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Abstract  

This article shows how a new normative standard for public professionalism has evolved from the 

introduction of evidence-based practice in the context of Danish child protective services. The 

concept of ‘theorization’ from institutional theory is discussed and applied as the main analytical lens 

to explore how new ideas are introduced, interpreted and negotiated in the organizational field. Based 

on a cross-level ethnographic case study, this study traces the process of theorization and shows how 

actors are informed by local translations and theorizations as they challenge, negotiate and develop 

collective understandings in the field. Theorization is therefore conceptualized as a continuous 

multidirectional process of recursive intertwinement between field-level and organizational 

developments, which may or may not entail institutional change. The study also contributes to our 

understanding of changing forms of professionalism by proposing the concept ‘explicit 

professionalism’ as a way of capturing the new normative standard for public professional work that 

has evolved from the process of theorizing evidence-based practice. Explicit professionalism is both 

a descriptive concept and a normative ideal and, it is suggested, an important dimension of new forms 

of organizational and organizing professionalism, which can aid our understanding of related 

developments in different professional fields. 
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INTRODUCTION 

How can we understand and explain the evolution of new normative standards for professional work? 

In this article, I engage with the question of how institutionalized professional norms are challenged 

and transformed over time and how different organizational actors may influence the process. I do 

this by exploring the influence of the idea of evidence-based practice in the field of Danish child 

protective services; showing how the development of the evidence agenda has resulted in the 

emergence of ‘explicit professionalism’ as a new normative standard for public professional work. 

To make this argument, I adopt the concept of theorization from sociological institutional theory as 

the main analytical lens.  

Theorization describes the process where different actors seek to specify the nature of 

new ideas and develop normative and causal statements concerning their potential. It involves ‘the 

self-conscious development and specification of abstract categories and the formulation of patterned 

relationships such as chains of cause and effect’ to aid the diffusion of new norms and practices 

(Strang and Meyer 1993: 492). In recent years, several scholars have shown that the process of 

theorizing new ideas in the organizational field is critical to our understanding of how norms and 

practices evolve and change over time (e.g. Greenwood, Suddaby, and Hinings 2002; Mena and 

Suddaby 2016; Nielsen, Mathiassen, and Newell 2014; Reay et al. 2013). However, few studies have 

traced how theorization unfolds across levels, e.g. how organizational developments may influence 

developments in the field, and vice versa. This study directly addresses this gap.  

Drawing on a cross-level ethnographic case study encompassing both organizational 

and field-level developments over a substantial period of time, the study seeks to trace institutional 

change as it unfolds and is made sense of by actors (Suddaby 2010; Lawrence, Leca, and Zilber 2013; 

Zilber 2014). The analysis shows how evidence-based practice was initially theorized in a very 

specific way in the field of Danish child protective services. While this theorization was adopted by 
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some organizations, local theorization and practical experiences at the organizational level eventually 

came to influence and change field-level actors’ theorizing, leading to the emerging ideal of ‘explicit 

professionalism’. Outlining this process in detail, the article contributes to our understanding of how 

institutional change unfolds across organizational levels, how organizational and field-level 

developments are recursively intertwined (Nielsen, Mathiassen, and Newell 2014) and what role 

theorization plays in this process. In the following, I elaborate on the theoretical and empirical 

background for the study. I then present the research design, methods and data followed by the 

analysis. Then follows a discussion of the main findings focusing on the concept of ‘explicit 

professionalism’ and the notion of ‘recursive intertwinement’. I end with some concluding remarks.  

 

PROFESSIONAL NORMS 

Professionals are commonly defined with reference to their possession of specialized abstract 

knowledge, which forms the basis for exercising professional judgment (e.g. Abbott 1988: 8, 318). 

Different public service systems may be more or less professionalized, leaving professionals with 

varying degrees of autonomy and discretion (Liljegren, Höjer, and Forkby 2014). While the 

discretionary space may be reduced or expanded, it is generally assumed to be ‘filled by rules 

professionals impose upon themselves’ (Hupe and Hill 2007: 282); i.e. professional norms. 

Professional norms can be defined as ‘prescriptions commonly known and used by the members of 

an occupation, referring to which actions are required, prohibited, or permitted in a specific situation’ 

(Andersen and Pedersen 2012: 48). Norms represent institutionalized expectations and serve an 

important function in delimiting professional autonomy and ensuring that it is not misused. As such, 

they function as a guarantee to politicians and other stakeholders that services will be delivered 

according to appropriate standards. Whether frontline workers are regarded and treated as 
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professionals partly hinges on their ability to display and uphold professional norms (Andersen and 

Pedersen 2012: 47).  

However, as argued by Hupe and Hill (2007), public professionals are accountable to 

multiple stakeholders. The institutional environment is a constant supplier of changing—and 

sometimes conflicting—policy ideas, normative standards, incentives, rules and regulations. Hence, 

while professional norms are enforced and sanctioned within the profession, public professionals are 

rarely left to decide between themselves what constitutes proper professional conduct. Discussions 

of what constitutes acceptable professional practice are recurrent, and a broad range of stakeholders 

may seek to define, influence and enforce normative standards for public professionalism.  

 

THE ORGANIZATIONAL FIELD 

From the perspective of sociological institutional theory, discussions about acceptable professional 

practice are carried out in the organizational field and constituted by heterogeneous organizational 

actors who may disagree on goals as well as on how activities should be carried out due to their 

different beliefs and rationales (Nielsen, Mathiassen, and Newell 2014). Here, I draw on Wooten and 

Hoffman’s definition of organizational fields as ‘richly contextualized spaces where disparate 

organizations involve themselves with one another in an effort to develop collective understandings 

regarding matters that are consequential for organizational and field-level activities’ (Wooten and 

Hoffman 2016: 64). This definition emphasizes the processes rather than the organizational entities 

that make up the field (Zilber 2014) and implies that interactions between organizational actors are 

likely to be multiple, multidirectional and simultaneous as illustrated in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1. Interactions between organizational actors in the field of Danish child protection 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note: Two-way arrows illustrate potential interactions. Not all possible actors or interactions are illustrated. 
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which the idea is a solution, while moral legitimacy rests on the idea’s adaptation to prevailing 

normative prescriptions in the field.  

