
in other professions to “solve problems efficiently” (Kolodner, 1992, p. 4). Kolodner argued

that case-based reasoning is primarily used in two ways: first, to develop solutions in relation

2 For a fuller discussion see their excellent discussion in which they sum up their respective
influential work on heuristics and biases and natural decision-making processes.
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to a case and second, to interpret cases through critical thinking and to justify decisions and
actions (Kolodner, 1992). Faced with a case, a practitioner engages in case-based reasoning
by first remembering previous cases that were similar to the current one and using them to
help solve the current case. They do this by using prior experience to explain a new case,
adapting old solutions and evaluating a new solution to interpret a new case (Kolodner, 1992,
p. 4). The major processes that reasoners apply are case retrieval and case storage; in other

words, a case is remembered and then updated or stored in memory (Kolodner, 1992, p. 21).

Case-based reasoning is closely related to the discussed pattern recognition and storage in
memory of situations (Simon, 1992) and the notions of skill acquisition (Dreyfus and Dreyfus,
1988). The principles underpinning case-based reasoning have been found to be relevant to
social work. Whittaker’s (2018, p. 1974) study of children’s social workers’ decision-making
in real life situations found that they “understood complex information through sense-
making processes that were characterised by quick, intuitive judgements (System 1) followed
by analytic evaluation (System 2)”. He also found that with increasing experience,
practitioners were able to recognise patterns, consistent with Dreyfus’ (Dreyfus and Dreyfus,

1988) model of skills acquisition.

The case-based reasoning model thus offers a useful framework for understanding how
intuitive and analytical ways of thinking are played out in decision-making. These ways of
thinking and reasoning also come together in accounts of reflective practice (e.g. Whittaker,

2018), which are examined in the next section.

The role of reflection in decision-making in social work
Reflective practice is seen by many as the key to integrating knowledge and practice and to

fostering learning (Ixer, 1999, 2016; Wilson, 2013; Munro, 2011; Ruch, 2007a; Schén, 1983).
For Ruch (2005, p. 2) reflection is “a response to the realisation that social work is a complex
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and contested profession and discipline operating in uncertain and unpredictable contexts”.
Scholarly discussions about reflection highlight three dimensions. Reflection is
conceptualised as something that occurs in the process of action and includes the reflexive,
intuitive aspects of monitoring and guiding behaviour, related to the above discussed notions
of intuitive and case-based reasoning. Deliberative forms of reflection after action are
concerned with understanding behaviours and interpreting these in the light of knowledge,
values and practice. Last, reflection is relevant in planning and preparing for action (e.g.

Lundgren et al., 2017).

For the purpose of this thesis, | do not replicate literature that documents the different
concepts, such as reflection, reflexivity and critical reflection (Lundgren et al., 2017; D’Cruz
et al., 2007; Lam et al., 2007; Ruch, 2007a; Fook, 2004). | refer to Ruch (2007a, p. 661) who
identified four modes of reflective practice: technical, practical, critical and process
reflection. These are related to technical-rational understandings of reflection (Brookfield,
2016; Ruch, 2007a; Fook and Askeland, 2006); understandings aligned to pragmatism
(Brookfield, 2016; Ruch, 2005, 2007a; Fook and Askeland, 2006); approaches linked to critical
theory (Fook and Gardner, 2007; Ruch, 2005, 2007a) and to psychodynamic perspectives
(Yip, 2006). Similarly, Lundgren and others (2017) analyse the role of reflection in Fenwick’s
(2000) five conceptions of experiential learning which are constructivist, psychoanalytic,
situative, critical-cultural, and enactivist perspectives. Lundgren et al. (2017, p. 307) argue
that reflection explicitly only features in the constructivist view where “meaning is made by
reflecting before, in, and on action”. However, they suggest that reflection also plays a role
in psychoanalytically understood learning, where it aids in resolving “intrapersonal conflicts”.
As situated learning is premised on implicit interactions with tools and activities, reflection
occurs “when making sense of that interaction”. From a critical-cultural perspective,
reflection is needed in “deconstruction and discourse analysis”. Lastly, reflection in the

enactivist or socio-material perspective is similar to situated understanding but is
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ecologically embedded and leads to “evolutionary innovation”. Despite “extensive theorising
and philosophical debate” in social work (Wilson, 2013, p. 155), many of these terms and

concepts are often used interchangeably (Wilson, 2013, D'Cruz et al., 2007).

In professional education, reflection is so commonly used that it is taken for granted (Eraut,
2004) and is understood as not much else than “thinking about what happened”
(Markauskaite and Goodyear, 2017, p. 38). However, reflection should be “treated as
problematic” (Eraut, 2004, p. 47) and questioned in terms of what it is (Kilminster et al., 2010;
Ixer, 1999) and what it achieves (Brookfield, 2016; Fook et al., 2016; Ixer, 2016). The danger
of simplistic notions of thinking about what has happened is that reflection may reinforce
traditional ways of doing things. Such reflection does not question power and authority and
assumptions held and can indeed lead to negative outcomes, by reinforcing oppression,
stifling innovation and demotivating participants. Thompson and Thompson (2018, p. 29)
argue that relying too much on routine and intuitive reasoning contains the danger of “falling
into the trap of thinking in tramlines”; simply “following routinised patterns of thought and
standardised forms of practice” and relying on “habit, routine and uncritical acceptance of
the status quo is not a sound basis” (Thompson and Thompson, 2018, p. 29) for
knowledgeable and ethical professional practice. Therefore “reflective practice needs to be
reflective in both senses of the word: thoughtful (analytical and well-informed) as well as

self-aware or ‘reflexive’” (Thompson and Thompson, 2018, p. 15).

Ideas associated with a holistic relationship-based reflective practice approach (Ruch, 2005,
2007a, 2007b, 2009), in my mind are most closely related to a practice-based stance. Ruch
proposes a holistic relationship-based reflective practice in which practitioners integrate
“multilayered understanding[s] of knowledge which embrace all four types of reflective
practice identified in the literature — technical-rational, practical, critical and process” (Ruch,

2005, p. 116). She therefore defines reflective practice as
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“an approach that seeks to respond to ... challenges by acknowledging the
uniqueness of each individual and practice encounter and the diverse types of
knowledge required to address effectively the complex issues these encounters

generate.” (Ruch, 2007a, p. 660)

Acknowledging that reflection is both an analytic and an intuitive process and pays attention
to emotions, she brings together the different perspectives discussed above. Therefore, her
view of reflective practice combines “the technical-rational sources of knowledge” with
“practical, critical and process sources of knowledge” (Ruch, 2005, p. 116). Such reflective
practice aims to understand “human behaviour” in “more than the sum of the parts” and can
“conceptualize practical-moral knowledges and integrate them with technical-rational
perspectives” (Ruch, 2005, p. 116). This requires practitioners to integrate “personal,
propositional and process knowledges” whilst exercising “professional curiosity and ask the
question ‘why?’ in relation to their practice” (Ruch, 2005, p. 116). This holistic approach that
combines different ways of thinking and knowing, seems to me most adequate to support
learning for knowledgeable and ethical practice and is closely related to the discussed

conceptions of mindful and reflexive professions.

Ruch (2007a, p. 660) argued that the focus in social work should shift from definitional
debates to how reflection “can be developed and the conditions which promote it”, because
there is a concern that the “practices associated with its application are not well defined
operationally” (Wilson, 2013, p. 155). Ruch (2005, p. 116) argues that “one way of
understanding reflective practice is to conceptualise it as the concrete application of
reflective processes in professional contexts”. Similarly, Wilson (2013, p. 170) argues that "a
greater level of consistency in the operationalisation of reflective practice in academic and
practice learning” is needed as a “foundation for continuing professional development" for
social workers at all career levels. These statements clearly express a view of reflective

practice that is closely aligned to notions of epistemic practices.
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One issue, which is not consistently addressed in the literature on reflection, is the reflective
learning setting (Eraut, 2009). Kilminster and colleagues (2010, p. 2) argue that the rapid
implementation of reflective practice in professional education has led to a dominance of
individualistic perspectives (see also Boud, 2009). These perspectives are associated with
constructivist and psychoanalytic traditions that privilege - in their own way - the agency of
the professional over the system. They focus on how they manage or control their behaviour
by enacting strategies to address barriers, make use of resources and to achieve self-
determined goals (Lundgren et al., 2017). Individual students and novice social workers are
thereby often assessed with regard to their ability to reflect (Ixer, 2016). Consequently, social
workers see reflection as important for many aspects of practice, particularly for decision-
making but see it as “an individualised process” (Collins and Daly, 2011, p. 19-20). Rather
than understanding “reflection and reflective practice as emancipatory, both for the
professional and their clients”, they perceive it “as an instrument of control” (Kilminster et

al., 2010, p. 3).

In contrast, Eraut (2009b, p. 15) stresses the importance of reflection as discourse in the
workplace. Such discursive reflection, in his view, plays a central role in the socialisation of
newcomers, helps professionals to “provide a defensible account rather than a description
of their actions”, leads to increased confidence and helps “preserve personal autonomy of
action” (Eraut, 2009b, p. 15). An example of such an understanding of reflection is developed
by Boud (2009) who suggests the concept of productive reflection as “not focused on the
individual independent learner” as reflection “cannot be an individual act if it is to influence
work that takes place with others” (Boud, 2009, p. 32). This is in line with an understanding
of reflection aligned to the critical-cultural, enactivist, and situative perspectives. These
privilege the system or environment and focus on the interactions between multiple human
and nonhuman players in any given situation; learning thus arises through reflection on these

(Lundgren et al., 2017). This has led scholars to argue that reflection is best located within
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organisations (Boud, 2009) and is best undertaken as social reflection in groups (Beckett,
2009; Fook and Gardner, 2007; Ruch, 2007a). These concepts thus highlight the importance
of reflection as a social process and | therefore examine group reflection models in the

second section of this chapter.

Ruch’s (2007a) view of holistic reflective practice highlights the importance of acknowledging
both the uniqueness of specific practice encounters and diverse knowledge types. This points
to the situated nature of both intuitive and analytical decision making. | therefore turn to
relational and situational dimensions of epistemic practices. These are closely aligned to the
earlier discussed notions of a reflexive and mindful profession that focus on the art of

merging different forms of knowledge with practice in specific situations.

Situation-based professional judgements
Dewe and Otto (2012) in their deliberations on reflexive professionalism argue that under

conditions of uncertainty, knowledge is mobilised in specific situations through reflexive
inclusion of different knowledge types, which leads to situational knowledge production and
utilisation. The discourse on reflexive professionalism in the German literature since the late
1990s, has been concerned with the concept of ‘Relationierung’, which is German for
relating, integrating and linking (von Spiegel, 2013; Dewe, 2012; Dewe and Otto, 2012; Dewe
et al., 1992). In this view, generalised knowledge and context must be combined or related
to each other so that judgements are made based on both a reflexive understanding of
scholarly knowledge and of situational/social-contextual appropriateness, without the
preferential treatment of either (Dewe and Otto, 2012, Dewe, 2012). Different forms of
knowledge are thereby seen as resources (Dewe, 2012; Kaiser, 2005b) that - when combined
- complement each other effectively (Gray and Schubert, 2010; Trevithick, 2008).
‘Relationierung’ as a process is therefore a way of knowing, an epistemic practice in which
practitioners selectively choose academic knowledge, which they then interpret in the light
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of their own knowledge of methods, specific practice challenges and normative and ethical
maxims, critically reflecting on the goals and resources to finally merge it with practice
wisdom and experience (Dewe and Otto, 2012, Gredig, 2011). Similarly, Evans and Hardy
(2017, p. 954) argue that practical reasoning needs to include an ethical dimension that
integrates ethical ideas and principles with particular situations. However, while
‘Relationierung’ is identified as key to the integration of knowing and doing, the literature

stays relatively silent on how exactly this can be achieved.

