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Did it make a difference? Uses of the James Lind Alliance Adult Social 

Work research priorities partnership report 
 

The James Lind Alliance report 
In 2018 a global-first report was published summarising social work research priorities in England. 

While there have been several reports covering possible research priorities, this was unique in 

reflecting the priorities of people using social work services and frontline professionals.  

The JLA Research Priority Setting Partnership report on adult social work listed its ‘top ten’ priorities 

with a list of other suggestions. It was created using the techniques developed and established in 

2004 by the National Institute for Health (NIHR) James Lind Alliance (JLA) to reach consensus about 

research priorities. The report was a synthesis of ideas from service users and carers, as well as 

social work practitioners, supported by researchers, employers, and policymaking stakeholders. It, 

therefore, reflects what people using and providing social work services see as the priorities, 

challenging the more common practice that academics generally influence research activity and 

funding. While most JLA activities are related to hearing patients' views about health care research 

priorities, this was the first JLA Priority Setting Partnership to cover social work. 

The Chief Social Worker at the Department of Health and Social Care (DHSC), Lyn Romeo, promoted 

this JLA priority-setting exercise for Adults. She had earlier commissioned a report on the State of 

Adult Social Work Research (Manthorpe and Moriarty 2016). This report had recommended 

developing a JLA approach to agree priority research questions instead of just hearing from research 

and high-level experts. The Chief Social Worker led the process of the JLA priority setting exercise 

approach and established a steering group of supportive stakeholders with funding for involvement 

costs and the library searches.  

This Priority Setting Partnership (PSP) started in 2016 with the aims being to; 'find research priorities 

from different groups, establish clarity in the areas about which little is known, and build agreement 

about the most important research questions”. Following the JLA process, which involves keeping to 

its guideline, reviewing evidence, and engaging a facilitator, people using social work services and 

frontline practitioners were invited to contribute to the exercise.1 The JLA process essentially aims to 

ensure that knowledge gaps or uncertainties are translated from the perspective of non-researchers 

into research questions to be addressed through research. Following the consensus-building activity, 

a final list is then publicised, enabling research communities and funders of research to have greater 

confidence that they can address frontline priorities for future research. The impact of such reports 

is evident through the inclusion of their recommendations in funding calls, such as from the National 

Institute for Health Research (NIHR) rolling call for work engaging with any JLA priority setting 

partnership.2 The JLA recommendations can stimulate ideas within research communities and be 

referenced when justifying departmental or collaborative research priorities. 

This present report is an early activity of the NIHR Applied Research Collaboration (ARC) National 

Priorities Programme on adult social care and social work. It reports on researchers’ engagement 

with the JLA report on adult social work research priorities, its utility for social work researchers, and 

explores which questions from this review have been answered or are said to remain a priority. 

Despite there being well over 100 JLA reports, there has not been much follow up of their 

 
1 For a flowchart of the JLA PSP see: https://www.jla.nihr.ac.uk/about-the-james-lind-alliance/downloads/JLA-
PSP-process-final.pdf 
 
2 https://www.nihr.ac.uk/documents/nihr-james-lind-alliance-priority-setting-partnerships-rolling-call/28569 

https://www.jla.nihr.ac.uk/about-the-james-lind-alliance/downloads/JLA-PSP-process-final.pdf
https://www.jla.nihr.ac.uk/about-the-james-lind-alliance/downloads/JLA-PSP-process-final.pdf
https://www.nihr.ac.uk/documents/nihr-james-lind-alliance-priority-setting-partnerships-rolling-call/28569
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recommendations (as an exception see British Tinnitus Association 2017), although a recent study by 

Staley et al (2020) reported interviews with 20 PSP participants (including 3 researchers, 3 patients, 

13 PSP leaders and one funder). Staley and her colleagues took a broad approach looking at JLA PSP 

reports, focusing on general impacts including network strengthening with organisations, funding 

calls for research, and academic outputs. Overall Staley and her colleagues concluded that the JLA 

reports have mixed success in terms of impact, and further evaluation of such reports might give 

insight into what processes lead to success, and what factors impede impact from these reports. This 

complements and echoes the aims of this present research, where we conducted a review of one 

PSP with researchers in the same subject area, to assess the influence and impact of the adult social 

work PSP on research and to establish what priorities might remain and if any priorities have 

changed.  