Theorization is most often conceptualized as a crucial (albeit often overlooked) activity 

during the initial stages of institutionalization (Greenwood, Suddaby, and Hinings 2002; Mena and 

Suddaby 2016). In contrast, Nielsen and colleagues argue that theorization is ‘an ongoing practice 

across different phases of institutionalization’ and suggest that field-level and organizational 

developments are closely intertwined (Nielsen, Mathiassen, and Newell 2014: 180, emphasis added). 

In line with this notion, recent empirical studies have shown how practice change on the local level 

can drive institutional change in the field (Smets, Morris, and Greenwood 2012) or how the 

institutional work of managers can shape public sector reforms (Cloutier et al. 2016). These studies 

demonstrate what has long been argued in the growing literature, which conceptualizes organizational 

change as translation (i.e. Scandinavian Institutionalism); namely that organizations are not merely 

passive adopters or implementers of new policies, managerial ideas or innovations. Instead, they 

actively shape them (e.g. Czarniawska and Sevón 1996; Sahlin and Wedlin 2008). 

Still, we know very little about how these processes unfold across levels, including how 

theorization (and translation) at the organizational level may have feedback effects on field-level 

developments. While Strang and Meyer argue that ‘“bottom-up” theorizing should impact diffusion, 

but in rather local ways’ (Strang and Meyer 1993: 493), most empirical studies employ a 

unidirectional approach. They focus on the journey of new ideas or innovations from the ‘source’ to 

the receiving context, e.g. from field to organization and/or from organization (i.e. management) to 

practitioners (see Wooten and Hoffman 2016 for an extended discussion). Few studies address the 

notion of ‘bottom-up theorizing’, and even fewer have explored the idea that theorizing is carried out 

simultaneously in organizational and field-level contexts and, importantly, across these levels.  
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There are some exceptions. For example, Reay and colleagues show how micro-level 

theorizing by managers contributes to transforming ideas into actual practice change at the frontline 

and argue that managers play a crucial role in reconnecting new micro-level practices back into a 

macro-level context (Reay et al. 2013: 985). From a theoretical perspective, Røvik (2007) uses the 

term development arenas to conceptualize venues where field-level actors, including both 

policymakers and practitioners, meet and exchange ideas, which they may bring back to their local 

organizational contexts. Here, they are translated, theorized and perhaps reintroduced to the field. 

Hence, local theorizations come to influence theorizations in the field, and vice versa, in a spiral-like 

process. Based on an empirical study of the institutionalization of IT in Danish home care, Nielsen 

and colleagues (2014) argue that such ‘recursive intertwinement’ of local and field-level processes 

may be decisive for how change unfolds over time and propose that theorization and translation are 

best viewed as two sides of the same coin. Employing a cross-level research design, this study seeks 

to provide further empirical grounding for these ideas. 

 

EVIDENCE-BASED PRACTICE 

Among the most pertinent influences on public professional work in recent years is the idea of 

evidence-based practice. Since the late 1990s, the evidence movement and its call to do ‘what works’ 

has become a mantra across different public sectors, such as social services, health care and education 

(Davies, Nutley, and Smith 2000). In many countries, including the UK, the US, Canada, the 

Netherlands and the Scandinavian countries, the past 20 years have seen massive efforts to promote 

the use of evidence in public services (Boaz et al. 2019).  

Its growing popularity among policymakers has fostered long-standing debates over the 

relevance and legitimacy of evidence-based practice as a normative standard for professional work, 

including social work. At the heart of these debates is the fact that evidence-based practice essentially 
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questions the adequacy and legitimacy of extant professional knowledge and hence presents a 

challenge to professional groups’ jurisdictional claims. Some argue that the evidence agenda is a 

welcome opportunity for social workers to increase professionalization, status and public trust (e.g. 

Soydan and Palinkas 2014; see also Noordegraaf 2007: 763). Others see it as a potentially destructive 

force; arguing that the neopositivist paradigm and reductionist epistemology that underpins it is 

fundamentally incompatible with the complex and context-dependent nature of social work, and 

therefore the ideal needs to be reinterpreted (e.g. Otto, Polutta, and Ziegler 2009) or abandoned (e.g. 

Petersen and Olsson 2014). 

These debates, however, often display a lack of clarity as to what evidence-based 

practice actually entails; this is also the case in social work (Olsson 2007; Scurlock-Evans and Upton 

2015). Evidence-based practice generally implies a hierarchical view of research methods where 

systematic reviews of randomized controlled trials constitute the most rigorous sources of evidence 

for establishing ‘what works’. Still, at least two interpretations can be identified in the literature: One 

conceptualizes evidence-based practice as a rational decision-making process where individual 

professionals search for and apply relevant evidence on a case-by-case basis and evaluate the 

outcome, taking into account client preferences, case-specific circumstances and their own 

professional expertise. Another perspective interprets evidence-based practice as a top-down reform 

program encompassing the implementation of evidence-based clinical guidelines and standardized 

interventions supported by manuals and decision-support algorithms.  

Those that distinguish clearly between these two models tend to regard the first one as 

largely compatible with social work practice because it stresses the need for situated context-sensitive 

coupling of analysis, diagnosis and intervention. In contrast, the second model is often criticized for 

favoring centralized decision-making and standardization as well as for limiting professional 

discretion in undesirable ways (e.g. Gambrill 2011; van der Zwet, Kolmer, and Schalk 2016). The 
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purpose here is not to continue this debate but to illustrate that evidence-based practice is first and 

foremost an aspiration; ‘an ideal that has never been observed in real life’ (Bergmark, Bergmark, and 

Lundström 2012: 607). Hence, it is open to multiple theorizations with potentially very different 

implications for professionals. 

 

RESEARCH DESIGN, METHODS AND DATA 

In Denmark, welfare provision is highly decentralized. The responsibility for public service delivery 

mostly lies with the 98 municipalities, which enjoy high levels of autonomy. This is also the case for 

child protective services where the evidence agenda has been particularly salient. I carried out 

fieldwork at three child protection agencies in two municipalities over a period of 14 months (October 

2015–December 2016), fluctuating between more and less intense periods of engagement. The 

municipalities were selected based on the expectation that they would be particularly rich in 

experiences relevant to the research question (Flyvbjerg 2011) as both are considered frontrunners in 

the field in terms of evidence-based practice and professional development in general. Heatherhill 

Municipality is in Western Denmark and is larger than average with approx. 87,000 inhabitants. 

