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Workshop agenda

What is evidence, the types of evidence 

and evidence hierarchies
15 minutes

Where can I find quality research and 

evidence?
15 minutes

Conducting a search 20 minutes

Critical appraisal 20 minutes

Wrap up 5 minutes 
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What is evidence?

3

Evidence is:

• factual information used as proof to support a 

claim or belief

• information and research selected from the 

best available sources to support a decision

• used to help inform decision making to 

achieve the most effective outcomes.

Evidence-based decision making gives 

managers, leaders and practitioners confidence 

that their decisions are supported with the best 

evidence of ‘what works’, ‘what works well’, ‘what 

does not work’ and ‘what needs to be changed’.
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How can I use evidence in my work?

4

Evidence can:

• Help to understand 

how to improve client 

outcomes including 

how evidence can 

support your program 

logic model and 

underpin your theory 

of change

• Provide insight 

into existing 

successful 

programs and 

services

• Help to understand 

how clients are 

experiencing 

services and what 

factors might be 

influencing uptake 

or completion 

• Be used to 

modify the 

programs or 

services you 

are delivering
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Types of evidence
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There are three types of evidence:

Best available 

research evidence 

The body of research 

with the most rigour 

and relevance to your 

research question or 

problem.

Evidence can vary in strength, quality and appropriateness for your purpose. While research is only one type of 

evidence, it has the advantage of greater rigour and independence when compared to other types of evidence.

Experiential 

evidence 

Professional 

expertise, insight 

and skills 

accumulated over 

many years.

Contextual evidence

This evidence is based 

on whether or not an 

approach is relevant 

and acceptable to a 

specific community 

and feasible to 

implement and sustain 

(Puddy and Wilkins 

2011).
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Types of evidence

6

The three types of evidence 

used in decision making:
Best available 

research 

evidence

Experiential

evidence

Contextual

Evidence
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Where does evidence come from?
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Evidence comes from a range of sources: 

• journal articles and published literature

• analysis of statistics and data

• conference presentations and papers

• grey literature (publications by government 

and non-government organisations)

• interviews/surveys

• expert opinion

• magazine and news articles.
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Quantitative research

8

• The strength of the quantitative approach is in its 

ability to provide insights about a very large number 

of people or even an entire population.

• If a researcher is interested in ‘what works?’ or 

‘which intervention is most effective?’, then a 

quantitative approach (for example, a Randomised 

Control Trial (RCT) or meta-analysis) might be the 

most appropriate.
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Type of research or evaluation What is it?

Randomised controlled trial (RCT)
RCTs involve randomly allocating participants into two or more groups. These groups receive different interventions, 

and the outcomes of the groups are compared before and after the intervention.

Quasi-experimental design

Quasi-experimental designs involve allocating participants into two or more groups. These groups receive different 

interventions, and the outcomes of the groups are compared before and after the intervention. Quasi-experimental trials 

are similar to randomised controlled trials, but without the random assignment to a treatment or control group. 

Cohort studies
Studies that involve the same sample of people surveyed over several points in time, sometimes from childhood to 

old age.

Case-controlled studies Compares one group with another group and looks back in time to see how the characteristics of the two groups differ.

Pre and post test Data is collected before the program begins and again at the end of the program.

Time series A time series is a collection of observations of data obtained through repeated measurements over time.

Main quantitative research types

9

Adapted from Breckon J 2016 Using research evidence: A practice guide, Nesta, Alliance for Useful Evidence.
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Qualitative and mixed methods research
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• The qualitative approach allows exploration of a topic 

in greater depth and may expand upon quantitative 

findings. If a researcher is interested in ‘Why do 

parents tend to drop out of an intervention at an early 

stage?’, then a qualitative approach (for example, 

interviews with parents) might address the question 

most appropriately.

