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It is a widely accepted idea that knowledge from research needs to be better integrated
into practice. Considerable energy is dedicated to strengthening the flow of research to
practice. Less attention, however, has been paid to strengthening the ways researchers
can learn from practice to improve their work. In this commentary, we draw on our
work over the past decade to offer reflections on the nature and pace of practice, the
gaps between practitioners’ needs and available research, and the importance of trust
and relationships. Although there are no easy responses to these challenges, we can
create a dialogue about them and begin to work collectively toward overcoming them.

Many would assert that policymakers and practitioners
who understand the latest research in their fields will be
positioned to do better work. While we do not disagree,
we argue that researchers who have a stronger handle
on the realities of policy and practice are better
positioned to do research that informs youth services
(Bronfenbrenner, 1974; Tseng, 2012b). Starting points
matter—and research agendas are often rooted in
reviews of the existing literature and analysis of how
the next study can build upon past work. Research ques-
tions less often stem from the everyday ‘‘problems of
practice’’ that youth leaders, administrators, and policy-
makers grapple to understand and improve. The
increasing calls for evidence-based policies, programs,
and practices are unlikely to net significant improve-
ments until the learning from research and practice
travel back-and-forth in both directions.

The articles in this special issue all reinforce this
point. We would like to add lessons we have learned
regarding practitioners and policymakers as research
users and the forces that influence their uses of research.
Our lessons are drawn primarily from three sets of
experiences: (1) the Forum for Youth Investment’s work
as an intermediary organization that helps practitioners

and policymakers bring research to bear on their efforts
(Yohalem & Pittman, 2001); (2) research the William T.
Grant Foundation has funded on research use in policy
and practice (Tseng, 2012b); and (3) joint work between
the Forum for Youth Investment and the William T.
Grant Foundation over the past decade including the
Foundation’s Distinguished Fellows program (Wilcox,
2008) and more recently, the launch of a research-
practice partnerships learning community (Tseng,
2012a). We also draw heavily on our own experiences
working primarily in practice and research, respectively.

For the sake of simplicity we use ‘‘practice’’ and
‘‘practitioners’’ when referring to the broad group of
actors and organizations at the local, state, and federal
levels and in private agencies whose work straddles
policy and practice. We cluster our lessons about the
uses and users of research into three themes:

. the nature and pace of practice,

. the gaps between practitioners’ needs and available
research, and

. the importance of trust and relationships.

The Nature and Pace of Practice

The nature, especially the pace, of practice influences
how research is used. As one policymaker noted, ‘‘I wish
I could rely [on research] more heavily. Most of us [ . . . ]
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don’t have the time we wish we had to do thorough
research and to separate the good from the popular
from the bad. Very often we’re reacting and have to find
answers rapidly’’ (Yohalem & Pittman, 2001, p. 8).
David DuBois is a former William T. Grant
Distinguished Fellow. During his Fellowship, he spent
several years embedded in Big Brothers, Big Sisters of
America, and its Chicago chapter, to gain a deeper
understanding of youth mentoring organizations. He
underscored their realities with humility as he reflected
on his experience:

Both the skill sets and the priorities of those in practice
roles have not been adequately appreciated by many
researchers, such as myself. Throughout my Fellowship,
I was repeatedly struck by the finely honed abilities of
experienced agency staff to anticipate and manage com-
plex logistics of on-the-ground programming and, quite
honestly, in several instances was humbled by my own
limitations in this area. (DuBois, 2009, p. 3)

Practitioners’ timelines can differ significantly from
research timelines. Rigorous studies usually take years
to design and complete, whereas programs and policies
are often developed much more quickly and are subject
to ongoing change. For instance, the science coordinator
for a school district may have 2 weeks to design a new
biology unit. An after-school program manager may
need to select a literacy curriculum a few days before
programming begins. A county mental health director
may have 2 weeks to decide whether or not to pilot a
new intervention. A principal may be notified of a new
discipline code and be asked to implement relevant
school-level policies immediately.

Research could help inform all of the aforementioned
decisions, but the pace at which needs arise and limited
time frames constrain practitioners’ abilities to acquire
and use research. Policy and practice are also influenced
by other factors, including the prevailing political and
economic climates, local or national trends, and pressure
from constituents (Kingdon, 2003). DuBois (2009)
underscored that his Fellowship with Big Brothers, Big
Sisters deepened his understanding ‘‘ . . . of the formi-
dable external and organizational forces that can drive
organizational objectives’’ (p. 3). No matter how rel-
evant a particular study or even a body of literature
may be, there are forces beyond the potential influence
of social science. At times, policy windows open and cre-
ate opportunities for research to hold sway, but even in
those instances research is rarely the deciding factor;
rather, research aligns with organizational goals, polit-
ical agendas, or availability of funds.

