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Abstract

The author’s recent participation in a doctoral course on epistemology and the nature

of social work knowledge produced an inner struggle regarding the validity of positivist

and evidence-based approaches to social work practice and research. This article seeks

to share some of this struggle as many social workers, students, and researchers have

and continue to encounter debates regarding the use of evidence-based approaches in

social work practice and research. The dichotomous nature these debates often take

has often resulted in the exclusive embracing, defending and perpetuation of evidence-

based approaches or the complete rejection and discarding of such approaches. The

author suggests in this article that social workers, researchers, and academics consider

an alternative approach to the debate.
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Introduction

‘‘It was a special day for George – a visit to the museum. But first, a stop at Pisghetti’s
for a sweet Sunday treat. . .Cannoli, a brown crunchy shell with a delicious filling.’’
Thus begins Curious George’s adventure, From Scratch (Willard and Hemming,
2006). Arriving at Pisghetti’s, George, a monkey cared for by The Man in the
Yellow Hat, is saddened to learn that Chef Pisghetti is not making any cannoli
this particular Sunday. Chef Pisghetti is too distraught to bake the treat, as he had
to remove his cat, Gnocchi, from the restaurant for scratching the furniture.

As the adventure continues, George finds himself at the museum where
Professor Wiseman states, ‘‘once you think like a scientist, George, you can
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solve almost any problem.’’ The narrator then explains, ‘‘George had a problem.
He wanted cannoli.’’

Professor Wiseman continued, ‘‘You know, scientists think about problems and
get ideas to solve them. They observe, then collect information. And, if that infor-
mation doesn’t help solve their problem, they observe more, and get a different
idea.’’ The narrator explains, ‘‘George wondered what great scientists would do if
they were monkeys who had no cannoli.’’

The remainder of the story, as you might guess, follows George as he observes,
measures, conducts experiments, finds evidence for, and eventually proves that the
scratches were not made by Gnocchi. This news, of course, results in Chef Pisghetti
making for George a great deal of cannoli because, ‘‘though George thought like a
scientist, he ate like a monkey.’’

While watching the above episode of Curious George with my daughter, I was
struck by the overtly scientific and evidence-based nature of both Dr. Wiseman’s
advice and George’s approach to solving his cannoli problem. Advertisement of
evidence-based approaches to knowledge accretion, problem solving, and decision-
making as the only approaches, although I had not noticed it before, is highly
prevalent in both the broader Canadian context and the Canadian field of social
work, including practice and both qualitative and quantitative research. One could
argue that the presence and emphasis of these approaches in Curious George, a
series of children’s stories about a monkey, demonstrates how prevalent this mode
of thinking is and, perhaps more importantly, how early and strongly individuals
are encouraged to adopt positivist epistemologies and evidence-based approaches
to thinking and being.

As I considered Curious George and the propagation of evidence-based, posi-
tivistic approaches to research and knowledge accretion, I became aware of a
dynamic within a doctoral social work course on epistemology I was in the process
of completing. This dynamic seemed to suggest that a number of social work
clinicians, researchers and academics, including several within my faculty, not
only favor qualitative, non-positivist research, modes of thinking, and approaches
to social work, but in doing so reject all things evidence based. Although I gravitate
towards qualitative approaches to research, which can include consideration of
empirical evidence, given the divisive impact of dichotomizing differing
approaches, I questioned the prudence of such rejection. I also recognized a pre-
viously unrecognized familiarity with evidence-based approaches.

(Western) Formal education

Born and raised by Western-educated parents, I was told for many years that
(Western) education is important. This message was presented directly through
statements such as ‘‘you’ll never get a good job without an education’’ and
‘‘don’t you want to be smart when you grow up?’’ when complaining about home-
work. When considering post-secondary education, teachers told me which univer-
sity programs would open the greatest doors in the work force. When considering
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graduate school, I was asked, ‘‘you’ve come this far already, why don’t you keep
going? Think of the doors a masters degree could open.’’ Indirect messages likewise
touted the importance of formal education. Awards for the highest grade were
given each year of my schooling. Professions requiring years of school, such as
doctors, scientists, and astronauts were glorified on television. Even my father’s
leather university jacket, a steel blue color with pharmacy lettering sewn on, was
the coolest thing that I could imagine wearing. As a child, school was both a
necessary evil and a means to the best end that I could hope for. Regardless of
how I felt about it, though, there was always a consensus among the direct and
indirect influences in my life: education was important.