The analysis of situations is a core constituent of ‘Relationierung’ and thus requires
consideration of the term ‘situation’ as a concept in social science. Situation is in many
respects a key term to understanding social work (Schonig, 2016) because the personal,
cultural and structural dimensions (Thompson and Thompson, 2008, 2018) come together in
spatial, temporal and personal ways in a situation. Social problems thus manifest themselves
in situations and the social conditions become palpable and life-worlds come (Schonig,

2016).

A situation “is both a singularity of which one has become a part, and a multiplicity that pre-
exists one’s participation in it” (Zigon, 2015, p. 503). In other words, situation is used to refer
to a socio-political situation that has evolved over time and affects what can be termed an
action or practice situation. For a useful differentiation of these different perspectives, see
Yeh and Barsalou (2006, pp. 356—357) who offer a categorisation of types of situations by

“grain size, meaningfulness, and tangibility”.

Haupt (1984) stresses the importance of a shared system of meaning as the key to analysing
a situation. Similarly, from a practice-based perspective, Schatzki and colleagues (2001, pp.
16-17) argue that this symbolic meaning space is manifested in practices. The analysis of a
situation should focus not only on the semantic and symbolic meaning space but extend to
the practices that enable meaning. Therefore, any attempt to integrate knowing, doing and
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values needs to be focussed on both meaning and practices and their material, contextual
realities. Similarly, D’Cruz and others (2009, p. 82) suggest a dualist approach that allows
engagement “with a material reality, while also recognising the multiple (and relative)

meanings possible for these material realities”.

Shaw and Lunt (2011, in McBeath and Austin, 2015, p. 5) use the metaphor of "practice
puzzles" for this and suggest that they "help to focus the curiosity and analytical abilities of
research-minded practitioners in order to identify alternatives to practice situations that
have significant meaning for service users and co-workers". Interpreting specific situations
to understand and weigh up specific and generalisable aspects has the potential for learning

from situations (Schonig, 2016).

This analytical and interpretative work is what practice theorists define as epistemic
practices. These refer to “how knowledge is generated, shared and enacted in professional
work” (Hopwood and Nerland, 2019, p. 321). It is related to Eraut’s view (1994, p. 25) that
“learning knowledge and using knowledge” are not separate but part of “the same process”.
The notion of co-production is important here: as knowledge is co-constructed in
interactions with service users, this involves learning on the part of the professional and the

service user (Hopwood and Nerland, 2019).

While routinised professionals deploy their previous experience and knowledge in a concrete
situation, when they encounter new, novel and unknown situations, the routinised approach
to work is no longer effective (Knorr Cetina, 2005). In this case, relational resources have to
be employed, which involve “taking the role or perspective of the other; making an
emotional investment (taking an interest) in the other; and exhibiting moral solidarity and
altruistic behavior that serves the other person” (Knorr Cetina, 2005, p. 189). Using
“relational mechanisms as resources in articulating and ‘constructing’ an ill-defined,
problematic, nonroutine and perhaps innovative epistemic practice”, a “relational definition
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of the situation” takes shape as a practitioner imagines, generates insights and gains clarity
about next moves (Knorr Cetina, 2005, p. 189). This enables professionals to address ill-
structured and wicked problems. Knorr Cetina (2005, p. 190) therefore argues that this

“being-in-relation ... defines epistemic practice”.

Importantly, “epistemic practices evolve with each new knowledge-related situation” and
are shaped “by the work context to which they relate” (Hopwood and Nerland, 2019, p. 321).
The process involves the ability “to participate in joint creation of actionable knowledge”
that supports both professionals and service users to act more knowledgeably (Hopwood
and Nerland, 2019, p. 321). Because professionals’ knowledge of service users is always
“incomplete, fragile and of uncertain status”, there is a need “to explore knowledge issues
beyond what is already known, question the validity of knowledge claims, test their
feasibility, and implications for action” (Hopwood and Nerland, 2019, p. 322). Knowledge in
relational practice is thus never static; rather, it is co-produced in every encounter. This
relationship-based work brings about a tension for social workers in that contributing their
specialist knowledge in this process has the potential to undermine the partnership and
results in being seen as the expert. At the same time, rejecting such expertise is problematic.
Thus, social workers need to listen to service users’ concerns and stay connected with and
value their experiences and expertise, while at the same time focussing on the purpose of

their work and their own expertise (Hopwood and Nerland, 2019).

Based on observations of interactions between nurses and families, Hopwood and Nerland
(2019) considered the questions of what kinds of epistemic practices are enacted when
nurses work in partnership with service users on a home visit. They found that understanding
problems, diagnoses and actionable responses all depend on both the professional and

service user: in the unfolding partnership they refer to their own knowledge resources linked
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to “professional principles and generalised knowledge, parents’ experiences and insights”

(Hopwood and Nerland, 2019, p. 334).

This partnership working involved what Knorr Cetina (2006 in Hopwood and Nerland, 2019)
calls ‘double weaving’ of general knowledge and specific experiences. This weaving together
of professionals’ and service users’ knowledge also means that co-production in professional
practice requires learning about and with service users (Hopwood and Nerland, 2019, p.
334). This can start with either “specific situations or generalised knowledge” from where
moves between forms of knowledge (specific and general) in both directions occur that make
knowledge actionable. Importantly, this involves both partners and positions them as
“knowers and knowledgeable” (Hopwood and Nerland, 2019, p. 335) in a negotiated process.
The way that epistemic partnership working is enacted gives rise to learning with and about
the service user, the problem and the practices required to work collaboratively (Hopwood

and Nerland, 2019).

In other words, situation-based judgements are formed in thinking about a situation from
two angles. First, (previously learned) declarative and general knowledge is related to
practice situations in a movement from abstract to concrete. Second, starting with real world
problems, practice is related to theory, moving from concrete to abstract (Markauskaite and
Goodyear, 2017). Thus the weaving together of the two perspectives involves analysing and
identifying the “features that are unique to a particular situation and those features that can
be generalised, and relating these to theory” (Trevithick, 2011, p. 116). Importantly, this
weaving together to create actionable responses takes place in the context of relationships
with others.

Conclusions regarding individual knowledgeable and ethical practice

For social workers to make knowledgeable and ethical decisions, they must employ different

strategies, including self-regulation of their emotions, responding to cues intuitively and
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analytical thinking, to make sense of a situation. There is some debate in the literature as to
what role tools and instruments can play in decision-making but on the whole, it is
acknowledged that in response to ill-structured and wicked problems and the complexities,
uncertainties and ambiguities involved, standardising practice through the implementation
of tools is problematic. As this discussion has shown, a rational-analytical approach alone
does not offer an understanding of social work that is grounded in the realities of practice
and practice-based perspectives. Equally, relying on intuitive decision-making on its own is
problematic. While it is not possible to make objective decisions, it is important to be aware
of and reflect on common biases that affect decision-making. Therefore, many scholars point
to the role of deliberation and emphasise the importance of creating spaces for epistemic
practices that include deliberative decision-making and reflection that pay attention to both
intuitive and emotional aspects, as well as to general knowledge and contextualised,

situation-specific knowledge.

Key to good decision-making relies therefore on enabling reflection of emotional aspects of
work. Rather than leaving this to individuals, discussion of emotions and their impact on and
embodied knowledge in relation to decision-making, should form an expected part of
deliberation. Similarly, the intuitive judgements that are made in the course of action should
form part of the analysis. Questioning the underlying assumptions and thinking that guides
social workers’ own reflexive monitoring and actions could therefore help to become aware
of biases, allowing social workers to develop a sensitivity to the cues that situations offer.
The case-based reasoning model therefore offers a useful framework for understanding how

intuitive and analytical ways of thinking are played out in decision-making in practice.

The notions of ‘Relationierung’ and holistic reflection both seek to integrate different forms
of knowledge as resources in the decision-making process. Both concepts are essentially

situation-based approaches that combine these resources with situational aspects of
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practice. This is framed as ‘double weaving’ of general knowledge and specific situations that
can be achieved through epistemic practices in co-production between professionals and
with service users. Therefore, for social workers to develop knowledgeable and ethical
practice, they need to develop the ability to engage in epistemic practices which they can
then employ in their work and with service users to make knowledge actionable and specific
practice instances, knowledgeable. However, while these theoretical considerations are
highly relevant, the key question that remains open is how social workers can do this and |
return to this later. To conclude this chapter, | consider the knowledge base about how

knowledgeable and ethical practice can be supported at an organisational level.

Organisational knowledgeable and ethical practice
The practice-based perspective adopted in this thesis puts ‘practices’ at the centre of its

analysis (Nicolini, 2009) and this views individual practitioners as “part of the practising of
practices” (Grootenboer et al., 2017, p. 4). Practices are thus mutually constituted and
sustained through connections and relationships in complex ways. Grootenboer and
colleagues argue that a focus on practices comes before one on practitioners:

“the role of the individual in undertaking practices can only be understood within
the arrangements and conditions that enable and constrain the practice as it is
experienced among the other practices that are ecologically arranged with it in the
site” (Grootenboer et al., 2017, p. 4)
In her evidence to the Education Committee on social work reform, the Chief Social Worker
for Children and Families stated that “It is important ... that we focus very much on not just
the practice of social workers, but the practice system that they are working in” (Education
Select Committee on Social Work Reform, 2016, p. 2). She argued that while addressing
workforce capacities and capabilities can achieve a lot, if the practice system is not addressed
at the same time, then “we are not going to get very far” (Education Select Committee on
Social Work Reform, 2016, p. 2). Practices thus unfold in organisational contexts and are
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influenced by the arrangements and inter-connections of bodily and mental activities,
objects such as artefacts and their use, shared background knowledge (Reckwitz, 2002;

Schatzki et al., 2005) and by traditions within organisations (Grootenboer et al., 2017).

This view challenges the notion of practice that is fixated on “human dispositions and habits,
and [on] the connotation of iterative procedural routines” (Knorr Cetina, 2005, p. 196).
Instead, Knorr Cetina proposes paying attention to the relational dynamic that emerges in
epistemic practices. In other words, we need to focus on the epistemic practices that emerge
and are given shape in organisations and between people that enable the co-creation and
sharing of knowledge (Knorr Cetina, 2005). In the discussion on individual knowledgeable
practice, | have argued that a practice environment needs to support a range of different
strategies that involve self-regulation, intuitive and analytical decision-making to enable
social workers to make sense of specific situations. Such organisational arrangements need
to be flexible as the knowledge in relational practice changes from one encounter to the next

and is not fixed (Hopwood and Nerland, 2019).

In addressing the questions of how to support knowledgeable and ethical practice, rather
than focussing on individual knowledgeability and skills, we thus need to look at the practices
within and across the organisations that constitute the knowledgeable and ethical
components in practices. In other words, in order to improve professional judgements and
practice, organisations need to “create conditions for supporting practitioner expertise”
(Whittaker, 2018, p. 15). Therefore, the focus of this next section turns to the kinds of
epistemic practices in social work organisations that seek to shape practice in specific

situations and the learning from them.

A key question in this regard is how organisations approach ill-structured and wicked
problems and deal with uncertainty. Munro (2019, p. 125) argues that over the last decades,
a shift from “working with uncertainty” to “managing risk” has occurred at a societal level.

91



This has led to organisations focussing on managing risk, rather than on working with
uncertainty. In social services, this has given rise to a blame culture in which defensive
practice leads to decisions that first and foremost help cover the backs of decision-makers,
rather than foster positive risk-taking (Munro, 2019). In contrast, Munro (2019, p. 126)
argues that organisations need to develop a “generative culture” in order to learn from
decisions and interventions that go wrong. This is supported by open reporting where: clarity
exists about acceptable and unacceptable behaviours and just responses; flexibility allows
practitioners to have a certain autonomy in line with their skills and abilities; and lastly, there
is a willingness to learn from feedback and develop practice accordingly. Organisational

arrangements for epistemic practices are a key factor in this.

