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Abstract: Evidence-Based Practice (EBP) is a critical framework in social work that 

integrates the best available research with clinical expertise and client preferences to 

improve service delivery and client outcomes. This review paper examines the historical 

background and theoretical frameworks underpinning EBP, outlines the steps in the EBP 

process, and discusses models and strategies for its implementation. The paper also 

identifies barriers and facilitators to EBP implementation, presents case studies of 

successful implementations, and evaluates the impact of EBP on social work practice. 

Future directions for EBP include leveraging emerging technologies, addressing research 

gaps, and promoting continuous professional development. By adopting EBP, social 

workers can ensure that their interventions are effective, accountable, and responsive to 

the diverse needs of clients and communities. 
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I. Introduction 

 

A. Definition and Importance of Evidence-Based Practice (EBP) in Social Work 

Evidence-Based Practice (EBP) in social work refers to the conscientious, explicit, and 

judicious use of current best evidence in making decisions about the care of individuals 

and communities. It involves integrating individual clinical expertise with the best 

available external clinical evidence from systematic research (Sackett et al., 1996). This 

approach ensures that social work interventions are effective and based on scientific 

evidence, rather than solely on tradition or anecdotal experiences. 

 

B. Purpose and Scope of the Review 

The purpose of this review is to examine the implementation of EBP in social work, 

focusing on the period from 2012 to 2020. This period is significant because it 
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encompasses a time of increasing emphasis on EBP within the social work profession, 

driven by both policy changes and advancements in research methodologies. The review 

aims to identify the key challenges and facilitators of EBP implementation, evaluate the 

impact of EBP on social work practice, and provide recommendations for future 

directions.The scope of this review includes a comprehensive analysis of literature on 

EBP in social work, including empirical studies, theoretical papers, and practice 

guidelines. By synthesizing the findings from various sources, this review seeks to 

provide a holistic understanding of the state of EBP implementation in social work and 

its implications for practice. 

 

II. Historical Background of Evidence-Based Practice 

 

A. Origins of EBP 

The concept of Evidence-Based Practice (EBP) originated in the field of medicine in the 

early 1990s. Sackett et al. (1996) defined it as "the conscientious, explicit, and judicious 

use of current best evidence in making decisions about the care of individual patients." 

This definition emphasized the integration of clinical expertise with the best available 

external clinical evidence from systematic research. The movement aimed to address the 

variability in medical practice and improve patient outcomes by standardizing care based 

on scientific evidence. 

 

B. Evolution of EBP in Social Work 

The evolution of EBP in social work has been marked by significant milestones and 

ongoing debates. Initially, there was resistance to EBP within the social work community, 

stemming from concerns about the applicability of medical models to social work 

practice. Critics argued that social work, with its focus on social justice and individual 

differences, required a more nuanced approach than the often rigid frameworks used in 

medicine (Gambrill, 2012). 

 

C. Key Milestones and Developments 

Several key milestones have shaped the development of EBP in social work: 

 

Table 1: Historical Milestones in the Development of Evidence-Based Practice in 

Social Work 

Year Milestone Description 

1990s Introduction of EBP in Medicine EBP originated in medicine, emphasizing 

the use of the best available evidence in 

clinical decision-making. 

1997 First mentions of EBP in Social 

Work Literature 

Early discussions about adapting EBP 

principles to social work began appearing 

in professional literature. 
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2000 Establishment of the Cochrane 

Collaboration 

The Cochrane Collaboration provided 

systematic reviews of research, facilitating 

the use of EBP across disciplines. 

2001 NASW Endorsement of EBP The National Association of Social Workers 

(NASW) endorsed EBP, promoting its 

integration into social work practice. 

2003 Inception of the Campbell 

Collaboration 

The Campbell Collaboration focused on 

social interventions, providing systematic 

reviews relevant to social work. 

2006 Publication of "The Handbook of 

Social Work Research Methods" 

by Thyer& Myers 

This comprehensive guide helped 

establish the foundation for research 

methods in EBP within social work. 

2008 Increased Integration of EBP in 

Social Work Education 

Social work programs began incorporating 

EBP into their curricula, emphasizing its 

importance in professional training. 