Crocusville Municipality is in the capital area and has approx. 600,000 inhabitants.  

The fieldwork comprised 29 days (approx. 150 hours) of observation in three local 

agencies (one in Heatherhill Municipality, two in Crocusville Municipality), including 22 days of 

shadowing five different team leaders and 29 semi-structured interviews with team leaders, service 

managers, academic staff members, agency directors and frontline professionals. Some were 

interviewed more than once, primarily in Heatherhill Municipality, where a whole year passed 

between my first and last field visit. Twenty-four interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim. 

Five were documented through extensive note-taking. I also conducted several informal interviews 
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and collected documents and artefacts, including strategy documents, check lists and video recordings 

of professional training events. 

I conducted loosely structured interviews with 10 political elite actors, i.e. ‘persons 

who, by virtue of their strategic locations in large or otherwise pivotal organizations and movements, 

are able to affect political outcomes regularly and substantially’ (Higley 2008: 3). The interviews 

took place in 2015–2017. Eight were recorded and transcribed, and two were documented through 

extensive note-taking. I selected participants based on my extant knowledge supplemented by a 

snowballing strategy. The interview guide focused on what the participants associated with ‘evidence-

based practice’ and related terms, how they described and explained past developments and current 

state of affairs in the field (retrospective sensemaking) and what their visions for future developments 

were; including roles and practices of other actors. The aim was to explore how they theorized 

evidence-based practice as a normative ideal, and if, how and why this had changed over time.  

Finally, I drew on ‘accidental’ participant observation of seven field-level conferences, 

i.e. ‘development arenas’ (Røvik 2007), where policy-makers, researchers, evaluators and frontline 

professionals discussed the concept and practice of evidence-based practice and related topics. I 

attended first as a student, later as a consultant and finally as a researcher, but always as a mostly 

passive observer, over a period of 10 years (2006–2015). My notes and observations from these events 

served as a valuable source of background knowledge to identify relevant actors and, during 

interviews, recall specific situations, statements or moods to prompt the memory of the participants. 

This provided nuance to their narratives and helped anchor developments in the flow of time. (See 

Supplementary Table 1 for a complete overview of data sources).  

Following an interpretive and abductive approach (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2012: 

27), I made use of open-ended coding in combination with a more theory-driven coding strategy. 

First, notes and transcripts from the interviews were read, reread and coded thematically, using 
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NVivo, to reconstruct the participants’ narratives of developments. This included identifying different 

ideals of professionalism and understandings of ‘evidence-based’ and ‘knowledge-based’ practice 

and related terms along with expressions and explanations of changes to these understandings. I also 

coded statements concerning other actors in the field and statements about the future. The themes that 

were initially constructed from this process were revised, following a closer analysis of the local 

organizational data (see below). I paid close attention to similarities, differences and incongruences 

in the narratives and perceptions among both field-level and local organizational actors⸻well aware 

that some participants embodied both roles. I also read documentary material to which the participants 

referred, e.g. policy documents and magazine articles. 

For the analysis of the local organizational data, I constructed analytical and theoretical 

memos from field notes and used open thematic coding to create an overview of the participants’ 

accounts and interpretations of the developments. A pre-structured case outline (Miles and Huberman 

1994: 85) was developed to structure the process and formed the basis for writing descriptive case 

summaries and subsequent thematic analyses. I also developed a timeline of decisions and events, 

which was used together with the pre-structured case outline to structure an initial descriptive analysis 

of each case (each comprising 20–25 pages). This was then compared to field-level developments 

(see Supplementary Table 2 for an integrated timeline). The presentation of the results below is 

organized as a chronological narrative, fluctuating between organizational and field-level 

developments to highlight their recursive intertwinement.  

 

FIRST-GENERATION THEORIZATION: EVIDENCE-BASED INTERVENTIONS 

The idea of evidence-based practice first appeared in Denmark in the late 1990s (Hansen and Rieper 

2010). The Nordic Campbell Centre (later SFI Campbell) was established in Denmark in 2002 as a 

regional representation of the International Campbell Collaboration to promote evidence-based policy 
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and practice as well as to support the production and dissemination of systematic reviews about the 

effectiveness of interventions in social and employment services. A few years earlier, a small group 

of municipalities, including Heatherhill Municipality, had sent a delegation to Norway to learn about 

an evidence-based program called Multi-Systemic Therapy (MST) and the idea of evidence-based 

practice as such. Soon after, the Heatherhill Municipality implemented MST along with other 

evidence-based programs developed and evaluated in the US (Parent Management Training, Oregon 

(PMTO) and The Incredible Years (TIY)).  

The small group of municipalities acted on their own initiative but soon became part of 

a national push for the implementation of evidence-based programs in the municipal child protective 

services led by the National Board of Social Services (NBSS). The evidence agenda was met with 

both enthusiasm and disapproval. According to the director of the Family and Child Treatment Center 

in Heatherhill Municipality, the NBSS played a crucial role in supporting their efforts by arranging 

networking activities and conferences where ‘like-minded people’ could meet and exchange ideas 

and experiences shielded from the critical voices. 

 While Heatherhill Municipality was among the first-movers in the field, Crocusville 

Municipality was more reluctant to embrace the evidence agenda and only did so almost a decade 

later. The request to implement evidence-based programs was made by the City Council and 

represented a shift from a longstanding bottom-up and practice-driven approach to professional 

development in the municipality. Staff members explain that the decision was motivated by 

increasing normative pressure in the field driven by Heatherhill Municipality and other frontrunners:  

I thought, when I visited them over there [in Heatherhill Municipality], ’Damn, they are 

running fast here!’, right? And I don’t know, I mean, it does matter (…). It was something 

about ‘We need to have that!’ [i.e. evidence-based programs]. (Professional Development 

Consultant, Crocusville Municipality) 
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In the following years, the municipality implemented first PMTO and TIY followed by most of the 

other evidence-based programs promoted by the NBSS. 