In the social work literature, several approaches seek to conceptualise epistemic practices to
support knowledgeable practice and knowledge sharing at organisational levels. Broadly,
they fall under what could be termed evidence-based practice (EBP), Best Practice and
knowledge implementation, utilisation, exchange, sharing or management. These terms are
often used synonymously (Drisko, 2014; Kessler et al., 2005) and are all “essentially
concerned with linking research with practice” (Heinsch et al., 2016, p. 4). Many of the
underlying principles discussed in the previous section in relation to profession and rational-
analytical, intuitive and reflexive decision-making, apply equally to the discussion of these
models here. The purpose of the following sections is therefore not to repeat these but
rather to focus on how these concepts claim to contribute to supporting knowledgeable and

ethical practice in organisations.

Evidence-based and evidence-informed practice
EBP is a contested and multifaceted collection of ideas about how knowing and doing can be

linked both at a practitioner and an organisational level; however, there is not much
agreement “about what evidence-based practice means in practice and how it is best
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promoted” (Nutley et al., 2009, p. 552). Under the term EBP, many different notions are
discussed (see for example King Keenan and Grady, 2014). Generally, in EBP the quality of
evidence is ranked with systematic reviews and randomised controlled trials at the top and

qualitative action research at the bottom (Heinsch et al., 2016).

An important distinction is made in the literature between ‘instrumental’, ‘conceptual’ and
‘symbolic’ use of knowledge (Weiss, 1979), referring to the way research is integrated with
practice. ‘Instrumental’ refers to research findings feeding directly into practice; ‘conceptual’
use relates to practitioners gaining “new insights and understandings from research,
whether or not they can or do implement these in an observable way” (Rutter and Fisher,
2013, p. 10); and ‘symbolic’ use of knowledge connotates situations in which theory or
research is used to legitimise existing practices or positions (Mitton et al., 2007). Nutley and
colleagues (2009, p. 553) note that EBP research is mainly concerned with the instrumental
use of ‘what works’, such as “designing and implementing evidence-based programmes and

practice tools”.

EBP models are contested for a variety of reasons and | have discussed these in the section
on tools and instruments in the context of decision-making. More fundamental critiques
focus on ontological and epistemological issues concerning EBP and can be summed up
under the notion of the impossibility of standardising social work practice (Munro, 2019;
Becker-Lenz and Miiller, 2009). Munro (2011, p. 92) argues that it "is not simply a case of
taking an intervention off the shelf and applying it to a child and family”, because an
intervention “that works in one situation may not work in another” (Wilson, 2013, p. 156).
Also, with the implementation of a programme or tool comes “a tendency to overemphasise
rational decision making” (Nutley et al., 2009, p. 553) and quantitative research. This leaves
little room for professional experience and judgements (Munro, 2011; Nevo and Slonim-

Nevo, 2011), "may miss the rich knowledge derived from narrative data" (Cnaan and Dichter,
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2008, p. 281) and ignores the relationship-based reality of social work (Collingwood et al.,
2008). Similarly, Drisko (2014, p. 132) argues that while EBP can help guide practice, practice
“is best guided by many diverse forms of knowledge, derived from many different kinds of

o

‘evidence’”. Therefore, in his view EBP “cannot alone guide ... practice” (Drisko, 2014, p. 132).

Critiques are also concerned with the impact of EBP implementation. Nutley, Powell and
Davies (2013, p. 25), for example, warn about the risks of EBP that is “too fixed, rigid and
prescriptive” and remind us that “we should remain realistic” about the extent to which such
models can “actually shape decision making on the ground”. Taylor (2017, p. 1050) further
argues that the tensions associated with “improving the quality of decision making through
organisational policies” come from “seeking to generalise too much in aspects for which
discretion ... is appropriate”. Standardised implementation of evidence in organisational
procedures is seen as problematic (Trevillion, 2008), as guidelines do little to change practice
(Gray et al., 2009; see also Taylor, 2016) and are associated with bureaucratisation (Munro,

2011).

Critiques of EBP suggest that social work is “essentially concerned with understanding a
particular set of circumstances as they affect the individual service user, in response to which
the social worker offers first and foremost a helping relationship” (Cornish, 2017, p. 551). In
response to this, traditional notions of EBP “have begun to relax, reflecting a more inclusive
approach to the nature of knowledge and evidence” (Heinsch et al., 2016, p. 3). However,
overall, notions of EBP still espouse “a somewhat linear perspective”, a one-way street from
production to application “via a process of implementation” or transformation (Heinsch et
al., 2016, p. 3). Transformation aims to make evidence ‘usable’, but dissemination activities
rely on “overly simplistic notions of how knowledge is shared and how people learn” (Kelly,

2017, p. 251). However, the need to integrate research and practice remains undisputed
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(Gredig, 2011), although “translating these aspirations into practical strategies is not a simple

matter” (Nutley et al., 2008, p. 54).

Many authors therefore argue for Evidence-Informed Practice (EIP), which is seen as more
appropriate for social work (McBeath and Austin, 2015; Gibbs and Gambrill, 2002 in Cnaan
and Dichter, 2008; Schnurr, 2005). McBeath and Austin (2015, p. 4) assert that EIP
"encourages practitioners to draw on and integrate various streams of knowledge into
individual decision-making, including service user preferences, clinician experience and
practice wisdom, and the best available scientific evidence". Likewise, King Keenan and
Grady (2014, p. 195) argue for “an approach that conceptualizes art and science as wedded
together in the thinking and actions of how we use our knowledge, experience and

professional use of self in the service of each individual and family client”.

EIP requires that social workers are research-minded, displaying curiosity, critical thinking
and critical reflexivity, and that decisions are based on reflection (Schnurr, 2005). Such a
perspective seems fitting for social work and is in line with a practice-based understanding
of relational epistemic practices. However, with the acknowledgement of different forms of
knowledge and ways of knowing come additional hurdles. Heinsch and colleagues (2016), for
example, warn that with the inclusion of different types of knowledge, the assessment of the
quality of evidence becomes (even more) challenging for social workers. While quality
criteria for different types of research evidence exist, they cannot be applied to the more
personal and cultural forms of knowledge and therefore, the question of how quality can be
addressed arises. Therefore, | argue that in addition to these frameworks, ethical values and
principles should underpin reflections and assessments of the evidence base. My argument
is that we cannot solely think about evidence-informed or knowledgeable practice, but

instead need to focus on both knowledgeable and ethical practice.
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Other approaches that conceptualise how knowledgeable and ethical practice can be
fostered in organisations, can be summarised with notions of Best Practice, the focus of the

next section.

Best Practice approaches
Rather than focussing on research evidence, Best Practice approaches look to other

practices. In the UK, there are many organisations that provide “practice recommendations
variously labelled as good practices, best practices, promising practices, research—based
practices, evidence—based practices and guidelines” (Nutley et al., 2013, p. 8). Drisko (2014,
p. 125) argues that "‘Best practices’ has no standard definition" and states that it is used to
refer to a range of approaches, from evidence-informed examples underpinned by
evaluation to favoured approaches that lack any research evidence. The term ‘Best Practice’
is also employed when authors want to point to the positive aspects of social work practice
(Jones et al., 2008) or want to “illustrate some of the extraordinary skills, knowledge and
values in action that routinely characterise social work” (Cooper et al., 2014, p. 5). In this
case, Best Practice serves to confront the negative self-image of social work by showcasing
best practice (Ferguson, 2003). In the light of these varied interpretations and meanings of
Best Practice, Drisko (2014) recommends that any claim of best practice needs to be

reviewed critically.

Kessler, Gira and Poertner (2005) offer to my knowledge, the only attempt to provide a
systematic overview of Best Practice. Based on a systematic literature review, they describe
the different concepts linked to Best Practice, which in addition to EBP include practice

wisdom, emulating similar systems, use of expert advice and professional guidelines.

Kessler and colleagues (2005, p. 245) argue that one way Best Practice is understood is

related to practice wisdom that is applied when there is no validated research evidence in
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relation to new practice situations. In this case, the description of successful practice
examples occurs inductively, resulting in practice guidance. The issue however, is that “while
workers’ experiences are a valuable resource, practice wisdom is not always wise” (Kessler

et al., 2005, p. 245).

Best Practice also refers to practices developed in other systems or organisations that are
then emulated. An example of this can be found in the UK where ‘models of practice’ have
become increasingly the focus of local authorities who want to improve practice and such
models are promoted as a key area for social work innovation (Schooling, 2018). Ofsted
define these as “a particular way of or approach to working with children and families”
(Schooling, 2018, p. 2). Ofsted have found that when local authorities implement such
models of practice, they are more likely to be successful if implemented consistently across
a whole system and if staff are well supported and trained. This implies “the same operating
model at all levels, with the same principles and philosophy behind it” (Stanley, 2019, p. 4).
This does not mean that models should be implanted rigidly, rather an implementation needs
to be “adaptable and flexible so that practitioners can modify them for specific situations”
(Stanley, 2019, p. 4). There is a danger that when “models are used in a mechanistic way —
processes are followed, but without the application of professional knowledge, skills, and
judgement” they are not effective (Schooling, 2018, p. 4). Looking to other organisations to
emulate a system or an approach requires paying attention to organisational contexts and
differences. It is likely that what works in one organisation may not work in another, or may
indeed have unintended consequences that are problematic, because success always

depends on the context and on the underlying frameworks (Kessler et al., 2005).

Large organisations often deploy experts for specific areas of practice to provide information
and consultation to find solutions to organisational processes or problems encountered

(Kessler et al., 2005). However, as with practice wisdom, experts are not infallible and in
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addition, expert knowledge has its limits, and not knowing is often not declared (Dewe,

2009), which can lead to false assumptions being made.

Best Practice is also implied when professional organisations and interest groups produce
practice guidelines. These are supposed to be developed based on systematic literature
reviews or meta-analysis (Roberts et al., 2006). However, in social work where much research
is of a qualitative nature, guidelines may be produced more on the basis of practice wisdom

and may be further compromised by self-serving interests (Kessler et al., 2005).

In addition to these categories, work by Ferguson (2003) has in the UK introduced the notion
of Critical Best Practice. In this view, Critical Best Practice aims to “produce knowledge which
demonstrates good work which is skilfully supportive, therapeutic, and anti-oppressive”,
thus incorporating a critical theory-based analysis and it can be called ‘best’ “precisely
because it integrates these different aspects” (Ferguson, 2003, p. 1009). Critical Best Practice
starts with the assumption that “there are many existing examples of skilled practice in using
a range of knowledges to inform direct work with service users and carers” (Gordon and
Cooper, 2010, p. 247). The analysis of these can therefore “provide opportunities for learning
about how social work is performed” and “what supports good practice” (Gordon and
Cooper, 2010, p. 247). It is thus claimed that Critical Best Practice is “a model for developing

systems, knowledge and practice competencies” (Ferguson, 2003, p. 1006).

Overall, notions of Best Practice are contested and the legitimacy of ‘best practice’ “in
anything other than a very general sense”, would imply that there is a “generally abstracted
version” of social work practice (Grootenboer et al., 2017, p. 10). This is problematic for a
variety of reasons. Definitions of what counts as ‘best’ have a temporal dimension, in that
what was seen as best practice twenty years ago, may today be bad practice. Central to a
Best Practice approach is the question as to who has the power to determine ‘best’ and who

counts as expert (Jones, Cooper and Ferguson, 2008). Any discussion of “what constitutes
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achievable standards for ‘best’ is determined not from a single source, such as agency rules
and policy, but from a range of sources, including service users, managers, front-line
professionals” (Jones et al., 2008, p. 18). Baginsky (2013, p. 32), referring to Lawson et al.
(2005 in Baginsky, 2013), found that social workers could not explain "what they would
define as ‘competent’ or ‘good enough’ practice” and therefore defining ‘best’, ‘excellent’ or
‘expert’ practice seems problematic. Gordon (2018) strongly argues that practitioners, in
addition to policy makers, services users and researchers, need their voice heard in these

debates.