Other recent studies reflect the growing interest in social care and social work research in England, 

most notably from the NIHR one of the largest national research funders that has included social 

care research under its auspices (funding, for example, a specific NIHR School for Social Care 

Research and a sub-programme, Research for Social Care, under its Health and Social Care Delivery 

Research programme). This developing interest has been used to justify more rapid prioritisation 

exercises on time-urgent areas (see for example, Cowan et al 2021 on social work and social care 

innovations that might justify research investment) than JLA processes but ones that still try to 

engage with practitioners and service users or their representatives (as in the workshop reported by 

Walton et al 2019). Other social care prioritisation exercises draw on the increased interest in the 

subject of adult social care and are now able to synthesise multiple evidence sources such as 

research recommendations and guidelines (see Cyhlarova and Clark 2019). Covering both adult and 

children’s social work an expert workshop (of ‘thought leaders’) addressed some associated 

questions of how to put research into practice (Lamont, 2021) and this imperative is now being 

addressed by the IMPACT research centre covering adult social care research implementation, part 

of a national suite of ‘What Works Centres’ across various subject areas 

(https://more.bham.ac.uk/impact/ ) and the prioritisation exercise in implementation in adult social 

care and social work conducted by the National Priorities Programme of the ARCs (Toma, Keemink 

and Forder 2021).   

This study 
Our principal research question was: 'How has social work research responded to and changed since 

the 2018 JLA priority setting report; and where do we need to focus now?’ 

To continue to address high priority questions for service users, carers, and stakeholders, we 

investigated what research has been funded to help answer the PSP’s prioritised questions. 

Additionally, we sought to gain insight into how researchers use reports such as this (if at all), and 

what practical purpose they serve. Our research highlights the that researchers find social work a 

challenging area to research due to the changes in social work practice (seen most recently through 

proposed changes to practice during the Covid-19 pandemic, system funding and amendments to 

the Mental Capacity Act 2005). Nonetheless, from our literature searches and semi-structured 

interviews with 23 researchers, we highlight what research has addressed the PSP priorities and 

which questions remain outstanding or have gained fresh relevance (from the perspective of 

researchers). Our study did not repeat the JLA prioritisation exercise but, through talking with 

researchers and reviewing the evidence, we note how the research landscape has changed since the 

2018 report to contextualise the PSP priorities in current research developments. This study’s 

findings aim to assist others considering priority setting exercises or using the JLA report as a 

reference. We believe it highlights the potential use and impact of PSPs.    

https://more.bham.ac.uk/impact/
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Methods 
Overview 

Our study consisted of two stages. In stage one a brief review was carried out to establish the state 

of adult social work research from 2018-present relevant to the PSP. Stage one also consisted of a 

call for evidence sent to multiple social work research groups, individual academics, and 

departments, asking for evidence of work relating to the JLA adult social work research report. A 

copy of this call for evidence can be found in appendix A.  

Stage two consisted of semi-structured interviews with social work and social care researchers, the 

interview schedule being informed by the evidence review. A thematic analysis was carried out on 

the interview data, and short anonymised quotes selected for use in this report. The interview 

schedule can be found in appendix B.  

Participants 

We invited 96 researchers to take part in an interview, some of whom were former social workers. It 

was not a requirement that the researcher had heard of the JLA report prior to the interview. A full 

list of interviewee profiles can be found in appendix C. Twenty-three agreed to be interviewed. 

Materials 

The evidence review was carried out using the search engine GoogleScholar, accessing databases 

available to both King’s College London and the University of Birmingham libraries. Additionally, 

replies to the call for evidence were added to this review, with some papers kindly sent directly.  

Procedure 

This research was approved by King’s College London ethics committee (MRA-20/21-25356). 

The brief review consisted of searching for each question listed in the full longlist of JLA priorities for 

social work research using the search engine GoogleScholar, searching social and social care 

university departments’ research pages, and NIHR webpages listing funded research projects. 

Further information was added when researchers responded to the call for evidence in mid-2021. 

The review followed the ‘berry-picking’ structure from information studies (Bates, 1989).  

Social care researchers were contacted as well as social work researchers as often the two fields 

overlap and interact (with some social care researchers identifying social work as an integral part of 

social care, not a separate field of study). Participants for interview were contacted if they were a 

social work or social care researcher attached to a university in England. Researchers outside of 

England were not contacted due to the nationally devolved nature of social work and social work 

governance, and the focus of the JLA report on adult social work research.  