• A mixed-methods study is one which employs both 

quantitative and qualitative techniques to investigate 

the same topic or phenomenon. 
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Main qualitative research types
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Adapted from Breckon J 2016 Using research evidence: A practice guide, Nesta, Alliance for Useful Evidence.

Type of research What is it? Study types

Personal anecdote An account by a person with direct experience of, or affected by, 

a particular issue.

• Ethnography (observation and interviews)

• Narrative (stories from individuals and documents)

• Phenomenological (interviews) 

• Grounded theory (interviews)

• Case studies (interviews, documents and observations)
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Highest levels of evidence

12

What is a systematic review?

Systematic reviews are generally considered as the strongest form of 

evidence as they summarise and synthesise the findings of multiple 

studies identified in comprehensive, systematic literature searches. 

They differ from other literature reviews because the authors:

• clearly outline their research question

• state what kind of studies will be included

• describe the literature search process in detail.

What is a meta-analysis?

Meta-analyses are based on the combined results of many 

studies rather than a single evaluation. The greater the number 

and diversity of participants and settings included in the 

analysis, the more convincing is the evidence.
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What is an evidence hierarchy?
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• Evidence hierarchies rank different research or evaluation study designs based on the rigour of their 

research methods.

• Evidence hierarchies are often used in the health and medical field. They are less commonly used within 

social policy, as evidence with the highest indication of effectiveness are rarely available.

• Systematic reviews, meta-analyses and randomised controlled trials (RCTs), are usually at the top of 

evidence hierarchies. 

• Case studies, expert opinion, editorials and anecdotal evidence, are usually at the bottom of evidence 

hierarchies.
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What is an evidence hierarchy?

14

Strongest

Highest level of evidence 

(Gold Standard) 

Second level 

of evidence 

Other 

evidence 

Weakest 

It is shown that… 

It is likely that… 

There are signs that … 

Experts believe… Expert opinion, editorials, anecdotal

Case studies

Study with either post-test or pre-test/post-test

Case-controlled studies

Cohort studies

Quasi-experimental studies

Randomised controlled 

trials (RCTs)

Meta-analyses 

Systematic reviews



Department of Communities and Justice

Examples of evidence-based programs in NSW
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Evidence-based programs Evidence CEBC Rating

Functional Family Therapy 

(FFT)

• Nine RCTs

• Two quasi-experimental designs

• One pretest-posttest study with a non-equivalent control group

Well supported by research evidence

Homebuilders • Two RCTs

• One pretest-posttest with comparison group

Supported by research evidence

Multisystemic Therapy for 

Child Abuse and Neglect 

(MST-CAN)

• One RCT

• One non-equivalent control group design

Supported by research evidence

SafeCare • Three RCTs

• One study that was a subset of a Controlled Clinical Trial

• One matched comparison group design

Supported by research evidence

Treatment Foster Care 

Oregon (TFCO)

• Ten RCTs Well supported by research evidence

Triple P • Two RCTs

• One quasi-experimental design

• One pretest-posttest study with a non-equivalent control group

Supported by research evidence

Source: California Evidence Based Clearinghouse for Child Welfare, https://www.cebc4cw.org/
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Example of a rating scale

16
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What if limited evidence exists in a particular area?
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You may need to look for other types of research evidence that have lower indications of 

effectiveness such as:

Qualitative 

research

Case

studies

Grey

literature
Expert

opinion
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Where can I find quality research and evidence?

18

Where do 

I look for 

evidence?

How do I 

conduct a 

search?

How can I 

conduct a 

thorough 

search when I 

have limited 

time or 

resources?
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DCJ published reports

19

You can find a number of DCJ published reports here: 

• NSW Bureau of Crime Statistics and Research (BOSCAR) 

Full and short summaries of crime and criminal justice related analysis and 

research reports. 

• Family and Community Services Insights, Analysis and Research (FACSIAR)

Full and short summaries of child, family and community services related 

analysis and research reports.
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You can only access 

research databases 

through a workplace or 

academic library. If you 

don’t have access, try 

Google Scholar.