Pragmatic and moral legitimacy 

During this time, advocates in the field provided a consistent rationale for evidence-based practice: 

Despite spiraling costs, extant forms of intervention had failed to produce and/or document positive 

outcomes (e.g. Mandag Morgen 2004). The National Audit Office published several reports pointing 

out the failure of the Ministry of Social Affairs to undertake rigorous evaluation of its policies and 

programs (e.g. Rigsrevisionen 2006), and changing Ministers of Social Affairs repeatedly 

underscored the need to do ‘what works’ (e.g. Ellemann 2015; Uddannelses- og Forskningsministeriet 

2012; see also Jakobsen 2015). The participants in this study provide similar rationales, and few 

question the pragmatic legitimacy of the evidence agenda: The organizational failure of the field is 

widely recognized. However, the first theorization of evidence-based practice was not readily 

accepted by everyone. 

As described above, evidence-based practice was initially theorized as being a matter 

of implementing evidence-based programs, largely reflecting the top-down managerialist model 

outlined above. Moreover, evidence advocates did not only target the organizational failure of the 

field as such but also extant professional norms and practices. The former agency director in 

Heatherhill Municipality explains that the decision to invest in evidence-based programs was rooted 

in the experience that social work practice was largely based on ‘gut-feelings’ and ‘opinions’, as 

opposed to ‘knowledge’; a characteristic often repeated by other participants during my fieldwork. 

The aim, the former director explains, was not to curtail professional autonomy as such, but to 

challenge the frontline professionals’ autonomy to work ‘without any method’.  

The director of the Child and Family Treatment Center describes the evidence-based 

programs more directly as a ‘historical confrontation’ with extant practice, which was characterized 
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by individually tailored long-term interventions revolving around the relation between the 

professional and the client. As one service manager explains: 

There wasn’t really a structure around the work that was happening in the way that there 

is now. It was more, I think, it has perhaps been more intuitive for many, or somewhat 

random, depending on which treatment background, educational background, they had. 

(Service Manager, Crocusville Municipality) 

In contrast, the evidence-based programs were brief, standardized interventions with short-term goals 

and requirements of certification and documentation. The programs introduced a highly structured 

way of working; requiring professionals to explicate and document actions and outcomes in stark 

contrast to what the participants generally refer to as the ‘private-practicing professionalism’ of the 

past where professionals would each have ‘their own little notebook’. 

Many did perceive the evidence agenda as an attack on professional autonomy. In 

hindsight, the former directors in Heatherhill Municipality characterize the early years as ‘hard’ and 

the approach taken as ‘probably a little tough’. Among the professionals, many experienced the 

programs as rigid, referring to them as ‘dog-training programs’ due to their manual-based nature. In 

field-level debates, professional associations argued that the content of the American programs ran 

counter to established professional knowledge and Danish pedagogical traditions. Another source of 

controversy revolved around the idea that there was a ‘hierarchy of evidence’, which relegated e.g. 

qualitative research to the lower levels (see Hansen and Rieper 2010). Several researchers questioned 

the epistemological and ontological underpinnings of the agenda as well as the feasibility and ethics 

of conducting experimental research in a social work context. The moral legitimacy of the evidence 

agenda was thus questioned both locally and in the field. 
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Municipal autonomy 

In 2012, a consultancy report created renewed stir, claiming that implementing four specific evidence-

based programs in the municipalities could save DKK 2.5 billion (EUR 335 million); i.e. 5 percent 

of the total national expenditures on social services (Rambøll 2012). The report was criticized by 

researchers from the Danish National Centre for Social Research (SFI) who questioned both its 

methods and conclusions and were critical of the general transferability of American programs to a 

Nordic welfare state context (Deding, Bengtsson, and Jakobsen 2012). Still, diffusion efforts 

continued. In 2013, the NBSS launched the Methods Dissemination Program, a DKK 280 million 

(EUR 37.5 million) investment to promote the implementation of six evidence-based programs in the 

municipalities and issued an Evidence Policy, which presented their ambition to create a ‘data 

warehouse’ containing data on social problems and target groups as well as the effect, cost and 

implementation of ‘matching’ interventions. It was envisioned how, in due time, a comprehensive 

evidence base could be produced to underpin decision-making at the level of both national and local 

government, again reminiscent of the managerialist model of evidence-based practice. 

Yet, except for the enthusiasm of a few, municipalities were still reluctant to embrace 

the evidence agenda. The Association of Local Governments (KL) remained silent on the matter until 

2013 when a new social policy strategy urged all municipalities to invest in ‘cost-effective programs’ 

and systematically evaluate and document outcomes (KL 2013: 12). This represented a break with a 

longstanding tradition of ‘letting the thousand flowers blossom’; i.e. an arms-length bottom-up 

approach to social policy where the government allocates money for local experimentation in the 

hope that new innovative methods will flourish. The ‘thousand flowers’ tradition had forged a strong 

link between municipal and professional autonomy, which the municipalities now attempted to 

decouple. Still, KL continued to underscore the importance of local practice development (e.g. Wiis 

2015), and the municipalities did still not implement evidence-based programs in any large number.  
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In 2015, the then deputy director of NBSS gave an interview to a leading political 

magazine. Under the headline ‘Billions are spent in the blind’, the deputy director problematized that 

only 10 percent of municipal social service interventions could be characterized as evidence-based, 

implying that 90 percent of the interventions were potentially ineffective (Reiermann and Andersen 

2015). Locally, professionals felt targeted: 

What was it they said on television the other day, this thing about, we pour 40 billion into 

an area without knowing if it works, right? Isn’t that what they are saying these days? 

(Team leader, Heatherhill Municipality) 

KL reacted fiercely, and a public debate ensued. The deputy director soon moved on to a different 

position, and the NBSS issued an apologetic report, which generated the following response from the 

chairperson of KL’s Social and Health Policy Committee: 

We are standing in the middle of a paradigm shift in the municipalities where we need to 

use interventions with documented effects to a much larger degree than is the case today. 

Accordingly, we should not base our decisions on gut-feelings, but on research and 

knowledge. But knowledge does not have to be grand evidence-based research, it can also 

be practice-near research, which supports the development that is already happening in 

the municipalities. I am pleased that the NBSS and the minister agrees with us on this. 