Growing up in Southwestern Ontario, Canada, I received a Western education
significantly influenced by positivism (Lees, 2007). A common lesson in this type of
educational setting was, and still is, the scientific method. The impact of this lesson
is both wide reaching and long lasting, so much so that even now as I construct a
highly qualitative research design for my doctoral dissertation, questions such as
‘‘how can you prove this?’’ and ‘‘how can it be measured?’’ are often directed at me
both from within and outside the academy. The Province of Ontario Curriculum
for Grades 1–8 (2007) states ‘‘although there is no single scientific method, there are
scientific methodologies—practices that are followed when investigating questions
in a scientific manner’’ (Ministry of Education, 2007: 12). The curriculum guide
then proceeds to explain that the Continuum for Scientific Inquiry/
Experimentation Skills, the Continuum for Scientific Inquiry/Research Skills,
and the Continuum for Technological Problem-Solving Skills each include initiat-
ing and planning, performing and recording, analyzing, and interpreting, and
finally communicating (13–18).

The scientific method or proper scientific inquiry, one could argue, exists
ingrained in elementary school education as the primary if not the only approach
to gathering knowledge or problem solving. The result is that these ‘‘narrow con-
ceptions of ‘science’ and ‘evidence’ have tended to exclude post-modernist and
sociocultural thinking around knowledge’’ (Lees, 2007: 50). Further, near-exclusive
exposure to such approaches has contributed, at least for myself, to unconscious
epistemologies. Essentially, many ways I approach and understand knowledge exist
beyond and apart from my conscious awareness, yet impact my actions and even
my intentions (Bourdieu, 1977) in how I go about seeking knowledge.

Evidence based

Raised by a pharmacist, I was taught to value things such as the scientific method
and evidence-based approaches to research. I also learned that day-to-day decision-
making processes should be informed by evidence. For example, Tums (multi-
colored chewable antacids) or Halls (menthol cough suppressants) should not be
taken unless one has an upset stomach or a dry cough, as ‘‘they are not candy’’ and
can be harmful outside of their intended purpose. Later in life, I learned the phrase
‘‘research suggests’’ usually comes before words that are important, and even fact
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or truth. Though at the time I did not know it as such, I was raised in and with a
positivist epistemology, accentuated by an evidence-based approach to thinking
and acting.

In addition to my home life, the broader cultural context in which I grew up
likewise instilled in me a deep respect for and commitment to the scientific method
and evidence-based approaches. Television shows such as Curious George con-
veyed the message that the acquisition of knowledge occurs only through the sci-
entific method. Schools taught children that the way to solve a problem or to learn
something unknown was to use the scientific method, often simplified as ‘‘make an
observation, ask a question, research a topic, state your hypothesis, plan an experi-
ment, record and analyze your data, draw conclusions, and communicate your
results’’ (SuperScience, 2013). Other indirect exposure to evidence-based methods
in a Canadian context included advertising strategies that claimed products had
been ‘‘scientifically-tested’’ or were ‘‘proven to work’’, or advertisements to sell
toothpaste, for example, based on statistics stating that nine out of ten dentists
recommended a particular brand. It was through both explicit and implicit mes-
sages that children such as myself learned of the value of evidence-based
approaches to life and knowledge.

To this day, implicit influences of the scientific method and evidence-based
approaches, though not always, occasionally send a message regarding the absolute
nature of such approaches. PBS’ online parents episode guide to Curious George,
for example, explains that the educational objective in this episode is ‘‘to aid in the
development of problem-solving and inquiry skills’’ (Menzel, 2014). In this state-
ment, as well as the storyline of From Scratch itself, a message is sent that the way
in which George solves the problem, the scientific method, is the only way in which
a problem is solved or the unknown becomes known. It is this absolute, and
misconstrued (Thyer, 2008) view of positivist epistemologies and evidence-based
approaches that, in some circles, including my doctoral course in social work epis-
temology has resulted in a call to reject such approaches.