Research databases and electronic collections

20

Databases provide access to the most current and 

authoritative research on a topic. The following databases 

are a good place to start.

• MEDLINE, CINAHL and Ageline

• Psychology & Behavioral Sciences Collection

• PsycINFO - PsycARTICLES, PsycBOOKS and 

PsycEXTRA

• SocINDEX with Full Text

• Science Direct

• Business Source Complete and Health Business Elite
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Open access

21

Open access (OA) is free, unrestricted online access to research outputs such as journal articles and 

books. OA content is open to all, with no access fees.

• Directory of Open Access Journals (DOAJ)

• Open Access Australasia

Other databases also have free full text content as well as being good discovery tools:

• PubMed

• ERIC - https://eric.ed.gov/

Some journals may have open access articles:

• SpringerOpen

• Elsevier - https://www.elsevier.com/open-access

• Taylor & Francis

• Wiley

• Palgrave
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Internet resources

22

A Google search of a topic is likely to identify sources 

that vary in quality and in relevance to the topic. Ask 

yourself the following questions:

• Who has written the information?

• Who has published it?

• Are they a trustworthy source of information?

• Are they trying to persuade me or sell me something?

• When was the information last updated? 

Look for websites ending in:

• .edu or .ac – Educational 

institutions

• .asn – Association websites

• .gov or .govt – Government 

websites

• .org – Organisation websites
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Other useful websites

23

• The DCJ Resource Centre has a number of different research and data resources.

• NSW Bureau of Crime Statistics and Research (BOCSAR)

• Australian Bureau of Statistics – Quickstats

• Australian Institute of Family Studies (AIFS)

• Parenting Research Centre (PRC)

• Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW)

• Analysis and Policy Observatory (APO)

• Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute (AHURI)

• Social Care Online (SCIE) – The UK’s largest database of information 

and research on all aspects of social care and social work

• US Housing and Urban Development (HUD)
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Where can I find systematic reviews?

24

Systematic reviews that appear in peer-reviewed publications or from other reputable sources and are 

1-2 years old are likely to be the most up to date and thorough examinations of a topic. The most 

reputable sources of systematic reviews are:

• The Campbell Collaboration maintains a database of systematic 

reviews in the fields of education, social welfare, and criminal 

justice, with direct links to publications.

• Cochrane maintains a database of systematic reviews in the 

healthcare field that are peer-reviewed and can be downloaded 

from their website.

• EPPI-Centre is a specialist centre for developing methods for 

systematic reviewing and synthesis of research evidence; and 

developing methods for the study of the use of research. EPPI-

Centre maintains a database of systematic reviews that have 

been conducted by and supported by the EPPI-Centre.
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While they do not synthesise 

research, they do help staff to 

identify the most relevant and 

robust research. Evidence 

and gap maps are based on a 

systematic search for high-

quality evidence of effective 

interventions.

Evidence and gap maps

25

Evidence and gap maps are interactive tools designed to help policy makers and program areas that 

commission and use research to:

easily identify evidence of 'what 

works' in a particular area

identify gaps in the 

evidence base
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Evidence and gap maps
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Out-of-Home Care evidence and Gap Map
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Evidence and gap maps

27

Effectiveness of Homelessness Interventions Evidence and Gap Map
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Formulating a search strategy and conducting a search
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A search strategy will assist you to:

• clarify the information you are searching for

• provide clues to the resources where the 

information can be found

• provide structure to your information seeking

• provide a checklist or steps for you to work through.
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Formulating a search strategy and conducting a search
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Turning your research question into a search strategy
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Formulating a search strategy and conducting a search
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Pull out the main concepts from your research question and then think about keywords 

and synonyms to use in your search. 

