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1. Introduction

This August the Child Protection Services (CPS) in the municipality of Kristiansand has completed the implementation phase of a project which has been carried out in close collaboration with researchers at Agder University College. The project has involved the development of tools and routines for organisational learning through systematic feedback from clients and partners. To be more precise, the project has included the development of standard forms for individual plans (IP)
 and evaluation tools and routines (E), and of procedures on how these tools should be used for organisational learning. In the evaluation, users, and other agencies involved in their case, are asked to evaluate the progress and developments of their case and the performance of the service-providing unit involved. On the basis of their evaluations, the social worker in charge of the case writes an evaluation report, where she/he also adds her/his own judgements about the case. Both qualitative and quantitative information are gathered in the evaluation. 
In this paper we will give a brief description of the development phase of the project and discuss the division of tasks, roles and responsibilities between researcher and practitioners, but main focus will be on how this collaboration has challenged both the researchers and the practitioners.

Brief outline of the Individual Plan and Evaluation Project (IPE-project)
One of the main objectives of the IPE-project has been to develop instruments and routines for systematic evaluation, which subsequently will constitute the basis for organisational learning. Another has been extended user participation and a stronger focus on concrete goals. This has meant that for some, maybe not so few, of the social workers in the CPS, the IPE-project would result in considerable changes in their working methods and routines. An underlying idea in the development project has been that if you want to succeed in developing and implementing ways of doing things, people who will be affected need to be involved. Therefore action research and broad participation from street-level employees, as well as management has been the chosen approach in the project. The planning phase of the project started in October 2002 and lasted till March 2003. A working group, consisting of one social worker from each of  four units in the CPS, two internal consultants in the CPS and one external researcher, designed the system and planned the implementation, or rather the phase two of the development process. After a test period of one year, where all employed in the CPS have participated, the system was reviewed in the spring of 2004. At that time the project as such was completed, the IPE-system is now running, - more or less successfully. The challenge now is to develop ways of making full use of the evaluation results for organisational learning and for developing better services for the users of CPS. 

However, now we will focus on our experiences from the collaboration on this project - "we" being the external researcher and one of the internal consultants involved in the project. 

Before we go into our experiences and thoughts about challenges in participatory research, we start with the voices of two of the social workers involved in the IPE-project:
Sophies story:

"I am one of the social workers in the CPS of Kristiansand who had been using individual plans in my practice for several years. When the IPE-project started, I decided to stick to the plans I had always used instead of the new standard plan, because I considered the plans I used as better - mainly because they included an assessment of the current situation in the family in question. So I was not collaborating with the researchers and my leader in making this Individual Plan and Evaluation-system work, I was even complaining about it and speaking against it in meetings with the development unit.

About half a year after the implementation of the IPE, I asked if it was possible to add the assessment (of the family's situation) into the standard plan. The answer was: “OK, go for it”, I finally studied the system thoroughly and decided to give it a chance. And after that it has been quit a success. According to the new system, the social worker and the user should fill in or work out the IP together. At the beginning this meant more work for me, compared to how things were done earlier. I also had to find out whom to send evaluation questionnaires to. But it wasn't too much, and now I'm accustomed to the new system. The system of evaluation is very good, it gives us more information about the families than before, and it encourages us to evaluate systematically also in meetings with the clients and cooperating agencies. We have to write an evaluation report in each case every sixth month, and this report has a kind of "therapeutic effect". When the families read our analyses and reflections on their case, it gives us a chance to review the case and the developments together with them."

Sophie's positive attitude and success in using the IPE-system has had a beneficial impact on the implementation and progress of the project; it has inspired her colleagues and helped them see the advantages and start applying the system in their practices. 

Eskilds story

During a meeting where the IPE-project is debated, Eskild says: "It has been very frustrating that the system was not fully developed. When we asked what to do we were told to figure it out ourselves. Why should we have to find the answers, it's your job to develop tools which should make the job easier for us!"

He was expressing the feelings of more than himself and opinions that had emerged from time to time during the test period, especially when discussing how to phrase precise and "measurable" goals for the co-operation between social worker and child/family in the IP. 

He is one that has been somewhat unwilling to use IPs and he has hesitated to take an active part in the project. He is also one of the critics of "the evaluation fad"; he questions the feasibility and usefulness of evaluating social work. Evaluation sometimes can do more harm than good, and social work is by its qualitative, versatile and "messy" nature, in his opinion not suited for evaluation. 

2. "Development and despair".