Through its association with EBP, Best Practice has increasingly become “associated with
neoliberalism and bureaucracy, and prescriptive, reductionist, depersonalising approaches
to ‘what works’ in social work practice” (Gordon, 2018, p. 70). Gordon refers to Smith (2011,
p. 15) who suggested that

“social work and social workers need to become open to different possibilities, to
the articulation of diverse and contrary discourses, to give up on the quest for
some elusive ‘best practice’ and to become comfortable with uncertainty; in short
to become reflexive and morally active practitioners”.
Similarly, from a practice-based perspective, Best Practice approaches are seen critically. As
Koivisto, Pohjola and Pitkanen (2015, p. 6) argue, the aim is typically “to find and implement
universally effective and best practices ... [but] practice does not have such inner attributes
as goodness, effectiveness, or workability”. Practice theorists rather understand these

attributes as relational and therefore argue that:

“Instead of searching for the ultimate best practices, we need to investigate the
applicability and workability of a practice in relation to the site. We have to
investigate what kind of human actors, activities and interactions as well as
resources have to be mobilized and enacted so that the goals defined can be

achieved.” (Koivisto, Pohjola and Pitkdanen, 2015, p. 6)
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In a broader sense, the relationship between situated practice and quality is complex. Quality
is a “vague, open, multifaceted, and rich concept” (Dahler-Larsen, 2019, p. 217). Quality
standards are generally viewed as valid across contexts and situations and are thus requested
to be observed; yet professionals handle problems, arrive at solutions and achieve quality
from day to day, from situation to situation (Dahler-Larsen, 2019). Dahler-Larsen therefore
argues that “a notion of quality that has very little contact with even one practical, situated
experience” is problematic. He suggests that notions of quality need to be questioned: “Who
is asking? In what situation(s)? What is his/her/their project?” This enables understanding
and talking about specific perspectives of quality and their possible affordances, which Evans
and Hardy (2017) call ‘ethical talk’. As a consequence, every “quality notion should be taken
seriously as representative of a particular relevance structure, but not literally as evidence

of quality in any universal sense” (Dahler-Larsen, 2019, p. 10).

Critical Best Practice approaches perhaps include such a situated understanding of quality
and best practice. As Gordon (2018, p. 70) argues, the approach’s idea of best practice “is
not idealised, de-contextualised practice but practice that is rooted in a particular cultural,
geographical, historical, political and economic location”. Therefore, there are not “pre-
determined ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ practices or outcomes” and practice can only be defined as
“the ‘best’ that can be achieved at that time and in that context” (Gordon, 2018, p. 70).
Dahler-Larsen (2019, pp. 224-228) recommends, among other things, that organisations
should “create spaces for evaluative inquiry that recognizes the “rough ground” of value
tensions in practice” through collective sense-making based on involvement,
experimentation and dialogue. As there is no “inner core in quality, and there is no authority
who knows that inner core”, it is in his view important to produce concepts of quality that
include an understanding of “relativity, particularity and definitions through social use”.
These concepts should then be used to evaluate practice through observation and reflection

and by configuring feedback-loops.
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In summary, the implication of the discourse surrounding Best Practice approaches is that
organisations need to be mindful to include all the stakeholders and diverse perspectives,
including service users and carers and social workers, when trying to define best practice.
Best practice guides or examples can only be transferred if local situated practice and
conditions are understood. The evidence and value base of best practice examples should

also be made explicit to allow professionals a critical review of these.

While the previous sections focussed on models of how organisations can integrate either
evidence or best practice in developing practice approaches and interventions, the next

section considers how knowledge can be shared within and across organisations.

Knowledge translation, utilisation and exchange
The way organisations engage in the storing, managing and sharing of knowledge is an

important area for research and practice. For universities, the impact of research is
increasingly tied up with income streams (Heinsch and Cribb, 2019) and there is a consensus
that research is important for social services to meet objectives and achieve outcomes
(Wilkinson et al., 2012). In the current literature terms such as “knowledge exchange,
research utilisation, and knowledge translation” are discussed (Matosevic et al., 2013, p. 7)
and it is recognised that “knowledge emerges, circulates and gets applied in practice” in
fundamentally social ways (Greenhalgh and Wieringa, 2011, p. 502; Heinsch et al., 2016;
Jang, 2013; Knorr Cetina, 2005; Brown and Duguid, 2000; Lave and Wenger, 1991). Notions
of relational epistemic practices (Knorr Cetina, 2005) are indicative of an “epistemological
reconceptualization” of how ‘knowledge’ in social work research is defined and understood
(Syed et al., 2017, p. 293). These discussions parallel those found in relation to reflexive,

hybrid and mindful professions.
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Government policy recognises that sharing of knowledge is somehow beneficial for
organisations, staff, users and citizens (Hartley and Benington, 2006). However, based on
their own substantial research in the field with different stakeholders in a variety of
networks, Hartley and Benington (2006, p. 102) argue that the UK government has no clear
strategy for knowledge exchange and has invested much more in “audit and inspection”,
rather than in learning and knowledge sharing. The assumptions underpinning
‘dissemination’ are assuming that emulation and replication of ‘best practice’ occurs through
obtaining information from others. Hartley and Benington maintain that co-production and
sharing of knowledge emerge together in an intertwined process and suggest that to improve
processes of continuous improvement and innovation in public services, there is a need “to
develop a more ‘relational’ approach to knowledge generation, transfer and application”
(Hartley and Benington, 2006, p. 107). Knowledge sharing and inter-organisational learning
depends, in their view, on relationships that are characterised by “trust, curiosity and respect
for diversity between people in different organisations”. This involves first and foremost,
“the painstaking creation of the conditions necessary to cultivate, graft, transplant and
fertilise the new thinking and the new practice that is appropriate to the specific context”. It
also relies on appropriate theories that are compatible with the political, complex and
contested nature of knowledge and on research methods that support the co-creation of
knowledge and can explore the subtle ways in which knowledge can take “root and flower

in some contexts and not in others” (Hartley and Benington, 2006, p. 107).

Universities and social work researchers increasingly need to demonstrate the social impact
of research (Syed et al., 2017) and need to consider how to deliver impact and positive
outcomes for people and communities (Heinsch and Cribb, 2019). This requires “more
participatory co-production and co-management methods of engagement” (Kelly, 2017, p.

251). Such interaction models focus on the “interactions between researchers and
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practitioners at different stages of knowledge production, dissemination and utilisation”
(Heinsch et al., 2016, p. 5). The various interactive strategies range

“from simply enabling greater discussion of findings by practitioners at
presentations, through local collaborations between researchers and research
users to test out the findings from research, to formal, ongoing, large scale
partnerships that support better connections between research and practice over
the longer term” (Nutley et al., 2009, p. 554).
This entails researchers identifying and training motivated leaders, practitioners and service
users so that they can engage as “key facilitators in professional networks” (Kelly, 2017, p.
252). In such partnerships, knowledge is “co-constructed by researchers, practitioners,
agencies, policy-makers” and service users, whereby the “acquisition of knowledge [is] ...
achieved through mutual learning and stakeholder interaction” (Syed et al., 2017, p. 293).
This form of knowledge creation is underpinned by notions of “collectively negotiated” and
“transformed” knowledge (Heinsch et al., 2016, p. 5). The assumption here is that the more

resources are invested in partnerships, “the higher the use of research” becomes (Heinsch

etal., 2016, p. 5).

Based on her qualitative research with social work researchers in Australia, Heinsch (2018,
p. 474) suggests four different interactional approaches to knowledge utilisation: ‘situated’,
‘engaged’, ‘programmatic’ and ‘conventional’. From situated to conventional, these
approaches can be differentiated by the intensity of the interaction and the degree to which
knowledge production is undertaken in participatory ways. A situated approach involves
intensive and ongoing interaction or coproduction of research with practitioners in their
practice setting (Heinsch, 2018, p. 475). This requires researchers to translate practice issues
into researchable questions (Matosevic et al., 2013); proponents of the practice optimisation
cycle (Mueller and Fellmann, 2019; Gredig, 2011; Gredig and Sommerfeld, 2008) suggest that

such questions are then addressed in a review of practical, empirical, and conceptual
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knowledge that then informs the development of a practice approach, which is implemented
and evaluated. The engaged approach is based on continuous consultation and feedback
throughout the lifetime of a research project, but the researchers remain independent. This
separation between research and practice thus requires “some form of translation between
these two contexts” (Heinsch, 2018, p. 477). The programmatic interaction approach
involves “the creation, marketing and selling of a research product to solve real-world
problems”. This approach is marked by an instrumental use of research that aims to develop
“tools, instruments or application models” (Heinsch, 2018, p. 479). Lastly, Heinsch (2018, p.
481) identifies the conventional approach that involves only brief linear interactions to

disseminate research findings in response to demand.

Another categorisation that was developed inductively by studying research use in the social
care sector, differentiates between the ‘research-based practitioner’, ‘embedded research’
and the ‘organisational excellence’ models (Nutley et al., 2009). The first sees ‘research use’
as a linear and individual process. The embedded research model is related to the ideas
discussed under EBP and Best Practice, that focus on implementation of evidence-informed
models, tools or practice models. The organisational excellence model is most closely related
to situated interactional models, as it focusses on how practice organisations can implement
“externally generated research findings” into practice through “local experimentation,
evaluation, and practice development based on research”, often in partnership with
universities (Nutley et al., 2009, p. 556). Nutley and colleagues (2009) have identified five
key mechanisms that support knowledge utilisation: ‘dissemination’ (one-way delivery of
research findings to an audience in a more or less tailored and user-friendly way);
‘interaction’ (two-way collaboration between research and practice communities to support
the adaption and negotiation of research findings in a specific context); ‘social influence’
(building on experts or peers as influencers who affect attitudes and behaviours and inform

potential research users about findings); ‘facilitation’ (enabling ‘use of research’ through
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various forms of support, which include provision of practical assistance for individuals and
groups); and ‘incentives and reinforcement’ (seeking to influence behaviour through rewards

and control).

Nutley and colleagues (2009, pp. 554-555) suggest that in practice, many strategies to
influence knowledgeable and ethical practice draw on more than one approach. Such
approaches need to grapple with the often “complex, multifaceted nature of research use”.
Knowledge exchange and utilisation approaches support collaborative or cooperative
approaches to knowledge production and research on a continuum towards more
participatory forms of knowledge building (Kelly, 2017). Interestingly, Heinsch (2018, p. 474)
in her research found “no strong association between intensive engagement and research
use”, thus contradicting earlier research by Landry et al. (2001 in Heinsch, 2018). Heinsch
(2018, p. 483) concludes that her findings support interactional, engaged and relational
approaches to knowledge exchange that lead to the increased integration of research. She
argues for engaged and programmatic approaches as she found them to be “most effective
in facilitating conceptual and instrumental research use” whilst “minimising symbolic use by
practitioners” (Heinsch, 2018, p. 483). She also points to the importance of research
translation and argues that while such conceptions have recently been seen as no longer

useful, her study suggests that they continue to be valuable for research use in social work.

Nutley et al. (2009, p. 558) on the other hand, conclude that EIP is most likely to come from
“multifaceted strategies that combine two or more mechanisms within a coherent
framework” and are embedded “in more supportive contexts and cultures” thus moving in
the direction of organisational excellence models. They therefore suggest that what is
required is a whole systems approach that “thinks about parts and wholes and is ever mindful

of the importance of context” (Nutley et al., 2009, p. 558).
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Underpinning many of these interactional approaches is the assumption that if knowledge is
co-produced, then it is more likely to be ‘useable’ and ‘used’. Co-produced knowledge
“places more of an emphasis on professional knowledge and action” as it occurs in the real
world (Gredig and Sommerfeld, 2008, p. 292) and it is therefore thought that it will “result in
a greater likelihood of use or application” (Heinsch et al., 2016, p. 4). A consequence of co-
producing knowledge is that boundaries between research and practice are blurred or

dissolved (Heinsch et al., 2016) through hybridisation (Gredig, 2011).