Interviews were conducted using Microsoft Teams or Zoom, and audio recorded (all participants 

consented). Before the interview, potential participants were sent a digital information sheet and 

consent form and were assured that any quotes used would be anonymous. Where participants 

wished, parts of the interview discussion have not been quoted in the report. Audio data was 

selectively transcribed for thematic analysis (Clarke & Braun, 2014). 

Findings 
Literature search 

From the rapid search it emerged that the Top 10 priorities expressed as research questions, as 

would be expected, have been given attention by researchers and indeed most have led to research 

funding. Given the remit of the questions and the nature of research, it might be unrealistic to 

expect each question to be answerable with only one research study and so some questions had 

been or are being approached by more than one study. It was apparent that the Top 10 questions 



 

4 
 

acted more as themes for future research which some researchers have incorporated in their study 

design (see Appendix D for an abbreviated version of the table used for the literature search with 

relevant references). 

Table 1 shows the findings from the literature search for all questions listed by their ranking in the 

PSP report. Where no studies were found, this should not be seen as evidence that no research has 

addressed this question, especially given the overlap of several questions and because some single 

questions in the Top 10 include more than one question. Participants were keen to stress that their 

research could address some aspects of one or several research questions. Table 1 describes what 

has received specific focus and what parts of adult social work (practice, policy, different service user 

groups) have received particular focus. Rather than just examining the Top 10 priorities alone, it 

shows how all 61 research questions have been engaged with (and which have not). The literature 

search acted as a good preliminary exercise to scope social work research topics and informed the 

interview schedule. It highlighted potential participants and gave a broad picture of the landscape of 

adult social work research in relation to the questions prioritised in 2018.  

This literature search gives some insight into which priorities have received attention from 

researchers and been funded. Given the broad nature of the questions and the varied nature of 

social work research, it is difficult to claim this represents all research engagement with the PSP 

questions. However, the literature search highlights that the Top 10 questions have generally been 

addressed by research from 2018 – as evidenced by publications and active projects. Those 

questions categorised as partial indicate where a question has been partially answered or focused 

on, but social work research appears not to have addressed the question in its entirety. Those where 

no study was found to address the research question explicitly does not equate to there being no 

research in this area and indeed some proposed studies may not have attracted funding. Instead, 

when searching, none appeared to engage with the question directly. Most questions in this list, as 

discussed by interview participants, were able to be interpreted and used in different ways to match 

funding calls and/or personal research interests. 

Additionally, social work research will often likely address or could be categorised as answering or 

addressing more than one set question or more than one part of a question. Essentially, this study 

gives a broad overview of the field of social work research to date relevant to the PSP, but it by no 

means sheds light on all research activities and does not take account of the intricacies and 

complexities of day-day research practices, methods, questions, and findings. The interviews 

reported below help to shed light on how researchers have used the report, why researchers have 

engaged with the questions listed by the JLA PSP, what priorities remain and what are new areas for 

consideration.
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Table 1: Findings from preliminary literature search 

Rank Research Question The literature search yielded research 
addressing the specific question 

1 How is availability of funding impacting on (a) adult social workers' practice and (b) the 
decisions made? 

Yes 

2 What impact is the Care Act having on (a) adult social work practice and (b) the 
outcomes for people using services and their carers, particularly their well-being and 
safety? 

yes 

3 How is 'wellbeing' understood and incorporated into adult social work practice? How 
can we assess whether adult social workers impact on the well-being of people using 
services? 

Partial 

4 How could communication between adult social workers and people using services be 
improved, especially with those people who have difficulty with communication (e.g. 
use of new media, better communication skills, working with other professionals)? 

yes 

5 Has the Mental Capacity Act 2005 been embedded into practice and what are the 
impacts on people using services and their carers? 

yes 

6 How are eligibility criteria applied to people with different types of needs and are the 
thresholds appropriate? What impact does this have on the care and support offered 
and / or early prevention? 

yes 

7 What are the most effective ways for adult social workers to work with people who 
self-neglect? 

yes 

8 Does regular contact with an adult social worker and / or a long-term professional 
relationship with an adult social worker improve outcomes for people using services? 

partial 

9 How well do adult social workers support person-centred decisions and ensure holistic 
support? How well do they take into account a person's physical and mental health 
problems? 