While many practitioners may lack easy access to the
most relevant research, they ironically may also suffer
from information overload. As one practitioner put it,
‘‘I can’t possibly keep up with the volume of stuff which

comes across my desk . . . I think a very small percentage
of the people who need to know the information have
time to wade through it’’ (Yohalem & Pittman, 2001,
p. 8). For district administrators, information overload
is exacerbated by a growing array of vendors selling
‘‘research-based’’ programs, curricula, texts, and other
products. With limited time and capacity, even the most
research-savvy practitioners are sometimes unable to
adequately sift through and weigh the research evidence
undergirding the claims about the products.

Many practitioners also suffer from what might be
considered ‘‘role overload.’’ Their responsibilities are
often quite diffuse, and many are asked to take on more
and more under tight budget constraints. As the range
of tasks expands, practitioners are expected to be knowl-
edgeable about a growing array of topics in order to
make informed decisions. While scholars are rewarded
for expertise in specific areas, a practitioner may oversee
multiple programs that connect with different research
literatures, as well as manage organizational functions
such as human resources and communications.

The Gaps Between Practitioners’ Needs and
Available Research

Practitioners’ questions and interests rarely lead to
opportunities for what Carol Weiss characterized as
instrumental research use—where research influences a
policy or practice decision in a direct, linear way.
Instead, research is more likely to be used concep-
tually—to influence how practitioners think about prob-
lems and orient themselves to solutions. Rather than
providing ‘‘the answer,’’ research has greater opportu-
nities to inform understanding and choices. To have
those influences, research often becomes part of practi-
tioners’ tacit knowledge and is melded with practitioners’
own experiences and their knowledge regarding the
youth they serve, their local context, and the external
realities that affect the success of reform efforts (Nutley,
Walter, & Davies, 2007; Weiss, 1977).

Practitioners tend to have practical and localized
questions, often related to cost, implementation, and
program adaptation or expansion. Many work at the
systems level, leading to questions that may not be
well-aligned with researchers’ foci. For example, edu-
cation researchers are developing, testing, and refining
measures of teacher effectiveness. While having strong
measures is critical for teacher evaluation systems, state
and local education agencies are also grappling with a
range of related questions to which research has few
answers. How can such measures be implemented at
scale? How should different measures be combined into
indices of performance? How should the scores be con-
nected to human resource decisions and professional
development efforts? Research has resulted in tools
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but limited information about how to use those tools in
practice.

While practitioners are interested in research conduc-
ted in other places, they also value local data. They are
concerned about whether evidence-based programs or
practices will work effectively with a given population
and under local conditions. ‘‘You see a lot of little success
stories. How do you relate that to your own community?
It’s not one size fits all. We need you to distill out the
common elements’’ (Yohalem & Pittman, 2001, p. 16).

Though lists of evidence-based programs are increas-
ingly common in the education and human services fields
(e.g., the What Works Clearinghouse, CDC’s Compen-
dium of Evidence-Based HIV Prevention Interventions,
Blueprints for Violence Prevention), opportunities for
practitioners to select new program models from such
menus are few and far between. Practitioners are much
more likely to have opportunities to improve practice
within existing programs and systems; therefore, research
that extracts lessons from evaluations or reviews may be
more applicable than research that endorses specific
models. They need accessible reviews that synthesize
the knowledge base on their problems of practice; yet,
researchers are incentivized to conduct new studies and
build new knowledge. Thus, the field lacks high-quality
syntheses of existing evidence about practitioners’ key
questions. Hamilton’s (this issue) point, that syntheses
of different types of research are required, is consonant
with what we have learned from practitioners.

Until practitioners have more opportunities to influence
or co-construct research agendas and researchers have
more opportunities to observe day-to-day practice, the
mismatch between practitioners’ needs and the current
supply of research is likely to persist. The research reported
in this issue illustrates different ways that this mismatch
can be overcome. Larson, Walker, Rusk, and Diaz focused
their attention on what practitioners do, what problems
they encounter, and how they resolve them. Powers,
Maley, Purington, Schantz, and Dotterweich drew on
their work in an intermediary organization to highlight
some of the realities of implementing evidence-based pro-
grams. M. A. Hamilton and Hamilton formed partner-
ships with youth development organizations to identify
and investigate together issues of mutual interest.

The Importance of Trust and Relationships

Research about knowledge utilization has focused on
research use at the individual level, attempting to estab-
lish a link between the preferences and beliefs of individ-
ual decision-makers and whether or how they use
research. However our experience affirms the view,
held by Nutley and others (Nutley et al., 2007; Tseng,
2012b), that research use is often a social process: one
that unfolds within a complex ecology of relationships,

organizations, and political and policy contexts. One
youth development practitioner interviewed about
acquiring research said, ‘‘There are colleagues we tend
to call on . . . In the end, it comes down to relationships
and confidence’’ (Yohalem & Pittman, 2001, p. 8).