As already mentioned, a group of practitioners and internal development consultants and an external researcher, was responsible for the development of the IPE-system. This group designed the system recognizing that systems that work perfectly on paper often will have difficulties when put into action. It is impossible to foresee all contingencies, and any system will have to be built on a generalized and simplified version of reality. Therefore the idea behind the project has, as already mentioned, been that in order to succeed the completion of the system must be done in close cooperation with the practitioners. It must be open for adjustments and modifications to fit the needs and requirements of practice. In the IPE-project we therefore prepared for a one year test period in which all employees in the CPS-units were involved. We did not "sell" the system as the one solution to end all insecurity and uncertainty (messiness) involved in social work, nor the answer to the cry for gentler work loads and less paper work. On the contrary, even if we are of the opinion that the IPE-system in time will help social workers do a better job, the implementation of something new most probably will mean more work. Working methods, routines and habits are always the result of learning, and learning sometimes doesn't come easy. 

Eskild and Sophie illustrate two different ways of entering into, or facing change. They express opposite attitudes; Sophie is, after some hesitation, open and curious, while Eskild remains reluctant and perhaps even suspicious. Sophie is the favourite of the researcher, most likely of the leaders of the organisation as well. She facilitates the development and implementation phase. She makes the researcher's work easier and more worthwhile to be preoccupied with. But while welcoming Sophie and her likes, one should also acknowledge - and even welcome - Eskild and the opinions he represents. Any change will meet resistance and when it comes to the surface one can deal with them. They may also serve as a useful reminder of the problems and reservations one should have against change and novelties. Change is not always for the best: Mistakes can be made and valuable knowledge may be lost (Jacobsen 1997). In this case an opportune reservation has been made; standardized evaluations can standardize social work in a way that will be counterproductive to the problems it was supposed to solve or relieve. This should be borne in mind by anyone involved in designing organizational systems and tools. Working together with practitioners one is constantly reminded of this, and this should be considered one of the gains of research practice collaboration. 

The frustration expressed by Eskild may be seen as a consequence of his main focus. As a social worker his focus will be on the user and the relationship between himself and the user(s). The researcher and the consultants will, in this case, have their focus elsewhere, namely on the organisation. Their concern is how to develop the organisation and the working methods of social work to fit the goals of the organisation, which are both to fulfil the needs of the users and the requirements of their superiors and of the law. This is not necessarily in conflict, but may well be understood as such from the point of view of the street level social worker. She or he will be more inclined to focus on the needs of the user present in front of her/him, and so she/he to a large degree should be.  

Another reason for resistance against the IPE-system, can be the fact that many conceived it as forced on them - despite our efforts to have an open process and to involve everybody (for more information about this process, see Halvorsen 2003 and Gjedrem 2004). One reason for this may be that the development and implementation of the system partly was explained and justified by requirements from the central municipal authorities and the Childrens Protection Act of 1992. This message probably overwhelmed our attempt to show how systematic work with plans, goals and evaluation match with central social work theory.

3.  "Social work, not statistics and numbers"
Social work is emotional work and involves working in close relation with individuals, families and groups, each of them unique and each to be treated as a subject, not an object. Social work is, like social life itself, messy; in most cases it involves several, often opposite interests, it is value laden and marked by ambiguity and uncertainty about how things hang together and will work.  Social work theory is knowledge about organisations, systems, human beings and interaction. It is knowledge for action, analysis and understanding (Zahl 2003). One must focus on the unique individual, and use knowledge about society, research related to social work, values and ethics in social work and communication skills and techniques in interviews and interactions with clients. Social workers have to balance between these sources of knowledge, and be aware that they do not let their techniques and theoretical knowledge make them technical manipulative in dealing with the clients (Tranøy 1986). Implementing the IPE-system, which involves the use of routines and standardised forms, questionnaires and plans, can encourage the social workers to become technical. There is a danger that it can lead to a focus on statistics and numbers, rather than on how to understand and help the children and families involved to live better lives. It can reduce the awareness of the complexity and variety of social work. Some of the resistance against the IPE-system can be understood along these lines.