yes 

10  Does partnership working between adult social workers and other health and social 
care professionals result in better outcomes for people using services? 

yes 

11 What are the most effective ways for adult social workers to work with people with 
acquired brain injury? What knowledge and skills do adult social workers need to work 
with this group? 

yes 



 

6 
 

12 How can adult social workers work more effectively with people using services to involve 
them in decisions about their own care? 

yes 

13  How can adult social workers use their professional judgement to produce flexible and 
creative care plans that (a) meet individual's needs, and (b) anticipate and respond to 
changes in people's circumstances? 

none 

14 How can adult social workers develop whole family approaches that enable all family 
members to be involved in decision-making? Which models work best (e.g. family group 
conferencing or open dialogue models)? 

yes 

15 What are the most effective ways for adult social workers to work with individuals who 
are transitioning between child and adult services? 

partial 

16 What model of management and supervision provides the best support for adult social 
workers and ensures quality control of their work? 

partial 

17 What are the most effective ways for adult social workers to work with people with 
learning disabilities and their families? 

yes 

18 What are the most effective approaches to building relationships with people using 
services and their families? What working conditions enable adult social workers to use 
such approaches? 

yes 

19 What difference does it make if social workers are the first point of contact, rather than 
receiving referrals via a triage system? 

none 

20 Would the use of therapy-based skills (e.g. counselling) benefit adult social workers' 
practice? 

none 

21 How can the health and wellbeing of adult social workers best be maintained (e.g. 
through working conditions, support and supervision)? 

yes 

Full longlist (unranked)  

22 How can the quality and impact of social work be routinely assessed, particularly in ways 
that matter to people using services and carers? How could this evidence be used to 
improve adult social work? 

none 

23 How could adult social workers influence the types of services being developed and 
commissioned? 

none 

24 How do adult social workers contribute to serious case reviews and how do the lessons 
influence practice? 

none 
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25 How do adult social workers respond when service users have different political beliefs? 
How well do adult social workers support service users to take part in political processes 
like voting? 

none 

26 How do changing definitions in gender, religion and race affect adult social work 
practice? 

none 

27 How do other organisations/ professionals understand the role and responsibilities of 
adult social workers and how could this be improved? 

none 

28 How effective are adult social workers in safeguarding vulnerable people? How could 
they better empower people using services and carers to protect themselves? 

partial 

29 How often is safety and minimising risk prioritised over the preferences of people using 
services? What impact does this have on people using services, particularly in terms of 
their health and wellbeing? 

none 

30 How should adult social workers engage with people's spiritual or faith belief? none 

31 How well are adult social workers working with communities to develop community-led 
and asset-based support? What difference does this make and what are the barriers to 
success? 

yes 

32 How well are asset and strength-based decision making work in practice? What factors 
promote or prevent its use? 

partial  

33 If adult social workers set their own budget levels, does this achieved innovation in 
service provision and good outcomes for people using services? 

none 

34 On what basis do adult social workers make their decisions (including the law, evidence, 
accepted practice, social work theories)? 

partial 

35 What are the best methods of making an assessment of care and support needs and 
risks? How well are current approaches working? 

none 

36 What are the most effective ways for adult social workers to help people they are 
working with who are socially isolated and/or lonely? 

none 

37 What are the most effective ways for adult social workers to intervene when people are 
being abused, including older people and in cases of domestic violence? 

partial 

38 What are the most effective ways for adult social workers to help people they work with 
who are being discharged from hospital? 

yes 

39 What are the most effective ways for adult social workers to work with older people with 
care and support needs? 

none 
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40 What are the most effective ways for adult social workers to work with people who are 
transitioning between child and adult services? 

yes 

41 What are the most effective ways for adult social workers to work with people with 
chaotic lifestyles (e.g. problematic gambling)? 

partial 

42 What are the most effective ways for adult social workers to work with people with 
dementia and their families? 

partial 

43 What are the most effective ways for adult social workers to work with people with 
mental health problems, including personality disorders? 

partial 

44 What are the most effective ways for adult social workers to work with people who need 
long-term care and their carers, either living in care homes or with their families? 

partial 

45 What are the pros and cons of an adult social worker being an independent professional 
versus being part of local authority services? 

yes 

46 What difference do adult social workers make to people who are terminally ill and their 
families and how can they do this effectively? 