New research about school leaders (Finnigan, Daly,
& Che, 2013) illustrates the importance of social net-
works and trust as principals seek ideas to improve their
schools. This research suggests that leaders in the
lowest-performing schools tend to be isolated from col-
leagues and administrators within the system, especially
when it comes to sharing evidence to improve their prac-
tice. The research also found limited exchange across
various levels of the system, with teachers primarily rely-
ing on principals for information and principals relying
on district administrators. Teachers with closer ties to
principals and principals with closer ties to district
administrators seem to have stronger paths for research
to flow.

Research in child welfare has demonstrated a similar
communication pattern. When county-based child wel-
fare agency administrators want to learn more about a
research-based program or reform, they often ask
trusted peers working in similar positions who serve
similar populations under comparable conditions
(Palinkas, Finno, Fuentes, Garcia, & Holloway, 2011).
A recent study of the use of research in school board
deliberations points to concerns about trust and trusted
relationships among local decision-makers (Asen,
Gurke, Donners, Solomon, & Gumm, 2012).
Decision-makers recognized that research can be dis-
torted to serve various political purposes. Their evalua-
tions of the credibility of research were enmeshed with
their evaluations of the trustworthiness of the person
conveying the research and their motives. All of these
studies point to relationships as key conduits for learn-
ing and deciding; they also underscore the importance
of trust.

In addition to their peers, many practitioners and
policymakers turn to intermediary organizations that
regularly translate and package research for specific
audiences and around problems of practice. Such orga-
nizations, which have proliferated in recent decades, can
also develop or broker relationships—both formal and
informal—between researchers and policymakers and
practitioners. Strategies for strengthening the
research-practice connection include reviewing existing
literature, summarizing new research findings, hosting
webinars or briefings to disseminate new research, and
developing tools and technical assistance that reflect or
embody research. The success of these groups depends
on their ability to respond to practice needs.

Many intermediaries develop sustained relationships
with specific groups (e.g., mayors or superintendents),
and often employ people who have worked in those
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roles. These groups tend to trust the intermediary’s abil-
ity to identify and translate relevant research that has
implications for their work because they believe the
intermediary understands the nature and pace of their
work and, hence, their information needs. Some inter-
mediaries push beyond the dissemination of information
and work directly with practitioners or policymakers to
help them understand research findings and apply rel-
evant evidence to their work.

CONCLUSIONS

The old models of working either on the research side to
improve supply or on the practice side to improve uptake
are limited. They do not adequately address the key roles
of trust, relationships, and mutual understanding. The
desire to seek improved bidirectional relationships has
informed the Forum for Youth Investment’s longstand-
ing work to build strong multi-sector collaborations. It
has also led to the William T. Grant Foundation’s more
recent interest in partnerships as promising ways to
re-engineer the relationships between research and prac-
tice (Tseng, 2012a).

Long-term partnerships in which practitioners and
researchers collaborate to address pressing and persist-
ent issues could help address several of the challenges
discussed above. For example, if practitioners are
involved in defining research agendas, research—pre-
sumably—will better match their needs and practi-
tioners will be more likely to trust it. Practitioners will
inevitably press researchers about pace and timing;
researchers will need to innovate to meet these demands.
DuBois (2009) reflected on how his Distinguished Fel-
lowship shifted his perspective on the importance of
practitioner input during study design. ‘‘Pre-Fellowship,
I was not sufficiently attuned to the merits of ensuring
that practitioner expertise and sensitivities to feasibility
and scale are incorporated into the design process to
have been able to relinquish control in this area’’ (p. 3).

The Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of
Teaching and Learning is experimenting with improve-
ment networks that bring different stakeholders together
to test change ideas in rapid cycles of research and
action (Bryk, Gomez, & Grunow, 2010). This idea
stems from a model of Plan-Do-Study-Act cycles popu-
larized by W. Edwards Deming and, more recently, the
Institute for Healthcare Improvement. The Baltimore
Education Research Consortium is a partnership
between Baltimore City Public Schools, Morgan State
University, Johns Hopkins University, and other civic
and community partners. They and other place-based
partnerships are developing ‘‘rapid response’’ work to
provide data analyses requested by the district in
one month or less. In the youth development field,

intermediaries like the John Gardner Center at Stanford
University, the David P. Weikart Center for Youth
Program Quality, and many cooperative extension
offices within land grant universities work in active
partnerships with local practitioners to develop and test
solutions to persistent problems.

Research-practice partnerships are not a silver bullet.
They are time-consuming and resource-intensive efforts,
and we are only in the early stages of understanding the
different ways to organize and sustain effective partner-
ships (Coburn, Penuel, & Geil, 2013). However, we
think they hold potential to help researchers and practi-
tioners work together more effectively: to build trust,
relationships, and mutual commitments to improving
the lives of young people.
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