Concept 
1

Keywords 
and 

synonyms

Concept 
2

Keywords 
and 

synonyms

Concept 
3

Keywords 
and 

synonyms



Department of Communities and Justice

Formulating a search strategy and conducting a search
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Drawing from the health and medical field, the PICO model can help you to define your research question 

and formulate a search strategy:

Adapted from Canberra University, Library Guide, Evidence-Based Practice in Health, Using the PICO Framework

Outcome

What outcome or 

outcomes are you 

hoping to achieve?

Population

Who is your 

population?

P

Intervention

Which intervention 

are you considering 

or want to know 

more about?

Comparison

Will your research have a 

comparison group?
C

O
I
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Formulating a search strategy and conducting a search
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Identify the  
research 

question or 
problem

Develop 
your search 
strategy

Identify 
search terms

- Break down 
the  question 
or problem 

into keywords 
or topics

- Include 
synonyms 

and alternate 
spelling 

Test your 
search terms

- Apply filters 
e.g. 

publication 
date, only 

peer reviewed 

Conduct 
your search

- Enter your 
search terms 

within the 
search boxes

- Use 
connectors 

and 
truncation to 
refine your 

search

Document 
the results of 

the search
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Conducting a search
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Example: What is the problem?

A service provider has been working with 

an increasing number of young people in 

out-of-home care with emotional difficulties

and complex behaviours leading to an 

increase in placement breakdown and 

offending behaviours. They want to know 

more about programs that have been 

effective with this cohort. 
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Conducting a search

34

Question: What programs are effective for young people in out-of-home care with emotional difficulties and 

complex behaviours?

Programs

- Programs

- Programmes

- Interventions

Young people

- Young people

-Teenagers

- Adolescents

Out-of-home care

- Out-of-home care

- Foster care

- Residential care

- Group care

Emotional 
difficulties and 

complex 
behaviours

- Emotional difficulties

- Complex behaviours

- Delinquency
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Conducting a search

35

Question: What programs are effective for young people in out-of-home care with emotional difficulties and 

complex behaviours?

Population Intervention Comparison Outcomes

• Young people

• Teenagers

• Adolescents

• Programs/ programmes

• Interventions

• Out-of-home care

• Foster care

• Residential care

• Group care

N/A • Reduction in emotional difficulties and 

complex behaviours. 
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Conducting a search

36

Google scholar search:

“young people” OR “adolescent*” OR “teen*” AND "out-of-home care" OR "foster care" OR "residential 

care" OR "group care" AND "emotional difficulties" OR "complex behav*" OR "delinquen*" AND “program*” 

OR "intervention*"

Use truncation (*) to search for 

variations of a search term. For 

example:

• “teen*” will search for teen, teens, 

teenager and teenagers

• “program*” will search for 

program, programs,  programme, 

programmes and programming

• “behavio*” will search for the 

English spelling as well as the US 

spelling. 

Use AND to connect terms so 

results have both terms in the 

same record.

Use OR to broaden your 

search so results have either 

one or both search terms 

within.
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Conducting a search

37
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Conducting a search

38
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So you have:

Identified the research question or problem

Developed your search strategy

Conducted a search

Decided which articles you want to review more thoroughly

What’s next?
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Critical appraisal

40

• Critical appraisal is the systematic evaluation of a 

research paper to identify methodological flaws and 

determine the quality of the evidence. 

• It involves considering:

1. validity and rigour of the research

2. credibility of the findings

3. generalisability or applicability of the findings

4. how useful and relevant the findings are to 

your organisation or practice. 

1.

2.

3.

4.
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Critical appraisal tools

41

The Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) checklists provide eight specific guides to evaluate different 

types of research studies (including systematic reviews, RCTs, case control studies and qualitative 

research). 
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Critical appraisal tools
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PRISMA checklist is a 27 item checklist designed to assist in reviewing a systematic review or 

meta-analysis.
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Critical appraisal tools

43

The AMSTAR Checklist is a measurement tool to assess Systematic Reviews and consists of 11 items. This 

checklist is used by organisations such as Cochrane and academic researchers. A rigorous Systematic 

Review is one that has addressed all items on the checklist and received a score of 11.
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Critical appraisal tools

44

1. Are the aims/research questions of the study clearly 

stated?