none 

47 What factors facilitate effective partnership working between adult social workers and 
other organisations/ professionals? What are the barriers and how can these be 
overcome? 

none 

48 What has been the impact of 'Making Safeguarding Personal', particularly in the longer 
term? 

partial 

49 What is the impact of private sector care/support agencies on the relationship between 
adult social workers and people using services? 

none 

50 What is the optimal way to allocate caseloads to minimise the stress for adult social 
workers and maximise the benefits to people using services and carers? 

none 

51 What is the role of adult social workers in reviewing the suitability and quality of services 
provided as part of a care plan? 

none 

52 What is the role of adult social workers in safeguarding children and the role of children's 
social workers in adult safeguarding? How can they work together? 

partial 

53 What is the unique contribution of adult social workers to decision-making? What is their 
unique contribution when working with other professionals to provide support to people 
using services and carers? 

none 

54 When adult social workers work with other professionals, how are their decisions 
influenced by other professional cultures and values? 

none 
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55  Would adult social work practice be improved by social workers developing specialist 
knowledge (e.g. in working with people with complex needs or in a specific area such as 
safeguarding)? 

yes 

56 What is the best method of making an assessment of support needs and risks? Are 
current approaches working well? 

none 

57 How can assessments be more holistic and focused on improving well-being? none 

58 Do practice frameworks make any difference to the lives of service users? none 

59 Are there differences in the professional practice of adult social workers with 
lived/worked experience of having a caring role to those who haven't? 

none 

60 Can adult social workers help to improve the mental and physical health of refugees? none 

61 Does the commissioning out of adult care to companies affect adult social work practice? none 
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Interview findings 

Participants 

The JLA report has been used by some social work researchers in a variety of ways but was not 

known by others – in the latter instances some of those approached understandably saw no purpose 

in taking part in an interview. Interview findings fell into four themes; these discussions occurred 

throughout the interviews.  

Awareness of the JLA social work report 

We interviewed researchers in social work and/or social care in England. Of the 23 participants, two 

had not heard of or engaged with the JLA report before being approached for an interview. 

Generally, awareness was high but engagement ranged from having heard about the report through 

colleagues to being involved in contributing to the report and/or using it for funding applications. 

Additionally, one participant suggested that the real value of the JLA PSP had been to increase 

research knowledge among the social work profession’s leadership, about research question 

formulation and that the PSP process had been a good way to raise awareness and the profile of 

social work research at high levels (interviewee 23). The spectrum of awareness of the report among 

researchers (ranging from established and emeritus professors to current or recent doctoral 

researchers) hints at how the report has been and is being used in different ways. Generally, where a 

researcher’s interests coincided with a question in the Top 10 priorities, they were likely to have 

engaged with it.  

Participant 11 summarised the general awareness levels and engagement of those participants as: 

'the JLA report crystalises ideas and topics and focus that we were kind of 

engaging with anyway…sometimes it's the other way around and you see it in the 

JLA and think "oh good I can reference this", it works both ways.' 

Essentially, the JLA report was seen as a valuable reference source when applying for funding, and 

this is how most of those interviewed had engaged with the report post-publication. This would be 

expected given that the report began to be explicitly cited in several NIHR funding calls, and research 

that addressed named priorities was seen as more likely to be funded. Participants also referenced 

the report as providing a sense of security that their research was valuable to social work and 

reflected needs outside personal research interests. Some early-career researchers also recognised 

its relevance when initially writing or searching for research ideas. Participant 12 had used the 

report when looking for PhD research ideas. Participant 14 reported using the report after their PhD 

to find new questions for research proposals. Participant 6 took this further, stating that post PhD: 

'it seemed a good piece of work to do and the extent of stakeholder involvement 

… seemed very thorough and well thought out…the report became a very useful 

shorthand for what are the key issues in social work at the moment and to frame 

teaching modules for social work and research'. 

In sum, awareness of the report among those interviewed was linked to funding sources, as well as 

initial engagement with and awareness (with many participants having taken part in the consultation 

phases). Conclusively, awareness of the report among those interviewed stemmed largely from 

funding source engagement. 

JLA process and impact 

The JLA process was respected, and participants who had not been directly involved assumed that it 

had involved a lengthy, in-depth process that had resulted in relatively unbiased results. The 

perceived impact of the JLA ranged from increasing funding for social work research to raising the 
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profile of research and practice in social work to encourage more symbiosis between the two when 

training social workers.  