2010 Establishment of Evidence-

Based Practice Centers 

Centers dedicated to promoting EBP in 

social work were established, providing 

resources and training. 

2012 Publication of Drisko& Grady’s 

"Evidence-Based Practice in 

Clinical Social Work" 

This book provided an in-depth 

exploration of EBP frameworks and their 

application in social work practice. 

2016 Expansion of Digital Tools and 

Online Resources 

The availability of online databases and 

digital tools made accessing and applying 

EBP more feasible for practitioners. 

2018 Emphasis on Practice-Based 

Research 

Increased focus on integrating practitioner 

experience with research to create 

relevant and applicable evidence. 

 

 

Establishment of Evidence-Based Practice Centers: These centers were created to 

conduct systematic reviews and disseminate evidence-based guidelines. They have been 

instrumental in producing high-quality research that informs social work practice 

(Patterson et al., 2018). 

Introduction of EBP into Social Work Curricula: Many social work programs have 

integrated EBP into their courses, ensuring that new practitioners are equipped with the 

skills to critically appraise and apply research evidence in their practice (Bellamy, 

Bledsoe, &Traube, 2006). Development of EBP Guidelines: Professional organizations, 

such as the National Association of Social Workers (NASW), have developed guidelines 

and standards for EBP, providing a framework for practitioners to follow (Aarons, 

Hurlburt, &Horwitz, 2011). 

 

III. Theoretical Frameworks Underpinning EBP 



 

9494 | Yogmaya Upadhyay            Evidence-Based Practice In Social Work: A Review 

Of Implementation 

A. Evidence Hierarchy 

The concept of evidence hierarchy is fundamental to EBP. It categorizes evidence based 

on the methodological rigor of the studies, with systematic reviews and meta-analyses of 

randomized controlled trials (RCTs) at the top. This hierarchy helps practitioners 

determine the reliability and validity of the evidence they are using. In social work, this 

hierarchy must be adapted to consider the complexity and context-specific nature of 

social interventions (Drisko& Grady, 2012). 

 

B. The Role of Research in EBP 

Research is the cornerstone of EBP, providing the empirical foundation upon which 

practice decisions are made. In social work, research encompasses a wide range of 

methodologies, including quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-methods studies. The role 

of research in EBP is to generate robust evidence that can guide practice, inform policy, 

and enhance the overall effectiveness of social work interventions (Mullen et al., 2008). 

 

C. The Integration of Clinical Expertise and Client Preferences 

A unique aspect of EBP in social work is the integration of clinical expertise and client 

preferences. Clinical expertise refers to the skills and knowledge that practitioners 

develop through their education, training, and practice experience. In EBP, clinical 

expertise is used to interpret and apply research findings in ways that are appropriate 

for individual clients and their specific circumstances (Drisko& Grady, 2012).Client 

preferences and values are equally important in the EBP process. Social work is 

inherently client-centered, and effective practice requires an understanding of clients' 

unique needs, preferences, and cultural backgrounds.  

 

IV. Implementation of EBP in Social Work 

 

A. Steps in the EBP Process 

 

1. Formulating Answerable Questions 

The first step in the EBP process involves formulating clear, answerable questions. These 

questions typically follow the PICO format, which stands for Population, Intervention, 

Comparison, and Outcome. For example, a social worker might ask, "In adolescents with 

anxiety (Population), how effective is cognitive-behavioral therapy (Intervention) 

compared to medication (Comparison) in reducing anxiety symptoms (Outcome)?" 

Formulating precise questions is crucial as it guides the subsequent steps in the EBP 

process (Gambrill, 2012). 

 

2. Searching for Evidence 

Once the question is formulated, the next step is to search for relevant evidence. Social 

workers use various databases, such as PubMed, PsycINFO, and the Cochrane Library, to 

find systematic reviews, meta-analyses, and primary research studies. The goal is to 

gather the most relevant and high-quality evidence available. Effective search strategies 
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and the use of appropriate keywords are essential to finding the best evidence (Mullen et 

al., 2008). 