This is perhaps precisely what worries Eskild. He might be afraid that drawing up plans and measurable goals and filling out questionnaires will disturb his effort to build a close and open relationship with his clients, and supplant the dialogue as the essential tool or method in his work. It may also be seen as an example of how the systemworld intrudes on the lifeworld; plans and formal evaluation is not an integral part of the private lives of ordinary families. Nor is it an integral part of how social workers traditionally work. The CPS intervention represents in itself an intrusion from "the system" into people's lives. The IPE-system may add to this effect by its insistence on formal planning and evaluation, forms and questionnaires. The social worker will in most cases be more interested in reducing this effect, than contributing to the opposite. She/he may see the IPE-system as an attempt to reduce the complex and messy reality of social work to a question of formal routines, procedures and standardised methods. And she/he may see it as an attempt to reduce her/his freedom to engage in her clients in whatever way she/he sees best fit in a given situation, and thereby her professional autonomy. 
4. The messiness of (action) research

Engaging in collaborative research and development work gives researchers an opportunity to experience what research and theory have shown in full - reality is complex, complicated and messy. Introducing something new to organisations will evoke resistance. Any theory, model or system implies simplification, often of phenomena that resist simplification. Social work resists simplification; social workers oppose, and rightly so, they should, when know-it-all-outsiders try to tell them how to do their work. On the other hand, social workers may have something to learn form people with perspectives and worldviews different from their own (this is precisely one of the reasons why social workers should let users participate in planning and evaluating their mutual work). And so may researcher! Doing action-research, as this project may well be named, shows this in full. Reading and learning about changes in organisations, change work, participant research and evaluation and so on in theory, can never fully comprise the complexity and messiness of such doings in practice. 

In this project researcher and practitioners have worked together over a long period of time. The researcher did not have the opportunity to pull back once the system seemed completed on paper, and leave the muddled business of making it work to the organisation itself (and blame them when it fails). The researcher has followed the ups and downs of the process, she has participated in, sometimes fierce discussions and shared the frustrations of the consultants responsible for the process - we have all learnt by experiencing both intellectually and bodily: Some meetings left us with heavy frustration and headache over how difficult it is to make practitioners understand the brilliance of a system that works so well in theory/on paper! And over their constant tendency to talk, or jabber (!), about clients, incidents and personal feelings when we (in our opinion) should talk about "important issues", such as how to phrase an evaluation question or describe the IP-procedure, in a professional manner. Of course, given time the researcher understands that "jabbering" about incidents and feelings is a way of discussing professional issues, and that social workers share a vocabulary and a way of communicating that is to some degree unfamiliar to me. If it hadn't been for the fine and partly tacit understanding between us (as researcher and internal consultant) we probably would have overruled this communication many times, - and by that done irretrievable harm to the process. "The insider" was careful to balance "the outsider's" urge to move on against the participants' need to talk. And we took each other's hints - most of the times. The interplay between us was, as far as we can judge, a precondition for the smooth running of the process. In addition, the second "insider" took the potentially unpleasant role of the one who reminded the social workers in the group that social workers are not saints, and that they actually could improve their performance. Being a social worker himself, he was excused for doing this. 

There are two sides to this reflection on the process of collaboration in the project. One is that social work and qualitative research have common features; direct interaction between individuals with different interests, goals and backgrounds within a framework of unstable conditions - i.e. the real world. The other is that it shows how collaboration between insiders and outsiders facilitates mutual understanding and learning through shared experiences and the dependence on the competence and skill of the other.
Being close to practice and the reality of the practitioner reduces the danger of oversimplifying, and thus of developing theory and knowledge that is so remote from the day-to-day experiences of the practitioner that it is of little use for him or her. 

5.  Systematic approaches are needed
Social work is complex, and we have already claimed that the social workers must be able to balance between the different kinds of knowledge to help children have better lives. And they must balance general and theoretical knowledge against the needs and unique situation of each child/family. This requires a competence of both literary knowledge and personal skills. In order to become a highly skilled and successful social worker, many will argue that one has to work systematically (among others, Bunkholdt and Larsen 1995). In 1954 Pearlman developed the process of social work ( in Askeland 1996), a step by step explanation of how to proceed in a case. The first step is to define (or to set the problem according to Schön 1983), which covers mapping and analysing the current situation and deciding how to frame the problem. The next is to identify goals and to set up a plan which shows what will be done to meet the goals, thereafter implementation and action, and at the end of the process evaluation and setting up a new plan if necessary. 

The IPE-system is a useful tool in this process. It helps the social worker and her/his client(s) to formulate precise and concrete goals, to be more exact in describing the help they shall receive, and to make sure the help will be in line with the goals and needs of the client(s). It structures the process of interaction and collaboration. The IPE-system is a tool for action, and follows the steps fo the process of social work as described by Pearlman. We argued earlier that such tools will simplify a complex reality, and it will, but not necessarily for the bad. To be able to cope in social work, as in research and in life in general, we have to reduce and simplify. Bunkholdt and Larsen (1995) even claim that systematic work will make us more, not less attentive towards complexity. It might actually increase the social workers' awareness of how complex and compound their work is.  