(Thomsen, 2015) 

The statement reflects that, while the municipalities had come to accept the premise of the evidence 

agenda along with the characterization of traditional practice as based on ‘gut-feelings’, they 

continued to resist the theorization of evidence-based practice as implementation of evidence-based 

programs. Indeed, the statement celebrates that this theorization has been successfully challenged and 

emphasizes the value of other sources of knowledge alongside ‘grand evidence-based research’. The 

nature of the ‘paradigm shift’, which the chairperson refers to, was still up for debate.  
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SECOND-GENERATION THEORIZATION: KNOWLEDGE-BASED PRACTICE 

As frontrunners in the field, both Heatherhill and Crocusville Municipalities today offer just about all 

known ‘letter programs’, as the evidence-based programs are often called (referring to the acronyms), 

ranging from preventive interventions to intensive treatment programs. In Crocusville, posters 

advertising all the evidence-based programs offered by the municipality decorate the agency walls, 

program manuals are on display on shelves and windowsills, and diplomas of certification are pinned 

to notice boards in the social workers’ open office space. Team leaders describe how professionals 

have, over time, become ‘super happy’ with the programs. Heatherhill Municipality is showcased by 

the NBSS as a best practice exemplar (Socialstyrelsen 2015) and regularly hosts an ‘Evidence Fair’ 

where dedicated professionals stand behind tables covered in colorful posters and brochures, eager to 

present the programs to their peers. Participants explain how the programs have served as catalysts 

for a broader practice change. Concurrently, practical experience has brought forward some 

limitations of the first-generation theorization, which have shaped their understanding of evidence-

based practice, influenced debates in the field and led to the emergence of a new theorization. 

From fidelity to flexibility in program delivery 

In Crocusville, the implementation of evidence-based programs was preceded by the municipality’s 

first strategic effort to direct and streamline frontline practice across local agencies, i.e. a departure 

from the previous arms-length approach. The four-year-long project was based on a rationale similar 

to that underpinning the evidence agenda, but it was rooted in a social constructionist approach to 

social work. This greatly influenced the implementation of evidence-based programs; the attitude 

toward which is described as ‘pragmatic’. Service managers and team leaders explain that the 

implementation of the programs required adjustments and ‘playfulness’, and frontline professionals 

are generally encouraged to share and combine program elements; an approach unbound by 

considerations of fidelity and thus directly challenging the notion that rigorous implementation is a 
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prerequisite for program effectiveness (e.g. Fixsen et al. 2005). This is in line with the constructionist 

perspective that no program is better than others per se: The highly structured and often cognitively 

demanding ‘letter programs’ are a good fit for some, but not all. Effectiveness depends on the right 

match between family, therapist and method. 

In Heatherhill Municipality, rigorous implementation was a central concern for a long 

time. However, over the years, it has become increasingly clear that clients do not always conform to 

the narrow target groups of the programs. The municipality has thus experimented and widened the 

target groups. Today, managers and consultants emphasize the need to tailor interventions based on 

knowledge about effective mechanisms or components rather than investing in comprehensive 

programs and explain how ‘(…) we also see employees who are so experienced by now that they can 

use elements from several different concepts’ (Development Consultant, Heatherhill Municipality). 

Here, the focus has also shifted from fidelity to flexibility. 

Evidence-based programs as catalysts of practice change 

Participants in both municipalities find that the general characteristics of the evidence-based 

programs have had a ‘contagious effect’ on professional practice in general, i.e. time-limited 

interventions, clear goals, a structured, systematic and targeted approach, explicit theoretical 

underpinnings, a requirement to document actions, frequent systematic follow-ups and an expectation 

of measurable results. By introducing these elements, which were relatively absent from traditional 

practice, the evidence agenda has placed a normative demand on professionals to justify their chosen 

approach and be explicit about the knowledge that underpins it as well as the results regardless of 

whether they work with evidence-based programs or not. In everyday practice, the participants often 

refer to the differences between ‘then’ and ‘now’; a distinction also noted by managers and 

consultants: 



20 
 

I definitely think it has resulted in a change in the sense that you are very professionally 

grounded in practice today compared to what you have been earlier (…). There is clearly 

a strategy to what the professional offset is (…), and that is perhaps some of what the 

knowledge-based approach has brought along. (Professional Development Consultant, 

Crocusville Municipality) 

On a higher managerial level, both current agency directors argue that, over the past two decades, 

professionals have begun to perceive themselves as members of professional teams and part of an 

organization rather than ‘private-practicing one-man armies’. Both find that the increased 

standardization of practices has helped to install in professionals a sense of organizational belonging: 

We do a lot to move it from the individual person to something common, and that is also 

what I think that the knowledge-based and the evidence-based thinking do (…). Because 

we work like: ‘This is how we do it in Heatherhill Municipality because we know that it 

works; that is what we are committed to’. That makes it easier to be an employee. (Agency 

Director, Heatherhill Municipality) 

Notably, participants today prefer to speak of ‘knowledge-based’ rather than ‘evidence-based’ 

practice. This reflects another practical experience emphasized by the participants in the 

municipalities, namely that the evidence agenda’s focus on interventions clouded out other aspects 

of practice. Realizing that the programs did not alleviate the complex task of exercising professional 

judgment, both municipalities have recently turned their attention toward improving the quality of 

casework. Heatherhill Municipality has engaged in an ambitious development project, which has 

resulted in a new practice model. The model is based on a theory of change, common tools, 

terminology and heuristics, and it is referred to as a ‘mindset’, which provides direction and 

boundaries for professional judgment. To illustrate how the model builds on previous experiences, 

academic staff members have created an image of three ships coming together; one of which 

represents the evidence-based programs.  
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Crocusville Municipality has also launched a new development project. Just as in 

Heatherhill, the project is based on a collaborative practice-driven approach, which is presented in 

direct contrast to the first theorization of evidence-based practice: 

The way we have approached this is not by saying: ‘Well, we have these five evidence-

based programs that we will implement’ (…). We have approached this in an 

experimental manner and have asked our social workers, whom we want to cooperate 

with the families, ‘What will it take for this to work? What do your experiences tell you? 

What kind of challenges are you experiencing in practice today? And how could we solve 

that from your perspective? (…) And that is a somewhat different way than when you as 

an organization go out and say: ‘Well, we know that this method works, and we need to 

use it’. (Program Leader, Crocusville Municipality) 

Notably, both models are presented as ‘knowledge-based’. They incorporate knowledge from various 

sources, including research, and new practices are explicated and documented systematically, 

monitoring data is collected, and external consultants are called on to serve as evaluators. 