 

3. Appraising the Evidence 

After identifying relevant studies, social workers must critically appraise the evidence to 

assess its validity, reliability, and applicability. This involves evaluating the study design, 

sample size, methodology, and results. Tools such as the Critical Appraisal Skills 

Programme (CASP) checklists can assist in this process. Appraising the evidence ensures 

that only high-quality and relevant studies are used to inform practice (Drisko& Grady, 

2012). 

 

4. Applying the Evidence 

The next step is to integrate the appraised evidence with clinical expertise and client 

preferences to make practice decisions. This involves considering the context of the 

client’s situation and applying the evidence in a way that is appropriate and effective. 

Social workers must also be flexible and adapt interventions based on ongoing 

assessment and feedback from clients (Bellamy, Bledsoe, &Traube, 2006). 

 

5. Evaluating the Outcome 

The final step in the EBP process is to evaluate the outcomes of the intervention. This 

involves measuring the effectiveness of the intervention in achieving the desired 

outcomes and making any necessary adjustments. Continuous evaluation and feedback 

loops are critical to ensure that practice remains effective and responsive to clients’ needs 

(Barth et al., 2012). 

 

B. Models and Strategies for Implementation 

 

1. Organizational Approaches 

Implementing EBP at the organizational level involves creating a culture that supports 

evidence-based decision-making. Organizations can achieve this by providing access to 

research databases, offering training and professional development opportunities, and 

fostering a collaborative environment where practitioners can share and discuss 

evidence-based practices. Leadership support and the establishment of EBP champions 

within the organization can also facilitate the implementation process (Aarons, Hurlburt, 

&Horwitz, 2011). 

 

2. Individual Practitioner Approaches 

At the individual level, social workers can adopt various strategies to implement EBP. 

These include staying current with the latest research, engaging in continuous 

professional development, and actively seeking out and using evidence-based 

interventions in their practice. Practitioners can also participate in peer supervision and 

mentorship programs to enhance their EBP skills and knowledge (Cohen et al., 2016). 
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C. Training and Education in EBP 

Training and education are critical components of EBP implementation. Social work 

education programs must incorporate EBP into their curricula, teaching students how to 

formulate questions, search for and appraise evidence, and apply it in practice. 

Continuing education and professional development opportunities for practicing social 

workers are also essential to keep them updated on the latest research and EBP 

methodologies (Patterson et al., 2018). 

 

V. Barriers to EBP Implementation 

 

A. Organizational Barriers 

Organizational barriers to EBP implementation include a lack of resources, such as access 

to research databases and time constraints that limit the ability of social workers to 

search for and appraise evidence. Additionally, organizational culture and resistance to 

change can hinder the adoption of EBP. For instance, if the organization does not 

prioritize or support EBP, practitioners may be less likely to adopt evidence-based 

interventions (Aarons et al., 2011). 

 

B. Practitioner-Related Barriers 

Practitioners themselves may face several barriers to implementing EBP. These include 

a lack of training and skills in EBP methodologies, limited familiarity with research 

techniques, and difficulty in interpreting and applying research findings. Additionally, 

some practitioners may have attitudes and beliefs that are resistant to EBP, viewing it as 

too rigid or not applicable to their unique client populations (Bellamy et al., 2006). 

 

C. Client-Related Barriers 

Client-related barriers can also impede the implementation of EBP. Clients may have 

preferences or cultural values that are not aligned with the evidence-based interventions 

recommended by social workers. Additionally, clients' engagement and adherence to 

interventions can be influenced by various factors, including their understanding of the 

intervention, their motivation, and external circumstances such as social support and 

economic conditions (Barth et al., 2012). 

 

VI. Facilitators of EBP Implementation 
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Figure1 Facilitators of EBP Implementation 
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Organizational support and a culture that prioritizes evidence-based practice (EBP) are 

crucial for successful implementation. Leadership commitment to EBP can drive 

organizational change, creating an environment where evidence-based decision-making 

is valued and encouraged. Support from leadership can manifest in various ways, 

including allocating resources for EBP initiatives, recognizing and rewarding evidence-

based practice, and incorporating EBP into the organization's mission and values 

(Aarons, Hurlburt, &Horwitz, 2011). 