Before continuing, it would be beneficial to define the phrase ‘‘evidence-based’’;
although it is often used or referred to, it is rarely defined. Further, in order to
explain the challenge and call to discard evidence-based approaches, one must
understand what evidence-based is and is not. For example, Hall (2008) defines
evidence-based practice as ‘‘a clinical decision-making process designed to assist
practitioners and clients to jointly choose from the range of researched treatment
approaches, preferably those that have been empirically validated through rando-
mized clinical trials’’ (386). Thyer (2008) explains that evidence-based and positivist
approaches ‘‘(do) not imply, as is commonly construed, the development of defini-
tive, complete, or absolute certain answers to questions’’ (340).

Other definitions of evidence-based practice, for example, include ‘‘the conscien-
tious, explicit, and judicious use of current best evidence about the care of individ-
ual(s)’’ (Sackett et al., 2000, as cited in Mirtz and Greene, 2010: 434). Mirtz and
Greene (2010) explain that evidence-based practice also includes a practitioner’s
experience and expertise, the use of evidence from the latest research applicable to
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one’s field of study, and the preferences of an individual, usually referred to as a
client or patient within this model. Similarly, evidence-based decision-making is
defined as an approach in which an individual uses personal experience and expert-
ise and seeks out and analyzes ‘‘valid and reliable evidence’’ in order to render a
good decision (Mirtz and Greene, 2010: 436). Finally, it should be noted, ‘‘the
language of evidence-based practice mirrors the language of logical positivism,
the paradigm on which it is predicated, in which knowledge is evaluated as being
more or less ‘reliable’ or ‘valid’’’ (Furman, 2009: 83). Although much evidence-
based research and practice is often found alongside quantitative forms of know-
ledge acquisition, there is often a push within qualitative research as well to ensure
that both the study and data coming from it are valid and reliable. As evidenced by
Curious George, many social work practitioners and researchers, both quantitative
and qualitative, have been trained from an early age to utilize evidence-based
approaches to research.

Epistemologies and paradigms related to and including evidence-based
approaches have become accepted, normalized and idealized not only in popu-
lar culture, but also in Canadian academic culture (Irving, 1992). As such, in
many ways they have become dominant epistemologies and approaches.
Although Thyer (2008) asserts positivism and evidence-based approaches
do not claim absolute right to knowledge, at the center of any dominant entity,
is found a belief in its ‘‘unquestioned supremacy of knowledge’’ (Young, 2001: 88).
As such, one could argue there exists an oppressive quality to evidence-based
approaches. Furman (2009), for example, explains ‘‘within the structure and
core elements of evidence-based practice are implied organizing principles that
can lead to the privileging of certain sets of values, knowledge, and actions over
others’’ (82).

In addition to concerns regarding the dominance of positivism and evidence-
based approaches in social work practice and research, there exists in the literature
a debate regarding what constitutes evidence. Plath (2006) summarizes ‘‘the
evidence-based practice movement in social work has been strongly influenced by
(the medical system’s) preference for experimental methods, randomised control
trials, single-system designs and systematic reviews of research’’ (63). It has been
suggested, therefore, that any form of research in social work that is not consistent
with this positivist model fails at discovering true evidence. Murdach (2010), for
example, explains evidence that is not ‘‘measureable, quantifiable, and subject to
verification by test or recognized standards of scientific inquiry’’ is often referred to
as ‘‘soft evidence’’ (309). Murdach argues, however, that ‘‘soft evidence’’ remains
important to consider, seek, and understand as it ‘‘generally becomes the corner-
stone of the helping relationship and subsequent clinical interventions’’ (309), both
of which are centrally important in social work. Examples of important ‘‘soft evi-
dence’’ include stories or accounts of events (Murdach, 2010), the nature of situ-
ations (Strauss and Corbin, 1990, as cited in Murdach, 2010), and explanations or
illustrations describing specific behaviors (Moore and Parker, 1995, as cited in
Murdach, 2010).
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Plath (2006) explains that although some argue interpretive or mixed/multi-
method approaches to research add ‘‘more useful and applicable evidence for
social work’’ (63), instead of perpetuating divisive stances on and approaches to
the debate, a better approach may be to recognize the two sides’ common ground:
‘‘a general agreement in the literature that appropriate methods must be chosen for
the social work research questions being asked and that a range of different
research methods, both qualitative and quantitative, can contribute to the advance-
ment of social work knowledge’’ (63). Plath argues that though a variety of
approaches to research are necessary for and beneficial in social work practice
and research, this multimethod and common ground approach is rarely the reality.