If knowledge becomes known and applied, thus benefitting stakeholders directly involved in
the interactions, one key question in relation to interactional approaches is how far such
benefits can be seen on the part of those not involved in the interaction. Rossi, Rosli and Yip
(2017, p. 9) argue that “intangible changes” can indirectly have an impact on individuals and
organisations beyond those who are directly involved. Co-produced knowledge can also
result in artefacts (e.g. articles, briefings, instruments or procedures) that can be shared
more widely. However, more often, engagement leads to more tacit outcomes, the sharing
of which is beyond the original stakeholders and “requires further interactions that support
ongoing dialogue” (Rossi et al., 2017, p. 9). This then requires “‘distributed networks’ of
relationships ... and ... collective action involving many individuals engaging in formally
organised and institutionalised activities” (Rossi et al., 2017, p. 9; Wilkinson et al., 2012), such

as those proposed by Nutley and colleagues (2009) in the organisational excellence model.

It is important to recognise that knowledge exchange does not just include formal research
and associated empirical knowing but also needs to consider theoretical and experiential
knowing (Nutley et al., 2013). Nutley et al. (2004, p. 19) conclude that "the main message to
emerge ... is that the key to knowledge management [lies] in managing the relationship and

interplay between knowledge types, particularly the continuous interplay between explicit
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and tacit knowledge”. Similarly, Kelly (2017, p. 252) suggests focussing on “the processes in

which formal and informal forms of knowledge become known and shared”.

In sum, while some argue for participatory and interactional approaches to knowledge co-
production and research (Heinsch et al., 2016; Gredig, 2011; Gredig and Sommerfeld, 2008),
others caution that this in itself may not be enough to ensure that knowledge “will have any
utility in practice” (Kelly, 2017, p. 251) and therefore do not sufficiently address the gap
between research and practice. In my view, these concepts do not adequately focus on the
necessary epistemic practices that support weaving together practice and knowledge types
following the (co-)production of knowledge. Rather, they simply build on the belief that
interaction, or even co-production will make knowledge more relevant and ‘useable’, leading
to research being integrated in practice. | therefore agree with Heinsch and Cribb (2019, p.
9) who conclude that “the full complexity of the knowledge utilisation process, and the
associated interactions and relationships through which knowledge is ‘exchanged’, have
remained underexplored”. We therefore need to examine how organisations can support
practitioners to integrate different forms of knowledge, research, theoretical understandings

and tools with the practice situations they encounter.

The overall message from these interactional models with regard to enabling knowledgeable
and ethical practice is that knowledge can be best woven together in discussion with others,
whereby the perspectives of all involved can be harnessed and understanding can be
widened. Importantly, this needs to be undertaken in the context of cases or practice
situations (Markauskaite and Goodyear, 2017; Eraut, 2012; Murno, 2011). Recognising this
social aspect of knowing, Scurlock-Evans and Upton (2015, p. 396) suggest that we need to
pay attention to the importance of collegiate networks to support methods for dissemination
and training, which should consider not only the “applicability of research findings

themselves” but also the unique challenges of the contexts.
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A key concept that seeks to explain and inform interactional and practice-based models of
knowledge sharing is communities of practice (Lave and Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). CoPs
have repeatedly been linked to knowledge management and the literature abounds with
examples where CoPs are examined as a strategy for the cocreation and sharing of
knowledge (Barbour et al., 2018; Reinmann-Rothmeier, 2001). These processes are then
linked with the notion of practice-based learning (see Chapter 3). Another perspective of
organisational support for knowledgeable and ethical practice comes from earlier discussed
notions of deliberative reflection, only this time, in the following section, | consider specific

group methods.

Group reflection models
Group reflection models fulfil many purposes. The discussion of the role of reflection has

already highlighted the importance of discursive deliberation. Beckett (2009, p. 93) argues
that reflective learning understood from a practice-based perspective requires commitment
to first “undergoing diverse experiences from which one can learn” and second to “the public
articulation of reasons for one’s judgements at work”. He goes on to argue that to develop
holistic competence that arises from “inferential understanding requires not only one
embodied practitioner but indeed a whole community of them, because the practices are
public practices” (Beckett, 2009, p. 93). Moreover, if reflection is to enhance cooperative
capabilities for the modern workplace, including inter-professional collaboration, then
reflection needs to be a group-based activity, a “socially reflective practice” (Beckett, 2009,
p. 93), as this enables harnessing the potential of wider perspectives. | am interested here in
the capacity of such models to enable the integration of knowledge, ethics and practical
challenges. Generally, reflective activities in the workplace (e.g. reflective dialogues,
reflection groups or debriefing in association with everyday activities) are thought to enable

integration, as they “may provide a mechanism to integrate research-based and practice-

108



based knowledge, offering potential benefits for professional learning ”(Avby, 2015, p. 68;
see also Ruch, 2007a). Avby et al.’s (2017, p. 58) later findings also suggest that “social
workers’ engagement in a both verbal and tacit reasoning activity” enables the integration

of various forms of knowledge. | want to examine these claims in this section.

One important factor to consider is the time allocated to group reflection, as this impacts on
group dynamics and the quality of deliberations. First, the regularity of reflective group
sessions is important for the development of trust, confidence and reciprocity. Second, Eraut
(2009, p. 8) argues that if participants do not have enough time to focus on their own
reflections, they may resort to “short and rapid” deliberations. This limits meta-processes
that are about expanding “self-awareness and monitoring” and should include “the framing
of problems, thinking about the deliberative process itself and how it is being handled,
searching for relevant knowledge, introducing value considerations, etc.”. For this to emerge,
it is important to have sufficient time for the reflection (Eraut, 2009, p. 8). Therefore, group
approaches should ensure that sufficient time is allocated for knowledgeable and ethical

understandings to emerge.

Markauskaite and Goodyear (2017, p. 39) argue that “collective reflective practices ... are
[increasingly] embedded in organisational change and learning processes”. For example,
Jones (2014) in a review of group-based reflection models in social work, identified four main
models: the critical reflection model (Fook and Gardner, 2007); the relationship-based model
(Ruch, 2005, 2007a, 2009); the work discussion model (Hingley-Jones and Ruch, 2016; Rustin,
2008; Rustin and Bradley, 2008; Warman and Jackson, 2007); and online critical reflective
dialogue (Baikie et al., 2012). With exception of the last one, these models were all observed

in work settings.

In order to generate an understanding of how far group reflection models are able to support
the development of knowledgeable and ethical understanding and practice, | analysed the
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first three models. Figure 5 provides an initial summary based on the categories suggested
by Eraut (2009),® with an added column describing the theoretical framework underpinning
the model. All models are based on small groups with up to 12 participants. This is an
important point, as it relates to the time available for each participant (Eraut, 2009). All
groups are facilitated and the authors stress the importance of this, as it ensures that the
group process can be moderated (ground rules, introduction of reflection model, etc.) (Jones,
2014). What seems important for the purpose of the argumentation in this thesis, is that
they all start with a presentation of a practice situation (or a case or critical incident) and
include discussion of hypotheses, assumptions or underlying meanings. The reflection
processes and the way they are organised over time, differ between these models. For a
fuller understanding of these processes, | refer the reader to the literature (Hingley-Jones
and Ruch, 2016; Jones, 2014; Ruch, 2007a, 2007b, 2009; Rustin, 2008; Fook and Gardner,

2007; Warman and Jackson, 2007).

3 Eraut suggests that reflection models can be categorised by “the range of reflective learning agents

(individual or group), foci (current, past or future), contexts (busy or relaxed) and purposes

(monitoring, decision making or learning)” (Eraut, 2009:20).
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Model

Process

Setting

group)

(individual or

Focus (current,
past or future)

Context (busy or relaxed)

or learning)

Purpose (monitoring, decision making

Theoretical
Frameworks

Critical reflection
model (Fook and
Gardner, 2007,
2013)

Each participant reflects on a critical incident or
recent, concrete or ‘raw’ event - over two and a
half days. Stage one aims to unsettle the
assumptions of each participant by group
members using a range of critical reflective
questions, based on the four aspects of the
theoretical
framework. Stage two reflection comprises
presentations by each presenter about changed
thinking and implications for practice.

facilitated

Small groups (3 -
12 participants) -

Past (incident)
and current
(assumptions)
and future
(implications)

30 minutes to present and reflect on their

critical incident. Time needed for introduction
ground rules and evaluation. Three sessions,
normally between a week or a month apart.

Workshops: Each participant needs at least 20-

Learning: "unsettling and examining
hidden assumptions to generate new
frameworks of professional
understanding and actions" and
"understanding self".

S,

Postmodern
perspectives and
critical theory.

Relationship-based

model of reflection

(Ruch 2007a & b,
2009)

A practitioner presents a case they are currently
working with, including the issues that are
surfacing. The group engages in a discussion
about the case - group and the presenter to
remain separated. Final stage the presenter
returns to the whole group and engages in
reflective discussion with group members
about aspects of the case which have caught
their attention.

Small group
sessions -
facilitated

Past and current
(case) and future
(case)

organised at work.

Approximately 1.5 hours in duration, so can be

Decision making and learning:
containment/insights.

Bion's (1962)
‘emotionally
informed thinking
spaces’ and
‘containment’ and
critical theory.

Work discussion
model (Warman
and Jackson, 2007;
Rustin and Bradley,
2008)

One (or sometimes two) members present a
current issue or concern which is preoccupying
them, no further information on process.

Group (4-12
members) -
facilitated by an
external
consultant

Past and current
(case) and future
(experience and
relationships)

Voluntary attendance, on a regular basis
(weekly, monthly or every 6-12 weeks).

Learning: share concerns, difficulties
and challenges; get beneath the
surface level so that what and how of
unconscious communication is
considered alongside the impact on
the worker and others. Not primarily
solutions-focussed, but may be
byproduct.

Bion’s concept of
containment and
psycho-dynamic
undertanding of
relationships
between
professionals and
service users.

online critical
reflective dialogue
(Baikie, Campbell,
Thornhill and
Butler, 2013)

Participants post their reflections on
university's Blackboard Learning System. Each
group discussion takes place on the Main
Discussion Board, and begins on a Monday and
finishes the following Sunday. No reference to
stage one and two of Critical Reflection model.

Virtual group
discussion.
Skilled
facilitation in
the virtual

forum

No information

Core component of its campus-based and

distance learning Bachelor of Social Work (BSW)
programme. Students are expected to take part
in the forum for a total of one and a half hours
in the week, which comprises reading, thinking

about and then responding to prior postings.

Learning: transformative learning

Transformational
and experiential
learning theory as
well as critical
theory.

Figure 5 Reflective group models in social work (author’s table based on Jones, 2014)
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Each model seems to have distinct benefits that relate to their aims. The authors of critical
reflection suggest that reflections enable participants to unearth assumptions (Fook and
Gardner, 2007). The work discussion model claims to enhance deeper understanding of
underlying psychological factors and emotional processes that affect both practitioners,
service users and organisations (Rustin, 2008; Warman and Jackson, 2007). Lastly, the
relationship-based model offers emotional containment (Hingley-Jones and Ruch, 2016;
Ruch, 2007a, 2007b; Andersen, 1987). | assume that all three also develop the
communication skills of the participants, as they engage in and learn about the ways to

phrase hypotheses or ask questions.