Early career researchers generally trusted the JLA process. However, despite its inclusiveness, some 

thought that priority setting exercises like this would only reflect ' the strongest voices or those who 

shout loudest to be heard, [but] does that pick up minority groups?' (participant 19). Additionally, 

participant 9 had identified homelessness as an area requiring research activity because of local 

authority needs and 'it's about where the pressures are in the sector not where the JLA see issues, 

sometimes these will overlap more by accident than design'. Given the JLA's engagement with 

multiple organisations and stakeholders, it was possible to see the overlap between expressed need 

and JLA priorities.  

Those who self-identified as exclusively social care (broader than adult social work) researchers were 

hesitant to comment on its impact, despite acknowledging that many questions in the report would 

be relevant to their work. Additionally, they stated they would not reference the JLA unless explicitly 

mentioned in a funding call, due to the separation of the fields of social work and social care. The 

differentiation of social work and social care research was raised frequently in interviews, with no 

consensus about whether the separation was useful or arbitrary. This raises a question about 

terminology, if the questions in the JLA report could be addressed by either social care or social work 

researchers, did the PSP scope limit itself by naming social work research as its focus, thereby 

potentially limiting its appeal to both researchers and funders?  

On the impact on day-day research activity, as mentioned, some felt that the report had raised the 

profile of social work research among funders but also among social work students. Participants 

acknowledged that social workers were not as research literate as their medical counterparts, and 

this was in part due to the history, different theoretical models and culture of social work practice. 

Nonetheless, the JLA report was used by some social work educationalists to encourage students to 

engage with research, creating impact in education and potentially encouraging students to think 

about research as part of a future career pathway. As participant 17 said:  

'anything we can do to highlight and encourage research in social work and raise 

the profile is a good thing, and that's what this report did, promoted 

understanding and priorities in teaching as well. It’s part of the momentum'. 

The JLA PSP activity, though participants acknowledged its potential limits, was seen as a positive 

exercise, particularly by those who described themselves as social work researchers. Questions were 

raised about its continued utility three years after publication, and, should the process be repeated 

would different parties be involved to increase diversity, as well as reviewing what has changed in 

social work and social care, particularly following-Covid-19 (such as how Long-Covid may impact 

social work and social care, the impact of the pandemic in care homes, and how people might 

perceive care services pre- and post-Covid).   

Overall, one participant summed up the views on the JLA in this succinct metaphor: 

‘The JLA is not the bible for [social work] research but it’s just stirring in some 

more information…which is always helpful’ (interviewee 23) 

The JLA exercise and its report were perceived as useful and adding to the knowledge and resources 

available for social work researchers. 
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The questions 

The Top 10 list was valued as being easy to access and practical for researchers to use: 

 'the format is very accessible for academics who lack time' (interviewee 6) 

This general format was described as easy to understand, however few participants had engaged 

with or had knowledge of the full longlist of priorities. The Top 10 priorities were seen as timeless by 

most, largely because the context which they seek to address seems always to be changing 

(particularly the legal and financial context of social work practice). Conversely, it was also 

acknowledged that the Top 10 priorities had received much research attention, and there was a 

sense that, without impactful, longitudinal changes resulting from the research, working in 

conjunction with local and national stakeholders and governments, continuing to research these 

topics would not yield different or more useful results:  

'if I was a funder would I put my money back into question 1, not really…you can 

have a set Top 10 and you can put money into them…but will you 

[Parliament/powers] act on them?'. (participant 10) 

The question of making a difference was further raised if participants felt the distinction between 

social care and social work would stymie potential impact. The question was reflective of 

fundamental problems in social care, not only social work. As participant 16 pointed out, researchers 

need to ask 'what happens after the presentations and the workshops…how do we measure real long 

term change?' The sufficiency of long-term funding for social work research was highlighted as a 

potential reason why some questions have yet to be fully answered and why others may have been 

engaged with, and more broadly even if research had been conducted there may not have been any 

long-term impact:   

'even if there have been a dozen studies looking at the Top 10, it won't tell you 

anything because there hasn't been enough time, we’re only in 2021' (participant  

10) 

Some researchers felt the specification of certain service user groups, such as people with acquired 

brain injury (question 11) or people who self-neglect (question 3), meant other service user groups 

were thereby de-prioritised. This raises the question of whether some saw the JLA process as 

prioritising specific service user groups and/or situations rather than prioritising research questions. 