2. Is the overall methodology appropriate to the research 

questions?

3. Are there clear criteria in participant selection? And is 

the selection of participants theoretically justified?

4. Are the analytical methods explicit, systematic and 

reproducible?

5. Are there evident sources of bias in the results 

reported? 

If so, have they been discussed? 

6. Do the findings answer the original research questions?

7. Is sufficient indication provided to demonstrate that the 

findings and conclusions are grounded in the data?
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Exercise – Critical appraisal

45

Harold, G, Kerr, D, Van Ryzin, M, DeGarmo, D, Rhoades, K and Leve, L 2013, ‘Depressive symptom 

trajectories among girls in the juvenile justice system: 24-month outcomes of an RCT of Multidimensional 

Treatment Foster Care’, Prevention Science, vol. 14, no. 5, pp. 437-446.
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1. Are the aims/research questions of the 

study clearly stated?
☒ The aims of the study are clearly stated in the Introduction and the section titled ‘The Present Study’. 

2. Is the overall methodology appropriate 

to the research questions?
☒ • Randomised controlled trial - Participants (n=166) were randomly assigned to a treatment group (Multi-dimensional Treatment 

Foster Care; n= 81) and control group (services as usual group care; n=85).

3. Are there clear criteria in participant 

selection? And is the selection of 

participants theoretically justified?

☒ • There is clear criteria in participant selection. 

• Participants who did not meet this criteria or were pregnant were excluded. 

4. Are the analytical methods explicit, 

systematic and reproducible?
☒ The analytical methods are explicit, systematic and reproducible:

• The study hypotheses were evaluated using hierarchical linear modelling (HLM and HGLM). 

5. Are there evident sources of bias in 

the results reported? If so, have they 

been discussed? 

☒ No biases could be identified. The authors note a number of limitations of the study. 

6. Do the findings answer the original 

research questions?
☒ The results showed:

• Chronically delinquent girls in MTFC experienced greater decreases in depressive symptoms across 2 years compared to the 

control group (group care). 

• Participants with more depressive symptoms at baseline benefitted most from the MTFC intervention.

• Modest support for the direct effect of maltreatment on depression but no support for its moderating role.

7. Is sufficient indication provided to 

demonstrate that the findings and 

conclusions are grounded in the data?

☒ The results and discussion sections are thorough. 

Exercise – Critical appraisal
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Exercise – Critical Appraisal

47

• Published in 2013

• Cited by 58

• Randomised 

controlled trial 

(RCT)

• Participants 

(n=166)

• Treatment group 

(MTFC; n= 81)

• Control group 

(services as usual 

group care; n=85)

• Published in 2015

• Cited by 16

• Mixed-methods 

approach using a 

randomised 

design with a 

focus on 

qualitative inquiry

• Participants 

(n=14)

• Treatment group 

(treatment foster 

home 

intervention; n=7)

• Control group 

(treatment as 

usual); n=7
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Resources

48

FACSIAR’s Evidence ‘how to’ guides

• What is evidence?

• What is an evidence hierarchy?

• Finding quality research and evidence

• Assessing the quality of evidence

• Common social policy research methods

• What is evaluation?

• Key Statistical Terms

• Reading and creating tables and graphs

Using evidence in Targeted Early Intervention Program
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Contact

49

Katie Page

Senior Evidence Officer

Strategy and Evidence

Family and Community Services Insights, Analysis 

and Research (FACSIAR)

Department of Communities and Justice (DCJ)

Katie.Page2@facs.nsw.gov.au

Christie Robertson

Manager

Strategy and Evidence

Family and Community Services Insights, Analysis 

and Research (FACSIAR)

Department of Communities and Justice (DCJ)

Christie.Robertson@facs.nsw.gov.au