The rejection of evidence based

As above, I was recently exposed to a variety of epistemologies in a doctoral course
in the nature of social work knowledge. Throughout discussions regarding these
epistemologies, a message was repeatedly sent, ‘‘the most appealing position. . .is
theory category pluralism. This is the view that there is no single correct conception
of ‘theory.’ Instead, there are several equally legitimate conceptions of the category
theory that are useful for different purposes’’ (Magnus, 2013: 49). We were told
that rigidly attaching oneself to a particular theory or epistemology was, generally
speaking, more limiting than helpful in research. Although this was the message
sent, the culture within the course seemed to send a different message saying, ‘‘the
most appealing position is anything but positivism or anything evidence-based’’.
The phrase oft repeated throughout the faculty was ‘‘‘evidence-based’ and ‘posi-
tivism’ are swear words around here’’, thus indicating the culture within the faculty
often encouraged students to not only challenge, but also dismantle and even dis-
card positivist or empiricist epistemologies, specifically those related to evidence
based.

Before continuing it should be noted that my experience is, in many ways, the
opposite to that of many social work students. Benton et al. (2011) indicate that as
doctoral social work students, they experienced both blatant and subtle messages
that discouraged qualitative research and instead encouraged quantitative research.
Benton et al. also explain the structure and culture of academia more often than
not has favored quantitative, positivist, and empiricist approaches to research.
Finally, they explain, ‘‘often, social work academics stress the need for quantitative
research in order to be considered a ‘credible profession’’’ and that many social
work programs ‘‘focus (sometimes exclusively) on quantitative methods, leading to
a marginalization of qualitative methods’’ (Benton et al., 2011: 233). That the
culture of my particular faculty seemed to stress the opposite is perhaps an appar-
ition in the field of social work education. As someone who appreciates and even
aligns himself more so with qualitative approaches to knowledge, I was pleased to
know that I would not have to fight to conduct qualitative research. The part of
me, however, that was raised and trained in evidence-based approaches through
means such as a pharmacist father, the school system and Curious George stories,
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was uncomfortable with the potency of the anti-evidence-based and anti-positivism
mindsets that seemed to permeate the faculty. In other words, though I did not
initially see it as so, these feelings of discomfort were the result of encountering an
approach vastly different from my own unconscious epistemologies.

Due in part to their historical dominance in Canadian academia (Irving, 1992),
both positivism and evidence-based methodologies can, although not always, label
other epistemologies and methodologies as invalid and inferior. Given this, an
argument could be and has been made that because the dominant epistemology
of positivism and evidence-based approaches have been used by some to wrong-
fully reject the validity of other ways of knowing, the answer is to reject the dom-
inant ways of knowing. This argument has been presented by academics in social
work faculties, such as my own, as well as in research (e.g. Montaño, 2012). Being
exposed to this argument, and thereafter understanding and agreeing with the
rationale of challenging the oppressive use of evidence-based approaches, resulted
in an experience of epistemological disruption. I found myself wrestling with the
legitimacy of quantitative, positivist evidence-based approaches to knowing, quali-
tative, non-positivist approaches to knowing, and all that lay between the two
polarities. One seemed familiar and trustworthy, while the other seemed to resonate
with the teaching and culture of the faculty and with my own planned approach to
my research. Both approaches resonated with my embodied knowledge, my per-
sonality, and my desired approach to research. At the same time, however, both
approaches had flaws: evidence-based approaches have rejected other ways of
knowing, and other ways of knowing have likewise rejected evidence-based
approaches.