 

TOWARD A COLLECTIVE UNDERSTANDING  

In retrospect, field-level participants describe how they have come to view the initial theorization of 

evidence-based practice as misguided. They explain this realization as the result of feedback from the 

municipalities and enduring debates in the field. In hindsight, the former director of the NBSS 

characterizes the strategy as a ‘desperate’ act conceived in the wake of organizational failure:  

It took a year and a half [as director of the board] before I could see that the import of 

evidence, (…), I have begun to challenge that approach and say that basically, I do not 

believe in it. I do not believe that we will get 130,000 social workers to work in a different 

way by pouring something over them that they have had no part in deciding from the 

beginning and then send a corps of evaluators out to measure and assess and then leave. 

We must turn it upside down. (Former Director, NBSS) 
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The current vice director of the NBSS explains that ‘we [the political actors in the field] have all had 

a range of concrete, practical experiences (…)’ and points to the choice of ‘importing American 

programs’ and the ensuing clash with professional identities as a main reason for the failure to achieve 

widespread change:  

When this agenda was rolled out, we encountered a lot of resistance. Both with the 

professional associations, with the professionals and broadly in the practice field (…). 

[The Municipal Child Protection agency directors] have told us that ‘we see that you have 

some good results’ (…), but to engage in a battle to implement something that makes 

different demands on the way you work, to put people in a situation where perhaps they 

feel that their existing professionalism is questioned; these things have been a barrier that 

has been greater to us, I think, than was imagined when they [i.e. evidence advocates] 

ventured down that road. (Vice Director, NBSS) 

Recent years have seen a notable rhetorical shift in the field as researchers from the Danish National 

Centre for Social Research (SFI) proposed to use the word ‘knowledge’ rather than evidence (Deding, 

Hansen, and Jakobsen 2014), suggesting that ‘we are on our way out of the first age of evidence’ 

(Jakobsen 2015: 10). In 2015, the word ‘evidence’ vanished from the NBSS’ website, and the 

programs previously labelled as ‘evidence-based’ were labelled ‘documented methods’ instead. In 

2016, KL and SFI published the report Knowledge-based social work (KL and SFI 2016), and the 

NBSS co-hosted a conference entitled Knowledge-based social policy and practice. 

To some political actors, the term ‘knowledge-based’ signals the idea that the hierarchy 

of evidence should be replaced by a typology and the need to address other pertinent questions besides 

‘what works?’ Others argue that the meaning of the term ‘evidence-based’ has been watered down 

and that the term should be reserved for interventions actually supported by rigorous evidence. Such 

interventions are still few in social work. Most agree that, for the time being, efforts should be directed 

toward building evaluation capacity both locally and centrally and gradually developing a strong 
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evidence base in the field instead of importing questionable programs. The former director of SFI 

Campbell suggests that the field is moving toward a ‘second generation’ where research evidence and 

programs from other contexts serve as inspiration rather than ready-made templates.  

This reorientation is reflected in the NBSS project ‘Promising Practices’ (Amilon, 

Jensen, and Jørgensen 2016). The presentation of the project states that ‘(e)very day, social work is 

carried out, which is not evidence-based, but it is still beneficial for the citizens’ and that the purpose 

of the project is ‘both to gain a common language and a common direction for what characterizes 

good social work and to acknowledge the good work that is already being carried out today’ 

(Socialstyrelsen 2016). This clearly reflects the need to mend fences with the municipalities. The new 

deputy director explains that the initiative is part of a new strategy, which implies a shift in the way 

that the NBSS theorizes its role in the field: 

If you compare this to our previous strategy, then it used to be that we should be a 

lighthouse, and now we are building a bridge, and I think, as an image, it was like, being 

the lighthouse and spreading light over land and ‘come to us and we will tell you’. Then 

you can say that today we want to signal that we are aware that there can be some very 

sensible things happening in the municipal practice field (…). We need some knowledge 

about whether it actually works or not, but we really want those collaborations and, so we 

are using both, how to say it, bottom-up and top-down perspectives; that we have both 

elements with us. (Deputy Director, NBSS) 

The participants generally find that all actors have been through a learning process, that the level of 

conflict has decreased and that the field is moving toward a more unifying agenda. The former 

director of the Ministry of Social Affairs, now director of Social Services in Crocusville Municipality, 

finds that ‘it has been a very value-laden battle field and a symbolic struggle, and it is less so now’. 

The field has ‘gotten more used to the concept of evidence’ with all municipalities embracing it ‘on 

some level’, while the Ministry of Social Affairs has nuanced its understanding of evidence 
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accordingly. This view is shared by the vice president of the Danish Association of Social Workers 

who finds that the Association has taken a more ‘constructive’ stance, while others have grown less 

‘rigid’ in their approach. In retrospect, the vice president describes the evidence agenda as ‘a mirror 

that was held up in front of our profession’, which forced social workers to explicate their knowledge 

and practices. Even so, resistance endures among some actors in the field. Their persistent criticism 

is referred to by participants as ‘backwards-looking’, ‘tiresome’ and ‘immature’. A collective 

understanding may be emerging, but debates continue. 

 

CHANGING THEORIZATIONS OF ROLES AND PRACTICES 

The analysis shows that the evidence agenda has undergone a transformation from a preoccupation 

with the implementation of standardized evidence-based programs to the emergence of a new ideal 

referred to as ‘knowledge-based practice’. Overall, participants construct a causal explanation of the 

developments where the lack of moral legitimacy of the first-generation theorization of the evidence 

agenda has resulted in the alienation of professionals (and other allies) and left the municipalities with 

few incentives to invest in the costly programs. Even though the organizational failure of the field is 

generally recognized, and few question the pragmatic legitimacy of the evidence agenda, the first-

generation theorization represented too strong a confrontation with prevailing norms and practices to 

become widely accepted. In other words, its lack of moral legitimacy rendered the evidence agenda 

unsuccessful in terms of achieving the kind of change originally envisioned by its proponents. Further 

spurred by practical experiences in the municipalities, this led to the second-generation theorization 

of ‘knowledge-based practice’. 
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Table 1. Changing theorizations of evidence-based practice in Danish child protective services 

Organizational 
actors 

Governmental 
agency 

Research 
institutions 

Municipalities Professionals 

Organizational failure: ‘Private-practicing professionalism’ 
 
 
Problematic 
roles and 
practices 
 

Distant 
principals 
Let local 
initiatives 
blossom  
(the ‘thousand 
flowers’ 
approach). 