Several participants were keen to point out that people living with dementia were mentioned only in 

the longlist, and other marginalised groups were absent completely, but did not suggest that that 

research questions in this area should have been raised (there has been a JLA on dementia (JLA 

2013), and a recent short research prioritisation exercise addresses priorities in a Covid-19 context, 

(Liu et al 2021)). Among other groups highlighted in interviews included as being groups where 

research might be needed were; refugees, asylum seekers, trafficked people, victims and survivors 

of domestic violence, people with special educational needs, gender and trans activism voices, and 

people who do not have English as a first language. 

Overall, participants reflected positively on the list of priorities, but raised questions regarding the 

fragmentation of the social work and social care voice, recognising the diverse service using 

population, ensuring impact from the research was viable and long term, working with local 

authorities and government to ensure real change resulting from research findings.  
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The future of social work research 

Focussing on the JLA report, we asked whether participants considered the JLA priorities relevant for 

the future or if new priorities should be identified. As stated above, most considered that the JLA 

report continues to be relevant for current research priorities’ exercises and the top priorities 

remain important for social work and social care. Additionally, participants commented on the 

continued relevance and utility of the JLA report when applying for funding as it had engaged with so 

many different stakeholders and could contribute to some of the required stakeholder engagement 

practices when considering the importance of their proposed research:  

 ‘JLA’s large scale exercises are so rigorous it gives people confidence, this can 

supersede the need for the smaller ones [PSP’s} we are seeing happening now, 

there is a need for the JLA to continue and do more of these exercises.’ – 

(participant 2)  

Researchers rarely produced the same priorities as the JLA report for future research when asked 

about this in their interviews, reflecting the differences of a ‘bottom up’ approach to priority setting 

where end users and frontline practitioners provide their views as in the JLA process. More broadly, 

for future research, one theme emerging from the interviews was a need to focus on impact, 

implementation, and a culture shift within social work (and the systems on which it relies for 

change) which are being addressed by the IMPACT Centre noted above among others. Some 

participants proposed that there was a need for reuniting the ‘social work voice’ (bringing together 

children’s and adults’ social work professional activity) and working to remedy the fragmentation of 

social workers’ professional qualifying programmes (there are different educational routes available 

for qualifying and different employer investments) to enable significant change in day- to-day 

practice and priorities. Generally, it was acknowledged that the JLA’s role is to set priorities, and so 

implementation and impact are perhaps outside its purpose and remit.  

Other topics raised by individual researchers included (some of which are or have been the subject 

of research):  

• Support needs for people with Long-Covid 

• The potential impact of funding changes (eg the NHS and social care levy announced 

September 2021) 

• Identify and address the cause of self-neglect and other service users with underlying 

problems, to reduce the number of people who self-neglect and offer solutions to the cause 

rather than the effects (focused on by social workers) 

• Sexual exploitation, notably the transition from childhood sexual exploitation to adult 

exploitation 

• Carer abuse 

• Dementia  

• The balance between ‘protection’ and ‘autonomy’ in social work 

• How social workers use (or do not use) the Mental Health Act  

• How people with learning disabilities consent to intimate relationships, and what is the role 

of a social worker? 

• How is the concept of ‘risk’ evolving, and what does this mean for practice? 

• The need for funders and researchers to focus on methodological needs of research, 

increasing qualitative and longitudinal research. 
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These topics were suggestions from individual researchers and reflects what participants thought 

should be prioritised or at least explored in future PSPs and research.  

This study has limitations and strengths. It is limited by only University-based researchers being 

interviewed, and so researchers working in not-for-profit agencies or private companies were not 

included. The JLA report necessarily included multiple different stakeholder groups invested in social 

work research and this present study chose to focus on researcher perspectives. This means that this 

report is only reflective of how social work and social care researchers reacted to and used the JLA 

report and how policy makers, practitioners and service users or carers may evaluate the JLA report 

remains unknown. Due to time constraints a full literature review was not undertaken, this could 

have better quantified the amount of research carried out and in which areas since the 2018 report. 

However, as observed by several participants, one research project does not always address an 

entire JLA question, rather part of a question, or the broad theme of a question set and so such 

information might always have been incomplete. 