To reject or to redeem?

‘‘It’s just one item on the buffet’’ was a common expression of our professor during
discussions regarding specific paradigms or approaches. It was explained that to
study epistemology, one must do so while imagining a buffet table full of various
epistemologies and approaches, represented by the variety of items of food one can
find at a buffet. When discussing the various items, themes such as each epistem-
ology’s strengths, shortcomings, and areas of uniqueness often arose. When dis-
cussing Absolon’s (2011) Indigenous methodological framework, for example, a
distinct call for the recognition of natural and spiritual laws was observed. When
discussing Hall’s (2008) critique of Evidence-Based Practice we considered how and
why ‘‘(empirical validation) through randomized clinical trials’’ (386) is considered
the gold standard of knowledge accretion. Additional ‘‘items on the buffet’’ came in
the forms of Myerhof and Ruby’s (1982) Reflexivity, and Young’s (2001) Anti-
colonialism, to name just two.

The idea of perusing an epistemological buffet appealed to me, at least initially.
We were encouraged to pick up different items, to examine their content and val-
idity, and to consider whether or not the dish would be a good fit for us as
researchers and academics. We were told that coming and going, taste-testing

Smith 677

 by guest on October 31, 2016qsw.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://qsw.sagepub.com/


items on the buffet, and having the freedom to not only pick up, but also put back
down items that we did not want was, unlike in a restaurant, an acceptable and
even encouraged practice. For someone who had been unconsciously chewing on
the same epistemology for a long time, the thought of being able to taste others was
greatly appealing. I simultaneously wondered, although, if I would be able to spit
out my evidence-based epistemology and if I would want to.

Although variety and freedom to peruse various epistemological fares was
encouraged, it was done so within a culture that often opposed positivism and
evidence-based approaches and praised anti-oppressive practice and thought.
This approach seemed somewhat contradictive, though, in that by discarding posi-
tivism and evidence-based approaches based on their misuse, it was repeating the
same kind of exclusionary practice that it claims to oppose. By rejecting positivism
and evidence-based approaches, for example, because they had not considered
valid other approaches, a number within the faculty in turn committed the same
error for which they rejected positivism and evidence-based research. That said,
given their oppressive nature, I realized that I could not continue to uncritically
perpetuate and defend positivism and evidence-based research and practice.

My own research, highly qualitative in nature, considers how participants of
therapy groups for individuals who have committed intimate partner violence
(IPV) experience a therapeutic relationship with their group facilitators. As such,
my desire to no longer perpetuate and blindly defend positivist and empiricist ways
of knowing is revealed in my research. Much research in the field of IPV has
focused primarily on quantitative issues such as recidivism (e.g. Connors et al.,
2012), and as such the humanness of research participants becomes lost; partici-
pants instead become statistics. I acknowledge the importance of understanding
positivist-related issues such as the effectiveness of treatment and rates of recidiv-
ism, however, I also maintain that blind abidance to and exclusive use of positivism
and evidence-based approaches can minimize both the validity and importance of
participants’ unique experiences. As a result of this struggle, therefore, I faced a
decision: do I reject positivism and evidence-based approaches to research in favor
of exclusive use of qualitative approaches as many others, such as a number within
my faculty, have done, or do I attempt to redeem the rejected?

Redeeming the rejected

Among other meanings, the phrase ‘‘to redeem’’ has been defined as ‘‘to restore to a
former good state or condition; to set right again’’ (OED, 2009). To redeem evi-
dence-based approaches, therefore, I must know that they have components that
were ‘right’ and ‘good’ at some point in time. As acknowledged, positivist epistem-
ology and evidence-based approaches have become dominant ways of knowing and
acting, and as such have at times oppressed and invalidated other epistemologies and
approaches. Hall (2008), however, clarifies that a distinction must be made between
the ways in which evidence-based approaches operate and the values behind such an
approach. In doing so, Hall identifies one redeemable component: ‘‘the core values of
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[evidence-based practice] are of utmost importance and are highly commendable.
Seeking the best way to help clients is at the heart of ethical social work’’ (386). One
could argue, therefore, that evidence-based social work practice and research is, or at
least should be, about searching for the best fit, the most helpful approach or tech-
nique, and what is most likely to bring about a desired change.