Traditional 
researchers 
Produce research 
with limited 
relevance for 
policy and 
practice.  

Arms-length 
managers 
Manage 
professional 
service delivery 
at arms-length, 
little control.  

One-man armies 
Make decisions 
based on 
experiential 
knowledge, 
opinions and gut-
feelings. 

First-generation theorization: ‘Evidence-based programs’  
 
 
Idealized roles 
and practices 

Lighthouse 
Identify and 
assess relevant 
evidence, 
promote 
evidence-based 
programs and 
tools. 

Evidence 
producers 
Produce and 
disseminate 
evidence about 
‘what works’ 
(randomized 
controlled trials, 
systematic 
reviews). 

Implementers 
Invest in 
certification and 
implementation 
of evidence-
based programs. 

Implementation 
agents 
Choose among 
and deliver 
evidence-based 
programs 
according to 
manuals.  

Second-generation theorization: ‘Knowledge-based practice’ 
 
 
Idealized roles 
and practices 

Bridge builders 
Identify and 
assess relevant 
knowledge, 
identify 
promising 
practices, 
engage in 
partnerships with 
municipalities.  

Engaged 
research partners 
Produce and 
disseminate 
evidence on 
various issues, 
engage in 
collaborative 
research projects, 
develop new 
forms of 
evaluation. 

Proactive 
developers 
Assume 
responsibility for 
professional 
development,  
contribute to 
production of 
‘practice-based 
evidence’. 

Explicit 
professionalism  
Be explicit about 
sources of 
knowledge, 
articulate 
professional 
reasoning, 
explicate and 
document 
decisions, actions 
and outcomes. 

 

Table 1 shows how the changing theorizations entail different roles and practices for all 

organizational actors. The state leading to organizational failure is characterized by ‘private-
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practicing professionalism’ where professionals function as one-man armies without being held 

accountable. Both national and local governments act as distant principals managing at arms-length, 

and researchers produce research with little relevance to policy and practice. In the first-generation 

of evidence-based practice, the governmental agency is to be a ‘lighthouse’ that enlightens the field, 

disseminates the best available evidence and supports the implementation of evidence-based 

programs. Researchers should focus on producing actionable evidence about ‘what works’, while 

local governments should invest in program implementation, and professionals should deliver 

standardized evidence-based interventions. In the second-generation theorization, ‘knowledge-based 

practice’, the governmental agency is to act as a bridge builder, supporting the development, 

documentation and evaluation of promising practices. Researchers are to engage in collaborative 

research projects and produce ‘practice-based evidence’, and local governments are to become 

proactive developers and assume responsibility for professional development. Finally, the second-

generation theorization calls on professionals to exercise ‘explicit professionalism’.  

 

EXPLICIT PROFESSIONALISM 

I propose the term ‘explicit professionalism’ (Figure 2) to capture the defining aspects of the new 

normative standard for public professionalism that has evolved out of the evidence agenda: First, 

professionals must be transparent about which sources of knowledge inform their practice. Second, 

professionals are requested to articulate and explicate their professional judgment. Third, 

professionals’ decisions and actions and, if possible, outcomes hereof must be documented in detail.  

The ideal of explicit professionalism is contrasted to the ‘private-practicing’ one-man 

armies of the past where professionalism was accepted as being tacit or implicit, and professionals 

were (warranted or not) trusted to conduct themselves as such. Indeed, the most influential legacy of 

the evidence movement appears to be that professionals’ implicit claims to expertise, traditionally 
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grounded in their possession of abstract specialized knowledge, are no longer considered acceptable 

in the field. Professionals are required to articulate, explicate and document their actions and 

decisions so that they may be held accountable to prevailing standards. At the same time, local 

agencies are increasingly expected to assume responsibility for professional development. An 

important implication of this is that the development of professional knowledge and practice is no 

longer the prerogative of professionals themselves. Instead, it is shared with academic staff members 

in the municipalities whose role it is to search for relevant knowledge, programs and tools, which 

may be integrated into organizational ‘mindsets’. These mindsets serve as directive frameworks for 

practice and contribute to building common organizational-professional identities, illustrating a deep 

intertwinement of professional and organizational roles. 

 

Figure 2. Elements of explicit professionalism 

 

 

Reflecting on the debates about the relevance of evidence-based practice for social work, the ideal of 

explicit professionalism appears to be a more realistic answer to the questions posed by the evidence 

movement. It is reminiscent of Otto, Polutta, and Ziegler’s concept of Reflexive Professionalism as 

a ‘second generation of evidence-based practice’ (Otto, Polutta, and Ziegler 2009). The ideal 

recognizes that research evidence of the kind that informs the role model of Evidence-Based Medicine 

is limited in social work and that, even when such evidence is produced, interventions are not 



28 
 

straightforwardly ‘transferred’ between national, cultural, professional and organizational contexts. 

While these arguments have been brought forward for years, both in the academic community and in 

the wider field, explicit professionalism appears rooted in learning from practical experience. 

Explicit professionalism also relates to other concepts aimed at capturing the changing 

nature of professional work in changing organizational and societal contexts, such as ‘hybrid’, 

‘organizational’ or ‘organizing professionalism’ (e.g. Noordegraaf 2007, 2015). Like these concepts, 

it is both a descriptive concept—a form of ‘ideal type’ aimed at capturing the contours of current 

changes to (public) professional practice⸻and a normative ideal that may be pursued or contested in 

different ways by different stakeholders (Noordegraaf 2015: 16). Compared to these broad concepts, 

explicit professionalism describes a more specific and, I would argue, increasingly prominent 

dimension of public professionalism. For example, following Noordegraaf’s argument that 

organizing professionalism implies that ‘(m)odern, organizing professionals are able to work 

together, set-up procedures and standards, work across disciplines and learn from people and practices 

elsewhere’ (Noordegraaf 2015: 17), explicit professionalism appears to be an important prerequisite 

for engaging in such activities. 