 

B. Availability of Resources 

The availability of resources, both material and informational, plays a significant role in 

facilitating EBP implementation. Access to research databases, journals, and online 

repositories allows social workers to find and utilize the latest evidence. Additionally, 

organizations that invest in technology and infrastructure to support EBP—such as 

electronic health records and decision support systems—can significantly enhance the 

capacity of practitioners to integrate evidence into their practice (Bellamy, Bledsoe, 

&Traube, 2006). 

C. Continuous Professional Development 

Continuous professional development is vital for sustaining EBP. Social workers must 

engage in lifelong learning to stay current with emerging research and evolving best 

practices. Organizations can support this by offering regular training sessions, 

workshops, and seminars focused on EBP. Partnerships with academic institutions and 

professional bodies can also provide opportunities for advanced education and 

specialized training (Drisko& Grady, 2012). 

 

VII. Impact of EBP on Social Work Practice 

 

A. Improvements in Service Delivery 

The implementation of Evidence-Based Practice (EBP) has led to significant 

improvements in service delivery within social work. By relying on research and 

empirical evidence, social workers can offer more effective and efficient interventions. 

For example, the use of standardized assessment tools and evidence-based interventions 

has streamlined case management processes, reduced the variability in service provision, 

and ensured that clients receive interventions that have been proven to work (Mullen, 

Bledsoe, & Bellamy, 2008). 

 

B. Enhanced Client Outcomes 

EBP has a direct positive impact on client outcomes. When social workers implement 

interventions supported by rigorous research, clients are more likely to experience 

improved health, social, and psychological outcomes. For instance, evidence-based 

interventions like Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) for depression and anxiety, or 

Multisystemic Therapy (MST) for juvenile offenders, have demonstrated effectiveness in 

numerous studies (Cohen et al., 2016). 
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C. Professional Development and Satisfaction 

The adoption of EBP also contributes to the professional development and satisfaction of 

social workers. Engaging with EBP requires social workers to continuously update their 

knowledge and skills, which promotes lifelong learning and professional growth. Access 

to ongoing training and education in EBP enhances practitioners' confidence and 

competence, enabling them to provide higher-quality care (Drisko& Grady, 2012). 

 

VIII. Future Directions for EBP in Social Work 

 

A. Emerging Trends and Innovations 

Several emerging trends and innovations are shaping the future of EBP in social work. 

One significant trend is the integration of technology in practice. Digital tools, such as 

mobile apps, telehealth services, and online databases, are making it easier for social 

workers to access and apply evidence-based interventions. These technologies also 

facilitate remote monitoring and support, expanding the reach and accessibility of social 

work services (Patterson et al., 2018). 

 

B. Research Gaps and Opportunities 

Despite the progress in EBP, several research gaps and opportunities remain. One major 

gap is the need for more research on the implementation of EBP in diverse cultural and 

community contexts. Many existing studies have been conducted in specific populations, 

and there is a need to understand how EBP can be adapted and applied in different 

cultural settings to ensure equity and inclusivity (Barth et al., 2012). 

 

C. Recommendations for Practice and Policy 

To advance EBP in social work, several recommendations for practice and policy can be 

made. First, organizations should invest in training and professional development to 

equip social workers with the necessary skills to implement EBP effectively. This includes 

providing access to research databases, offering workshops and seminars, and fostering 

a culture of continuous learning (Drisko& Grady, 2012). 

 

IX. Conclusion 

Evidence-Based Practice (EBP) is pivotal in advancing social work, enhancing service 

delivery, improving client outcomes, and fostering professional growth. Despite 

implementation challenges, the integration of EBP ensures that interventions are 

grounded in the best available evidence, promoting accountability and effectiveness. 

Moving forward, embracing emerging technologies, addressing research gaps, and 

fostering a culture of continuous professional development will be crucial. By prioritizing 

EBP, social workers can provide high-quality, evidence-based services that meet the 

diverse needs of their clients and communities, ultimately strengthening the profession 

and enhancing the well-being of those they serve. 
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