Arguably, one of the significant underlying values of evidence-based approaches
is a desire to reduce the potential of hurting people, be they clients, students,
research participants, or any others we may work with. Unfortunately, ‘‘the history
of the helping professions shows that good intentions will not protect clients from
harm’’ (Gambrill, 1999: 348). Neither the desire to help another nor the belief in the
supremacy of a particular approach or technique is sufficient in and of itself in that
‘‘if we rely on questionable criteria for evaluating knowledge claims, such as con-
sensus, clients may be harmed rather than helped, false hope may be created,
harmful side effects experienced, and effective methods foregone’’ (348). An
evidence-based approach can help with critical appraisal of practice-related
claims and the informing and involving of clients in this process (346). Other
potential benefits include: its contribution to the building of an accessible know-
ledge base for practice; its ensuring ‘‘that interventions and outcomes are as bene-
ficial as possible for the individuals and groups social workers engage with’’; and its
enhancement of the professional legitimacy of social work ‘‘in an environment
valuing outcomes and efficiency’’, to name a few (Plath, 2006, 59).

Though the redemption of evidence-based approaches to social work practice
and research is neither simplistic nor guaranteed, it remains possible. Macdonald
(2001) has identified five conditions that, if met, increase the potential of evidence-
based practice, and as such the likelihood of its redemption: Investment in good-
quality research; access to summaries of research, good-quality systematic reviews
and meta-analyses; the ability of practitioners to make use of evidence in practice;
the ability to use the skills and services indicated by the evidence; and the ability to
monitor, review and change practice (as cited in Plath, 2006: 65). Although, as
Plath (2006) observes, evidence-based practice movements throughout the world
still have a great deal of work to do before Macdonald’s conditions are met,
redemption, which I suggest begins with and includes shifts in how we understand
and incorporate use of evidence-based approaches to social work practice and
research, remains possible.

As above, my own research reflects my desire to no longer uncritically perpetu-
ate and defend positivism and evidence-based research and practice. I have selected
approaches that are more qualitative in nature, such as narrative inquiry, to hear
the stories of how those who have committed intimate partner violence (IPV)
experience therapeutic relationships with their group facilitators. Wrestling with
the redemption of evidence-based approaches, however, has produced a shift in my
research. As evidence-based research includes searching for what is most helpful or
effective, in addition to hearing stories from group members and facilitators, I will
also listen for and attempt to understand which components of these relationships
are among the most therapeutically beneficial.
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Conclusion

I have realized that in many ways I am similar to Curious George. Like George, my
ways of knowing and solving problems have been greatly influenced by positivism
and evidence-based approaches, including the scientific method. Further, like
George, I too have been eating primarily from one dish on the epistemological
buffet. My chosen dish, my cannoli if you will, does not contain a ‘‘delicious filling’’
but rather positivism and evidence-based approaches to knowing, acting, and both
the creation and the procurement of knowledge as a social worker, researcher,
academic and person. Without realizing it, I have been consuming an epistemology
and approach that assumes an ‘‘unquestioned supremacy of knowledge, technology
and prosperity’’ (Young, 2001: 88).

This paper both stems from and reveals my internal wrestling as I have learned
more about what I am eating and all that it means to other dishes, epistemologies
and approaches. The point of this discourse is to suggest that as a social work
researcher, practitioner and academic, I can consider evidence-based approaches
through a non-dichotomous lens. My pursuit of qualitative social work research
requires neither exclusive acceptance nor total rejection of an evidence-based
approach. Instead, I attempt to redeem its valuable qualities. Instead of repeatedly
and only eating Curious George’s cannoli, or simply throwing it out, I seek to
understand why it tastes the way it does and then ask myself how I can make this
cannoli better.
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