 The IPE is a system for systematic social work. The system is not primarily about forms and standard plans, but about systematic work in social work, about user's participation and evaluation, and about professional reflection and the text-production in social work. 
Hopefully systematic evaluation and user participation will help social workers become more aware of the complexity and variety of the cases. The perspective of the users are continually and formally brought into the case, and the systematic process of plans and evaluation helps structuring the work and information processing of the social workers and of the organisation as a whole. Tools like the IPE-system can be an important factor in building knowledge for better practice in the CPS. 
Conclusion

The CPS and academia are systems that are fundamentally unlike; their perspectives are in many ways opposite. The academic world is oriented towards theory, questions, analysis, reflection,  understanding in depth and long term engagement, and merits are primarily measured in academic engagements and the number of articles published. This is not the case for the practice field. The practitioner in the CPS is to a larger degree oriented towards action and solutions, their focus will be on cases and people that need their immediate attention and on the day-to-day-activity of their practice. This does not imply that social workers do not see the need for reflection and theory. But it is a challenge to find time for reflection on current practices and to engage in development work. Erik Larsen (1988) claims there is a danger in a situation where immediate problems totally replace reflection and long term development, that ideology rather than empirically based knowledge will control the practice of social workers. Most social workers recognise this, but feel they have little chance in their everyday practices to do other than deal with what seem most urgent. 

This is precisely how we experience collaborating on the IPE-project. The social workers in the CPS are frustrated that it takes time to learn new ways of working. And despite the fact that they were invited to take active part in the project, that the idea was that a system has to be worked out in practice in close cooperation with the users of the system, some have found it hard to cope and adjust. This is not necessarily because they are unwilling or uninterested (though some are), but because their primary goal and commitment is to their clients and that they are absorbed in the daily challenges. To work closely with the social workers as we do in action research is very useful for the researcher - and for the practitioners. The researcher will get a better understanding of the conditions and constraints under which research and development will take place, and the presence of the researcher in the work place in many ways forces the agency and the social workers to take time to withdraw, to reflect and engage in development work. To be able to find solutions and develop systems that will function in practice, the close interaction between research and practice is necessary. And it probably contributes to the reduction of distance and barriers between academia and practice. The notion of scientific knowledge as apart from and superior to practice and experienced based knowledge are challenged through daily interaction between researchers and practitioners who need each other to find solutions and answers. 
But one has to ask whether researchers can expect practitioners to be enthusiastic about collaboration. Action research, participatory research and similar research approaches, must be conducted on the premises of all the collaborating parties. The researcher (academia) must understand the reality and everyday life of the practitioner and accept that their focus is primarily elsewhere than research. The research project will have first priority for the researcher and perhaps also for one or two staff members, but for the practitioners involved it pretty much comes on top of everything else. And they will not always be happy about it! The researcher should bear this in mind, and endure the frustration it creates. Luckily some, like Sophie, find participating in research and development work rewarding, even if it takes some extra time and effort. 
One major challenge for researchers doing collaborative or participatory research is the reduction of control over the research process. Collaboration, preferably on equal terms, means that in addition to the researchers another party is entitled to an opinion. And this party may have other objectives, other interests and other perspectives than the researchers. In most cases of collaborative research the researcher enters the world of the practitioner, and whilst this is one of the great advantages of such research it also challenges the researchers to find a way to balance between their needs as researchers and their collaborators' needs as both partners in the research project and as practitioners. We think this often holds even if practitioners have reduced work loads in order to take part in projects. Their inner motivation and orientation will still to a large degree be to their clients and their ordinary work.
For the practitioner involved in research, one challenge is to balance between commitments to clients and everyday tasks and expectations from researchers and others to take part in research or development work. Another is to accept that daily routines and accustomed working methods are disturbed. Eskild is not willing to do this, at least not yet. Sophie on the other hand, has been more open and confirms that she has profited from the project. Both have in their own ways contributed to the project, and to the learning process of the researcher as well as of their fellow social workers.
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� We should add that social workers in the CPS are instructed to make individual plan for each child taken under care by national law, and has been so since 1992. Nevertheless many local authorities, Kristiansand being one of them, still strive to implement individual plans as obligatory and effective tools in the social work process. 





PAGE  
8