An important question in relation to this thesis is, how far these models can support the
development of knowledgeable and ethical practice and the integration of different types of
knowledge and ways of knowing. From my experience of running and taking part in
Intervision groups (Staempfli and Fairtlough, 2019), | hypothesise that this relies on
participants’ prior knowledge and their ability to discursively elaborate on and make links
with knowledge. | therefore analysed the three models to gain a more informed
understanding of the types of knowledge that are likely to be integrated in the group
reflection models. | examined each model in relation to the six knowledge categories

suggested by Tov et al. (2016a- see Chapter 3) This is presented in the following figure:
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otherwise dependent on

participants’ contributions

on participants’

contributions

assumptions

participants’

contributions

Reflection Scholarly knowledge of Scholarly knowledge | Ethical knowledge Experiential Organisational and Skills
model social phenomena of interventions knowledge contextual

knowledge
critical critical theory with a specific | dependent on values and Strong focus on power structures, dependent on
reflection focus on power and participants’ assumptions, participants’ otherwise participants’
model hegemonic ideologies, contributions otherwise dependent experience and own dependent on contributions

relationship

-based

psychodynamic theory,

critical theory, otherwise

psychodynamic

therapy, unconscious

dependent on

participants’

Strong focus on

participants’

dependent on

participants’

dependent on

participants’

professionals and clients,
otherwise dependent on

participants’ contributions

contributions
professionals and

clients

insights

model of dependent on participants’ | communication, contributions experience and contributions contributions
reflection contributions dependent on participants’ own

participants’ insights

contributions
work psycho-dynamic psycho-dynamic dependent on Strong focus on dependent on dependent on
discussion understanding of therapy, dependent participants’ participants’ participants’ participants’
model relationships between on participants’ contributions experience and own contributions contributions

Figure 6 Types of knowledge integrated in three reflective practice group models.
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In these models, integration of different types of knowledge occurs during the reflection
process and this is shaped by the facilitator’s and the participants’ own prior knowledge.
Each model’s inherent theoretical understandings influence which knowledge forms are
being discussed, as illustrated in Figure 5 (Theoretical influences). | hypothesise that the
theoretical frameworks underpinning each model are likely to influence the types of
knowledge that are regarded as valuable. Critical theory and psycho-dynamic understanding
of relationships between professionals and service users, probably frame questions and
discussions within the respective approaches. Such framing may occur implicitly (through
questions) or explicitly by specifically referring to a theory. Considering the previous point, |
therefore expect other perspectives to be less prevalent. This is supported by Rustin (2008,
p. 20) who concludes that in work discussion groups, the deliberation “is not, of course,
theory-free—the structure of the seminar and the leader’s responses are profoundly rooted
in theoretical assumptions, ... but theory is kept in the background”, although suggestions
are made with ideas for further reading. Each model’s theoretical underpinnings are likely to
shape the discussions and the perspectives by which situations are discussed. They have the
potential to expand the knowledge of participants in this way. This is important, as evidence
suggests that professional development to proficient and expert levels of skill, can only be
achieved if practitioners expand their understanding of their own practice frameworks

(Dall’Alba and Sandberg, 2006).

However, each situation (challenge, case, or incident) can only be addressed in the available
time (no more than two hours). There is a restricted opportunity to expand the perspectives
beyond the actual group session, for example by searching and interpreting relevant
knowledge (Eraut, 2009). Therefore, the knowledge discussed depends on the participants’
“ability to tell” (Eraut, 2013, p. 214) and the discursive ability of the group to unearth
assumptions or tacit knowledge and to make links with their explicit knowledge (discursive

consciousness) in the here and now. Rustin’s (2008, p. 20) writing supports this: “the
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seminars themselves will often include little explicit theoretical discussion, although this
generalisation has to be set alongside the fact that each particular mix of members and
seminar leader produces a unique constellation.” This is not surprising, considering other
findings in relation to social workers’ reference to theory and research (e.g. Cleak et al., 2016;
Smith et al., 2015; Staempfli et al., 2015; Collins and Daly, 2011). Facilitators also influence
the discussion, which again is reliant on their ability to tell. Their contribution to the
integration of knowledge also varies. Rustin (2008, p. 8) for example found that “individual
group leaders vary in their approach, especially with respect to how much they may

comment on the group’s own functioning”.

In sum, group models are limited in time, are likely to focus on specific theoretical
perspectives and rely much on the ability of both participants and facilitators to talk about
research and theory. For these reasons, the explicit discussion of different forms of

knowledge in group reflection models is likely to be limited.

Crucially, the ability to talk about theory and research can be enhanced. Eraut (2013, p. 214)

7«

found that the “ability to tell” is linked to participants’ “prior experiences of talking about
what they knew”. Explicit talk about knowledge related to practice is enhanced if there is a
“climate of regular mutual consultation”; “training or mentoring relationship in which
explanations were expected”; “informal relationships leading to work-related discussions”
and “a crisis, review or radical change in practice, which caused people to exchange opinions

and experiences”. It seems therefore important to implement regular mutual consultation

and learning.

| conclude that various group reflection models are beneficial in many ways but seem limited
in their ability to support knowledge exploration and sharing. Therefore, there is a need to
develop multifaceted models that address the blending of knowledge, ethics and practice at
both a practitioner and organisational level, in a whole system approach that enables
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individual practitioners to do the ’grafting’, thinking and relating knowledge to specific
sitautions (Hartley and Benington, 2006, p. 104) and organisations to develop supportive

contexts and cultures (Nutley et al., 2009).

One issue that needs addressing before suggesting an approach to the design of such a whole
system approach, is how knowledge can be shared and managed at an intra- and inter-

organisational level, particularly considering the role of boundaries and technologies.

Artefacts and technology in socio-material approaches
Artefacts play an important part in knowledge sharing within and across organisations and

there are different technologies that can support boundary crossing. To offer a full discussion
of these is not the purpose of this thesis. Instead, | look at the basic functions of technologies,

as this is relevant to the discussion of how learning and knowledge sharing can be designed.

Practice-based perspectives acknowledge the situated and social nature of knowledge
creation and sharing (Ferguson et al., 2010; Turnbull, 2000). This perspective assumes that
the sharing of “situated knowledge has the advantage of acknowledging local practices and
contextual influences”; at the same time, due to the inherent situated understanding,
sharing of such knowledge beyond the boundaries of one’s own setting is challenging
(Ferguson et al., 2010, p. 1805). If knowledge is to be shared across the boundaries of
organisations, the difficulty arises that situational knowledge created in one context is no
longer necessarily understandable to others outside the immediate setting. Wenger (1998)
for example, argued that negotiating meaning within a CoP supports the development of
understanding, but this meaning cannot easily be grasped by those outside a CoP. If we
accept these positions, then questions arise as to what the value of sharing situated

knowledge more widely is, how situated knowledge can be meaningfully shared beyond the
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original context, including through information technology. This is the topic of this last

section.

Turnbull (2000, p. 41) has argued that “a variety of social strategies and technical devices”
enable humans to make connections between specific “instances of knowledge/practice”
and allow us to see similarities and equivalences. Devices in his view can be “material or
conceptual” and “their common function is to enable otherwise incommensurable and
isolated knowledges to move in space and time from the local site and moment of their
production to other places and times” (Turnbull, 2000, p. 189). Taking up this notion of
devices, Fenwick (2012, p. 4) refers to materials that “include both the organic and inorganic,
embodied and remote, technological and natural, texts and artefacts”. She contends that
materials “are often dismissed or ignored in analyses of professional practice and knowing”
despite having an integral role in professional practice and argues for a socio-material
approach that sees the material and social as “mutually implicated in bringing forth the
world”. Knorr Cetina’s (2005, p. 196) work demonstrates how objects involved in epistemic
practices are constituent elements of “epistemic environments” in workplaces. Wenger
(1998) talks about reifications, concepts and things that are able to cross boundaries (I will
return to this in Chapter Three). For now, it suffices to point to Eraut who explains the role
of such reified artefacts in knowledge sharing and learning:

“When artefacts are seen as mediating tools rather than reified knowledge, we
come to recognise that much of our knowledge lies in the discussions we have
around mediating artefacts rather than in the artefacts themselves. This then
creates opportunities for the re-creation of the original artefact.” (Eraut, 2013, p.

217)

Whereas artefacts as epistemic tools are “generic enough to be applicable across situations”,

their involvement in epistemic practices allows “the creation of situated knowledge”
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(Markauskaite and Goodyear, 2017, p. 457). In other words, their value lies in the

engagement with tools and artefacts.

Socio-material perspectives therefore focus on how human and non-human elements
emerge in networks of activity and become intertwined in assemblages that together “exert
power and generate knowledge” through “processes of materialisation and material
assembly”. Human participation in practice thus becomes entangled beyond personal and
social engagements and involves “how things themselves participate to produce and sustain
practices” (Fenwick et al., 2012, p. 5). This means that to support knowledgeable and ethical
practice, we need to focus not only on ideas, meaning and human activities more generally,
but equally on the material things, such as tools and artefacts that are involved in learning

and knowledge co-production and sharing.

The question that is important here is the nature of boundaries between practices and |
therefore briefly turn to notions of boundaries and boundary processes. Hara and Fichman
(2014) discuss various categories of boundaries found in the literature. They sum them up as
physical, cognitive, social and political boundaries and argue that they are all relevant to
knowledge management and sharing of knowledge. Physical boundaries refer to locations,
buildings and technologies and technical-structural boundaries. Cognitive boundaries are
mentally constructed and include personal world views, values and beliefs. Social boundaries
are rooted in culture, social interaction and traditions and come to the fore, for example, in
cultural differences regarding the sharing and use of knowledge. Political boundaries form
when, apart from different interpretations, there are conflicting interests (Hara and Fichman,
2014). These boundaries form external and internal barriers to uptake of technology (Trede
et al., 2016). Carlile (2004) emphasises that these boundaries are of increasing complexity,
and thus the challenges for the design for knowledge integration are increasingly complex

and correspondingly, require more effort.
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In terms of addressing boundaries, Carlile (2004), Akkerman and Baker (2011) and Hara and
Fichman (2014) agree that physical boundaries can be bridged by technical solutions, such
as enabling access to shared databases and through user-friendly systems. Cognitive and
social boundaries can be overcome through negotiation of meaning, for example in CoPs
(Wenger, 1998), whereas political boundaries need to be addressed by focussing on the
generation of shared interests, for example in relation to knowledge sharing and integration.
Akkerman and Bakker (2011) also identify four boundary crossing mechanisms that
practitioners need to negotiate: identification, coordination, reflection and transformation.
These findings suggest that many boundaries can be overcome by social strategies that are

supported through mediating artefacts and technology.

Digital communication technologies have grown in importance for learning and knowledge
sharing and play a crucial role in assembling epistemic spaces and environments. There is,
however, a great variation in workplaces from prohibiting to widespread use of mobile
technology. With rapid changes to both technology and workplace cultures, an important
task is to develop understanding of and capacity to use technology to support learning in the
workplace (Trede et al., 2016). One issue is that many organisations focus too heavily on
storage and dissemination, while neglecting the social aspects. Nutley and colleagues (2004)
for example, complain that the knowledge management literature is preoccupied with

|ll

technological “processes of knowledge codification, storage and dissemination”. Similarly,
Ferguson et al. (2010, p. 1802) argue that while organisational knowledge is seen as a
resource that can be “captured and shared through technologies”, this is often based on
rationalist approaches to knowledge management rather than seeing knowledge as
emergent and relational. This is also seen in practice, where a couple of years ago, | was told
by an Assistant Director in a Social Services Children and Families’ Department, that they had

invested a substantial amount of money into the purchase of research resources but then

discovered that social workers did not access these. In her review of the literature, Heinsch

119



(2018, p. 472) found conflicting findings, with some studies finding that social workers prefer
“easily accessible knowledge sources”, while others found that “textual sources are less
valued”. These points remind me that any endeavour to support knowledge sharing needs
to be grounded in what people do. Jang (2013, p. 1379) therefore argues for process-
oriented, “socio-cultural knowledge-management practices”, because providing access to
literature and resources alone, for example through a virtual platform, is insufficient. The
guestion is how such social practices can be supported through technology and which tools
can best scaffold learning, knowledge sharing and participation within and across

organisations, communities or networks.