 

RECURSIVE INTERTWINEMENT 

Returning to the theoretical discussion in the beginning of this article, the analysis clearly 

demonstrates that the process of theorizing new norms and practices is far from top-down, linear and 

controlled. Multiple actors on different organizational levels have been involved in theorizing and 

negotiating new normative standards in a multidirectional process which, in line with the argument 

presented by Nielsen and colleagues (2014), may be conceptualized as recursive intertwining of 

organizational and field-level processes. In this process, illustrated in Figure 3, local organizational 

actors may not only respond to but also challenge prevailing normative pressures in the field and 
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develop localized theorizations of prevailing ideas. Influenced by enthusiasm, resistance and practical 

experience of translating ideals into practice, these localized theorizations may then circulate back 

into the field, influencing other actors as they seek to make sense of failed efforts and unanticipated 

reactions and develop new theorizations to guide the developments. The process is not a steady or 

stable one; it may wax and wane and even come to a halt as (aspects of) an idea become(s) 

institutionalized over time, such as the ideal of explicit professionalism. However, the process is 

essentially continuous and likely to intensify once again as emerging theorizations highlight new 

areas of contestation.  

 

Figure 3. Recursive intertwinement of field-level and local organizational theorizations 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These findings suggest that theorization conceptualized as an essentially discursive activity aimed at 

collective sensemaking could play an important role as a bridging concept between diffusion (e.g. 

Rogers 2003) and translation (Czarniawska and Sevón 1996; Sahlin and Wedlin 2008; see also Latour 

1986: 266ff). Scholars working with the concept of diffusion typically focus on the dissemination and 

spread of new ideas, models or innovations from a macro perspective, whereas scholars working with 

   

 Field level: contesting, negotiating and 
developing collective understandings 

Organizational level: translating ideas 
and learning from experience 

Theorization process 
Development arenas: 

interaction and exchange 
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the concept of translation focus on interpretation and transformation in local contexts, i.e. from a 

micro perspective. Studying theorization from a cross-level perspective allows us to see how 

organizational actors engage in this process both in field-level and local organizational contexts and 

how the interaction between them influences both translation at the local level and the spread and 

uptake of new ideas across the field. Hence, institutional change⸻in this case relating to normative 

standards for public professional practice⸻may, at least to some extent, be driven by continuous and 

recursively intertwined processes of theorization, encompassing contestation, negotiation and 

learning among heterogeneous actors who all share a legitimate interest in a given practice. 

The findings further suggest that these characteristics are likely to be reinforced when 

field-level relations are characterized by high levels of interdependency. This is particularly the case 

in the public services and in countries with decentralized service systems. Public professionals are 

not autonomous in setting the roles, practices and normative standards that guide their work, but 

neither are other actors in the field. While the skills and authority to drive change may be distributed 

unevenly among actors, and different actors may have unequal access to important development 

arenas (Røvik 2007), no one can set the direction alone. 

 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 

The study presented here has limitations in terms of assessing the generalizability of the findings and 

their transferability to other contexts. Denmark is a small country with highly decentralized public 

services, high levels of municipal autonomy and a political culture of consensus. Policymakers, 

researchers and practitioners have many opportunities to interact, exchange ideas and develop 

relationships over time. Moreover, the Danish child protection system is rather professionalized 

compared to others (see e.g. Liljegren, Höjer, and Forkby 2014). These are important contextual 

factors, which have influenced the theorization process and (intermediate) outcome portrayed here. 
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Similarly, the two municipalities are both among the frontrunners in the field regarding professional 

development and are active participants in field-level debates. They are not representative of Danish 

municipalities as such. Bearing this in mind, the study contributes with some important insights.  

First, the study contributes to our understanding of how institutional change unfolds 

across levels. Using the concept of theorization as the main analytical lens, the study shows how 

theorization processes occurred simultaneously in the field and at the local organizational level. 

Moreover, the recursive intertwinement of these processes significantly influenced the development 

of a collective understanding among the heterogeneous actors in the field, observable in the 

retheorization of evidence-based practice as ‘knowledge-based practice’ and the ideal of explicit 

professionalism. The study thus contributes to the growing scholarly interest in the role of theorization 

in processes of institutional and practice change (e.g. Greenwood, Suddaby, and Hinings 2002; Mena 

and Suddaby 2016; Nielsen, Mathiassen, and Newell 2014; Reay et al. 2013). It demonstrates the 

relevance of studying these processes across levels and points to the potential for combining 

longitudinal, interpretive and ethnographic approaches to ‘pay serious attention to the subjective ways 

in which actors experience institutions’ (Suddaby 2010: 16; see also Lawrence, Leca, and Zilber 

2013; Zilber 2014). 

Second, the study contributes to our understanding of how professional norms evolve 

in relation to changing demands from a broad range of stakeholders and how changes to professional 

norms involve changes for other actors in the field. Explicit professionalism is proposed as a way of 

conceptualizing the new normative standard for (public) professional work that has evolved out of 

the legacy of the ‘first-generation theorization’ of evidence-based practice in the Danish child 

protective services. This shift calls on other actors to support the professionals in achieving the ideal. 

Researchers are expected to provide policy relevant knowledge and engage in collaborative research 

projects with practitioners, municipalities are expected to invest in professional development, and 
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common systems for documentation and outcome evaluation must be developed; opening up new 

areas of contestation.  

The question remains whether the demand for explicit professionalism can be identified 

in other areas of public professional work, e.g. education or health care. Though such a conclusion 

would require further empirical study, there are indications of this as all professions face increasing 

demands for evidence-based practice, transparency and documentation of decisions, actions and 

outcomes. Future research should also pay attention to the related notion of ‘organizational mindsets’, 

which appear to be emerging as a new way for organizations to guide or control the professionals’ 

exercise of discretion. Compared to standardized programs and guidelines, the mindsets may appear 

more flexible, but they also represent a potentially profound bounding of professional judgment, 

requiring professionals to think about social problems and solutions in particular ways. There is an 

imminent risk of such mindsets becoming reified rather than flexible frameworks characterized by 

continuous incorporation of new knowledge. Explicit professionalism may thus provide a useful lens 

for exploring broader changes in normative standards across public professions, including whether 

and how explicit professionalism relates to new forms of hybrid or organizing professionalism, how 

it influences the way we define professions and what we will come to expect from professionals in 

the future. 
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