Information technology can facilitate and maintain the connections and exchange between
members of various teams and groups within organisations and distributed CoPs and across
whole networks (Tschopp et al., 2016). However, this requires first

“... sharper conceptions of learning with technology, learning to participate in
technology-mediated practices, and learning to create environments in which one’s
own learning-and the learning of one‘s colleagues-can prosper.” (Trede et al., 2016,
p. 251)
To this end, Wenger et al. (2009) distinguish four perspectives by which ‘digital habitats’ can
be analysed and configured: a) tools that support specific community activities; b) platforms
on which tools are configured; c) features that help make tools and platforms usable and
habitable; and d) the configuration of technologies that provide the digital habitat of a CoP.
These different aspects make clear that a combination of technologies needs to integrate
platforms and individual tools and therefore, an overall approach is needed that considers

such an overall configuration and that recognises that this will rarely be limited to a single

platform.

Essentially, the purpose of each element needs to be considered in relation to social practices
within and across CoPs (Wenger et al., 2009). The primary challenges that cause communities
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to use technology are related to rhythm, interaction and identity (Wenger et al., 2009).
Rhythm is concerned with the challenge of time and place for communities. Temporal and
spatial separation makes ongoing engagement of community members challenging
(although it is precisely the inclusion of different contexts that makes the members of a CoP
want to exchange views). Technology offers a range of possibilities to deal with time and
place. Synchronous and asynchronous tools and forms of virtual communication offer ways
in which time and place can be bridged (Wenger et al., 2009). Interaction is key to support
participation and reification, which are fundamental processes for learning in CoPs.
Members of CoPs engage in activities, conversations, reflections and other forms of personal
participation and on the other hand, they produce physical and conceptual artefacts and
other forms of reified objects around which they organise their participation. A meaningful
configuration of technologies needs to create opportunities for both participation and
interaction, and enabling the storage, sharing, and organising of documents, data, and other
artefacts (Wenger et al., 2009). Lastly, identity is concerned with diverse perspectives of
members that bring about agreement and disagreement in their mutual engagement and
boundary crossing. As people are members of several communities and engage in their own
ways in practices, they strive to preserve their own identity across different contexts. The
different perspectives arising from belonging to different CoPs, are resources for
communities and technology supporting such multi-memberships. Technology can help
manage this complexity (by making a community visible, for example, through member
directories and profiles). These three challenges and the associated polarities are not only
important in terms of technology but are fundamental issues of all CoPs; Wenger and
colleagues (2009) argue that these three concepts help to assess and assemble tools to

support organisations and communities, meeting their specific needs.
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When selecting tools for communities and networks it seems important to enable
participation and reification. The following figure illustrates the various tools that can be

considered:

Figure redacted

Figure 7 The tools landscape (Wenger et al., 2009, p. 60)

Based on a socio-material understanding of knowledge sharing, it is first important to
support both participation and reification through tools that enable synchronous and
asynchronous communication. For example, tools that focus on reification generally tend to
deal with codified knowledge that is shared. Such approaches alone “may be problematic as
they are often inflexible and do not support fluid practices” (Lea French and Williamson,
2016, p. 750). Therefore, acknowledging the communicative processes needed and in order
to support participation and tools that enable collaboration (such as a wiki, commenting or
discussion boards) may be considered in addition to document management (storage, blogs

and RSS feeds). Essentially, tools need to enable documentation and collaboration.

Documentation is important, as practitioners are carriers of knowledge that is not codified.
The risk is that such knowledge is lost when employees leave. Therefore, Schmitt, Borzillo
and Probst (2012, p. 54) suggest that organisations should explore ways to stop “knowledge
walk away” and tools offer a means by which professionals can document their knowledge.
Practitioners are thus not only involved in creating professional knowledge in practice but
also in securing it, as part of their work when they “document their work to achieve
continuity in professional services” (Fenwick et al.,, 2012, p. 5). Such “representational
activity” that is involved in documentation, often enables restructuring of the mental
description of a situation but also affects the situation itself (Markauskaite and Goodyear,
2017, p. 122). However, one of the issues with information technology is that there is an

influx of available evidence- and practice-based knowledge and information and at the same
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time, this knowledge has a shorter lifespan (Kersten et al., 2018). This has implications for
practice and digitalisation directly impacts the ways in which work is organised and the skills

that are needed to deal with these challenges (Gruber and Harteis, 2018; Fenwick, 2012).

Jang (2013) argues that rather than seeing technology as a way to organise a repository of
information with a focus on physical boundaries and technical issues, attention needs to be
paid to social actors in knowledge processes. He therefore argues that “the optimal
intervention in social work agencies is the employment of diverse knowledge-management
practices using information processing, interpretive and political approaches” (Jang, 2013, p.
1376). In such endeavours, devices form an integral part of epistemic practices in
professional work and provide a way to link knowledge with practical work and to move
knowledge “back and forth between global and local, as well as between local sites”
(Markauskaite and Goodyear, 2017, p. 120). Therefore, the ways these devices are
assembled needs to be considered with respect to specific practices and purposes and this

is likely to require a range of tools.

In sum, the socio-material perspective has shown that in order to support knowledgeable
and ethical practice, both the technical-structural as well as the socio-cultural processes
need to be considered. These serve different functions that relate to documentation and

reification and to collaboration within and across boundaries of organisations.

Conclusions regarding organisational knowledgeable and ethical practice
The discussion in the second part of this chapter has shown that evidence-based and

evidence-informed practice are contested and overall view knowledge as something that can
be transferred or transformed in a rather linear way. These approaches, however much they
deviate from their positivist roots, are not suited to the uncertainty and complexity of social

work practice. Similarly, best practice approaches are problematic, as the notion of a
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generalisable best is not in line with the realities of practice. The discussion of different
knowledge exchange models underlines the importance of interaction, particularly between
researchers and research users in organisations. But the idea that co-produced knowledge
will be integrated in more than instrumental ways, is doubtful. | particularly question how
organisations can support individual practitioners to integrate different forms of knowledge,
research, theoretical understandings and tools, with the practice situations they encounter,
if they have not been party to the co-production process. Considering the importance of
deliberation in decision-making, | have explored group reflection models and have found that
while they can bring many benefits, in relation to integration and thus supporting
knowledgeable and ethical practice, their scope is limited. Lastly, a brief discussion of the
role of IT tools and artefacts has shown that in order to overcome a range of boundaries, the
socio-material and epistemic environment needs to be configured for specific learning and

knowledge sharing activities, which include both documentation and collaboration.

Conclusions - Supporting knowledgeable and ethical practice
In this first chapter, | defined knowledgeable and ethical practice in social work as practice

that fuses different forms of knowledge, including ethical knowledge with practice in specific
situations. This chapter sought to understand how social workers can be supported in this.
The overarching message is that social work is marked by complexity and uncertainty and
cannot be standardised. This discussion has highlighted the importance of paying attention
to not just knowledge per se but importantly, to how social workers can handle knowledge.

A key term here is the notion of epistemic practice.

As the discussion has shown, epistemic practices concerned with knowledgeable and ethical
practice, need to include paying attention to both intuitive and analytical ways of thinking.
Intuitive ways of thinking are important in action situations and include emotions and

intuitions based on prior experience. The analysis of both actions and intuitions in
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deliberative reflection and reasoning therefore needs to combine these with other forms of
knowledge. This is best supported through social reflections that can harness the different
perspectives and enables the verbalisation of tacit aspects. Therefore, for social workers to
develop knowledgeable and ethical practice, they need to develop an ability to engage in

epistemic practices that they then can employ in their work.

Organisations can support these epistemic practices through socio-material approaches that
enable social reflection and learning. At an organisational level, the importance of
relationship-based approaches was highlighted. The coproduction of knowledge in research
projects with researchers’ and practitioners’ involvement and the various strategies to
exchange knowledge, put interaction at the centre of these approaches. However, the
question that all the discussed organisational approaches to supporting knowledgeable and
ethical practice leaves open is how those who have not been party to the co-production
process, or those who learn about theories and research, can be supported in integrating
these with their thinking about practice. This discussion also analysed group reflection
models, which has highlighted that while being beneficial in many ways, the most frequently
used models in social work seem not to offer an adequate way forward in relation to enabling

social workers to integrate theory and research with practice.

| have touched upon the importance of tools and artefacts in relation to collaboration,
communication and documentation. Technologies and artefacts enable boundary crossing
and form an integral part of an epistemic environment that seeks to support knowledgeable

and ethical practice.

Ferguson (2013, p. 125) argues that social work needs to be understood “as a creative
endeavour shaped in crucial ways by how practitioners, teams and organisations are able to
act and go about their work”. From the discussion in this chapter, | conclude that this also
necessarily involves a focus on epistemic practices at the organisational level that enables
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social workers to merge theoretical and research knowledge, professional values and ethics
with experiential and everyday knowledge and situational action in professional practice.
Creating the conditions for knowledgeable and ethical practice therefore involves creating
the spaces for epistemic practices of practitioners, teams and organisations to emerge. The
following chapter discusses the Key Situation Model that seeks to address the professional

challenges outlined in the first two chapters.
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Chapter 3 - The Key Situations in Social Work model

Introduction
The origins of the Key Situation Model go back to Kunz and Tov’s (2009) work which

envisaged a situation-based social work curriculum at the School of Social Work, University
of Applied Sciences and Arts, Northwestern Switzerland in 2005. As a starting point, they
identified the key situations in Swiss social work and social pedagogy in a modified
‘Developing A CurriculUM’ (DACUM) method (Kunz, 2015, see Chapter 4). While the initial
idea of curriculum development had to be abandoned due to wider organisational changes,
the notion of situation-based learning was developed further to support the integration of
practice and theory in BA Social Work seminars. In iterative cycles, Kunz, Tov and Staempfli
(Tov et al., 2013, 2016a; Staempfli et al., 2012) developed a blended reflective learning
process organised around the existing key situation titles, ending up with eight steps and a
module plan in which students reflect on one situation over the course of a semester. The
model was published in 2013 in the book ‘Schliisselsituationen der Sozialen Arbeit’ (Key
Situations in Social Work) and a second revised edition was published in 2016 (Tov et al.,

2013, 2016a).

As the university’s virtual learning platform was not very user friendly, a new platform, CoPs
and a network were developed in a research and development project (“#keysituation”?)
from 2014 to 2016 (Staempfli, et al., 2016). The driving vision for this project was to establish
a platform like Wikipedia but one based on social work situations, with an active membership
that continuously reviewed the documented reflections of situations, enabling a dialogue on

quality of practice and knowledge. The Association ‘Network Key Situations in Social Work’

4 Funding was provided by the Gebert Riif Foundation as part of the «BREF - Briickenschldge mit
Erfolg» (Building Bridges with Success) programme with a focus on social innovation - and by the
School of Social Work of the University of Applied Sciences and Arts (UASA), Northwestern
Switzerland. (https://www.grstiftung.ch/de/search~grs-055-
13~.html?search=schl%c3%bcsselsituationen)
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was founded in 2015 to establish an independent, non-profit and cooperative basis for the

further development of the Key Situation Model, the network and the platform.

The Key Situation Model’s core aims are: the integration of knowledge, practice and values
through reflective learning; the sharing of co-produced knowledge that is embedded in real
social work practice situations on a virtual platform; and enabling a discourse on the quality
of the practice and knowledge within the wider professional community (Tov et al., 2013).
Four years after opening the platform to the social work community, there were on average
1500 registered international users, consisting of two thirds who were students and one
third, social work practitioners and educators. The Association continues to support the
establishment of a social work community in which practitioners, students and academics

discuss the quality of knowledge and practice espoused in reflections of situations.

Over time, the vision of the Key Situation Model has developed into a multi-layered and -
faceted approach. This chapter aims to describe the Key Situation Model’s, theoretical

foundations and the different elements illustrated in the following figure:
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Figure 8 The elements of the Key Situation Model: reflective learning process, communities

of practice and virtual platform (with permission from the Association Network
Key Situation in Social Work).

These three elements not only depict the key elements of the Key Situation Model, they also
symbolise three essential aspects of learning design. The reflective learning process stands
for the tasks that learners engage in when learning about an experienced situation. The CoPs
stand for the social organisation and the platform is an expression of the virtual environment

and tools that enable collaboration, learning and situation-based knowledge co-
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construction, documentation and sharing. All three elements are organised around key

situations in social work, as illustrated by the document symbol in Figure 8.

An issue that | have grappled with over the years, is the complexity of the model and the
challenge for me has always been to explain the model in a way that people can grasp these
different dimensions. | have found that Goodyear and Carvalho’s (2016) Activity Centred
Analysis and Design (ACAD) framework and Carvalho and Yeoman’s (2018) ACAD wireframe
offer a matrix that allows me to present and analyse the Key Situation Model in order to
break down these complexities. | have therefore structured this chapter along the ACAD
wireframe. It starts with a discussion of the pedagogical philosophy that underpins the
model. | then discuss the various elements of the Key Situation Model to illustrate how
learning, professional development and knowledge sharing are organised in the learning
space (micro level), at an organisational level (meso level) and across the whole network
(macro level). To offer the reader a better understanding of these, | start the chapter with

an exploration of the ACAD and the associated wireframe.

Activity Centred Analysis and Design for learning
The ACAD framework emphasises the centrality of learners’ activities with a focus on what

they actually do. By ‘doing’ Goodyear and Carvalho (2016, p. 220) denote a whole range of
human activity, including “thinking, feeling, perceiving, talking, making, moving, and so on”.
Because such activity occurs in physical and social environments, design needs to consider
“material artefacts, digital tools, social structures, divisions of labour and other
organisational arrangements that shape and are shaped by the human activity” (Goodyear

and Carvalho, 2016, p. 220).

But Goodyear and Carvalho (2016) caution that (professional) learning cannot simply be

designed:
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“Rather, design for learning has to work indirectly by proposing tasks — suggestions
of good things to do — which may stimulate and otherwise influence the real-world
activity that eventuates, but which cannot prescribe or actually generate that

activity.” (2016, p. 221, author’s emphasis)

Equally, design should suggest and offer tools and other artefacts that can support learning
and “make recommendations about how learners might best work with one another”
(Markauskaite and Goodyear, 2017, p. 609), while understanding that learners may use

additional resources or work in different ways.

In this view then, learning emerges through the activities of learners as they make use of
“the task design (epistemic), the structures of place (set) and the organisational structures
(social)” (Yeoman, 2015, p. 56). The design for learning may start with an idea about what
the intended learning outcomes ought to be, but one must acknowledge that unintended
outcomes will also arise. So, while learning itself cannot be designed, the epistemic, physical

and social elements can be designed, and Figure 9 illustrates how these are connected.

Goodyear and Carvalho (2016, p. 224) point out that the ACAD framework can be applied
broadly “to create a holistic picture of epistemic, physical and social design components,
emergent activity, co-configuration and outcomes” or to “specific areas of activity or
infrastructure”. The key is to pay attention to the arrangements of how learners work
together, the tasks they engage in and the tools that can support their activities. The focus
therefore is on the “designable elements” that can be said to support emergent activities

and phenomena in learning (Carvalho and Yeoman, 2018, p. 5).

Figure redacted

Figure 9 Activity centred analysis and design (ACAD) (Carvalho and Goodyear, 2017, p. 9)

With reference to Alexander et al. (1977) and Goodyear (1999), Yeoman (2015) suggests

three levels at which the ACAD framework should be considered. These relate to the scale
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and scope of the design at “the detail or micro, the regional or meso, and the global or
macro” level (Carvalho and Yeoman, 2017, p. 194). The global macro dimension outlines the
broader context for the design, including the overarching philosophy that underpins
professional learning, buildings and technology, organisational forms and the intentions of
stakeholders. It is a ‘high level pedagogy’ that although not describing the set, social and
epistemic design in detail, points to the underlying principles that underpin the design of the
activities (Goodyear, 1999). The regional meso dimension is concerned with the local design,
based on the global dimension within an organisational setting and defines how space and
technology is used, what kind of community is envisaged and what the curriculum should
look like. Goodyear (1999) calls this the ‘pedagogical strategy’ that promotes a shared
understanding of intentions and permits coordinated action. Finally, learning arrangements
at the micro level specify the detail of the strategy and determine which artefacts, tools and
texts are to be used (set), what social arrangements are planned (social) and how tasks are

organised (epistemic) in and around the actual learning space and time (Yeoman, 2015).

The combination of these levels and the concepts from the ACAD framework (set, social and
epistemic) led Yeoman (2015) to create a three-by-three wireframe (Figure 10). This
wireframe “helps designers navigate between theoretical concepts and their practical

enactments” (Carvalho and Yeoman, 2017, p. 194):
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Figure 10 The ACAD wireframe (Carvalho and Yeoman, 2018, p. 1126, author’s table)

This wireframe “helps designers to operationalise the conceptual underpinnings of the ACAD
framework (Goodyear and Carvalho, 2014), the pedagogical framework (Goodyear, 1999)
and Alexander et al.’s (1977) pattern language” (Carvalho and Yeoman, 2018, p. 1127). It
thus allows me to talk about the Key Situation Model and break down its complexity. | outline
the central design ideas of the model at the different levels in respect of the set, social and
epistemic design elements. This makes it possible to outline “the relationship between
underlying philosophical values, designed environment, and scaffolded human interaction”
(Yeoman, 2017, personal communication). The pedagogic philosophy is part of the macro

dimension and since it underpins the whole design, | discuss it first.

Pedagogic philosophy
Any model of and for learning is explicitly or implicitly rooted in a pedagogical paradigm.

When developing the Key Situation Model, Lave and Wenger’s (1991) work on CoPs and
particularly Wenger’s (1998) social theory of learning, formed a foundation that grounded

the model securely in a practice-based perspective. However, | have only come to
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understand the wider practice theoretical context through undertaking this thesis project.
The overarching philosophy that underpins the Key Situation Model is informed by practice-
based and socio-material perspectives that shape the understanding of how professionals
learn in and for practice. This section aims to make explicit these practice-based principles in
relation to learning and pedagogy, thereby offering a theoretical anchor for the Key Situation
Model. Two domains are important for this: firstly professional learning for and in work and

secondly, continuous professional development. These are discussed in the next sections.

Practice-based definitions of learning and development of competence
From a practice perspective, learning can be understood from broadly three positions

(Hager, 2011 in Hopwood, 2014) that are based on a) psychological theories; b) sociocultural
perspectives; and c) positions that foreground emergence. | examine these perspectives and

outline important definitions of learning for each of these.

Practice perspective in psychological theories
Psychological theories pay attention to behaviour and cognition and see learning as “a

product, often associated with reflection, rooted in an individual epistemology of practice”
(Hopwood, 2014, p. 350). Two of the most cited learning theories in the social work literature
are prime examples of this strand of practice theory: Schon’s (1983) ‘epistemology of

practice’ and Kolb’s (1993) ‘experiential learning cycle’.

Kolb (1993) developed his experiential learning theory in the 1970’s and 1980’s in which he
conceptualised learning as an experiential cycle that encompasses concrete experience,
reflective observation, abstract conceptualisation and active experimentation. Learning is
seen as an holistic process that involves the whole person (thinking, feeling, perceiving and
behaving) whereby “knowledge is created through the transformation of experience” (Kolb,

1993, p.155). The basic tenets of the theory suggest that four styles of learning are required
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at different stages of the learning process (Kolb et al., 2014). These are not seen as fixed
personality traits, but rather as a preferred way of learning that is developed based on
genetics, life experiences and the challenges posed by the present environment. Kolb and
colleagues later developed the four learning styles to nine and included the concept of
learning flexibility (Kolb et al., 2014). In the UK, Kolb’s Learning Style Inventory is widely
known and used, despite continuing problems with “reliability, validity and the learning
cycle” (Coffield et al., 2004, p. 30). One of the reasons for its wide replication lies in its
simplicity in that it speaks to everyday experience, even though critiques suggest that it does

not “reflect the reality of the complex social process of human learning” (Jarvis, 2009, p. 23).

Building on Kolb’s work, Jarvis has developed a more complex understanding of learning that
focuses on the social nature of humans and that understands people as having both mind
and body. Learning occurs at points where a disjuncture is experienced in novel situations.
He defines a primary processing of bodily sensations and experiences of disjuncture that later
gives way to a secondary process that is “more concerned with the cultural meanings” in
which “cognition becomes central to learning” (Jarvis, 2009, p. 28). The combination of these
processes means that learning is always an embodied endeavour. Over the years, Jarvis
developed and changed his definition of learning from “the transformation of experience
into knowledge, skills and attitudes” (Jarvis, 1987, p. 32 in Jarvis, 2009, p. 25) to his current
definition:

“Human learning is the combination of processes throughout a lifetime whereby
the whole person — body (genetic, physical and biological) and mind (knowledge,
skills, attitudes, values, emotions, beliefs and senses) — experiences social
situations, the perceived content of which is then transformed cognitively,
emotively or practically (or through any combination) and integrated into the
individual person’s biography resulting in a continually changing (or more

experienced) person.” (Jarvis, 2009, p. 25).
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This definition is illustrated in the following figure:

Figure redacted

Figure 11 The transformation of the person through learning. (Jarvis, 2009, p. 29).

Illeris (2010) further theorises that any kind of learning includes two processes: an external
process of interaction between an individual and their environment and an internal
acquisition process, which is triggered in the interaction. This internal psychological process
is influenced by both content (knowledge, understanding, skills) and incentives (motivation
and emotions). Incentives shape decisively what is learned at the same time that content is
influencing motivation and perseverance. In other words, the more interested | am to
develop competence, the greater my motivation to get involved in a learning process, and
vice versa, so that the two processes of learning are always “activated simultaneously and in

an integrated fashion” (K. llleris, 2009a, p. 10).

Content is not merely defined as knowledge but also skills and more broadly as insight,
understanding and ability (Illeris, 2010). Development of these allows us to "function
appropriately in the various contexts in which we are involved" (K. llleris, 2009a, p. 10).
Learners are thereby driven by uncertainty, curiosity or by unmet needs in order to re-
establish a mental, psychological and physical equilibrium (llleris, 2010). The interaction, on
the other hand, includes action, communication and collaboration and is geared towards the
integration of individuals in their social environment. Learning is thus about the development
of sociality or the ability to engage and integrate. Overall, learning is an attempt “to develop
meaning, skills, mental and bodily balance and social and societal integration, and in this
way, we simultaneously develop our functionality, sensitivity and sociality” (llleris, 2009a, p.
11). Figure 12 below illustrates his definition of learning, which is that

“all learning always includes three dimensions which must always be considered if

an understanding or analysis of a learning situation is to be adequate: the content
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dimension of knowledge, understandings, skills, abilities, attitudes and the like, the
incentive dimension of emotion, feelings, motivation and volition, and the social
dimension of interaction, communication and cooperation — all of which are

embedded in a societally situated context.” (K. Illeris, 20093, p. 7)

For competence to emerge it is not enough to focus on knowledge and skills alone; rather, it
involves emotion and interaction. If learning aims to enhance capability, then “it must
contribute to the generation of relevant functionality, sensitivity and sociality which are the
main general characteristics of competences” (K. llleris