This study’s strengths lie in the participants’ breadth of knowledge of social work research. As 

evident in their profiles in appendix C, they had expertise in a wide range of social work research 

from various positions. This helped as the JLA report spanned a wide range of topics. Additionally, 

the different professional backgrounds, as well as academic experience means participants offered 

various perspectives and insights. Generally, ‘newer’ academics tended to emphasise the need for 

diversity in research, and more experienced researchers tended to focus on broader policy change 

needed as well as how research funding impacts the research possible.  

Conclusion 
This review has shown how the JLA PSP report provided some clarification for both researchers and 

funders when prioritising and choosing which projects merit attention and funding. The JLA report 

became a trusted source of guidance for both funders and researchers alike. In future PSPs on the 

subject, there may be a need to explicitly acknowledge the interface or relationship with adult social 

care. As researchers have identified, and as our brief literature search shows, research has 

addressed the Top 10 questions, but this does not mean that the topics are exhausted or that 

implementation strategies are in place resulting from research findings. Additional focus could be 

paid to those questions not answered, if they remain relevant. The credibility and rigour of the JLA 

process add to its importance when thinking about its impact, and little work has been done to 

review such reports. This research, along with Staley et al. (2020), signifies the beginning of work 

which must be conducted to evaluate what long-term and system-wide impacts priority setting 

exercises have, including but not limited to those conducted using the JLA approach.  
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Appendix B 

Interview schedule  
  
General knowledge/thoughts on JLA  
were you aware of the JLA report on adult social work research priorities before this interview,   
have you been engaged with the priority setting exercise in any way either then or later? (either at a 
process level, in its preliminary stages, or after its production as a researcher/stakeholder in this 
field).  
  
What are your thoughts on the JLA process (if you know much about it)  
  
In general, do you feel the JLA report has impacted on adult social work research (if at all)  
  
The Top 10  
  
Going through the Top 10 priorities, do you know if have any of them have been /are being 
addressed?   
  
Can you tell me a bit about your research/Do you feel your work directly addresses or engaged with 
these Top 10, was this intentional?   
  
Do you feel adult social work research has moved in different ways beyond the Top 10 priorities  
  
Other priorities listed  
If you have knowledge of them, what are your thoughts on the other priorities the JLA 
identified (i.e those that did not make the Top 10 but were included in the full report of 62 
priorities) (have you engaged with any, how, which do you think should get attention)  
  
Do you have any further reflections for the future of adult social work research, or how priority 
setting exercises might be useful in the future?   
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Appendix C 

 

Participant information 

Participant Pseudonym Participant academic position Specialisms/interests 

Interviewee 1 Senior Research fellow in 
health and social car 
workforce research 

Health and social care 
workforce research and 
dementia care 

Interviewee 2 Professor of health and social 
care, qualified social worker, 
specialising in  

health and social care, health 
services management, policy 
analysis and advice 

Interviewee 3 Senior Research Fellow Social care and social services, 
outcome measuring tools, 
cross cultural research 
validation 

Interviewee 4 Professor of Public Policy and 
public management 
 

Social care and public service 
workforce development, public 
policy, public service co-
production 

Interviewee 5 Research Fellow in health and 
social care 

Health and social care, care 
home practices, gambling, 
nursing and social care 
workforce research, 
international professional 
migration 

Interviewee 6 Senior Lecturer in Social work, 
qualified social worker 

SEND and social work, law and 
social work practice, 
vulnerability concepts 

Interviewee 7 Research Fellow in health 
sciences 

Dementia and aging, public 
health and health services, 
care home research 

Interviewee 8 Professor of Social work, 
qualified social worker 

Adult safeguarding, social work 
and law, adult safeguarding, 
self-neglect 

Interviewee 9 Professor of International 
social work and innovation 

International social work, child 
protection, social policy, 
development studies 

Interviewee 10 Senior research fellow in 
health and social care 
workforce research 

Adult safeguarding, mental 
health (professionals and law), 
self-neglect 

Interviewee 11 Senior lecturer in social work 
and social care, qualified social 
worker 

Social work education, 
dementia, self-neglect, adult 
safeguarding 

Interviewee 12 Senior lecturer in social and 
policy sciences, qualified social 
worker 

Mental health service 
provision, law and policy 
interpretations, risk and 
mental health 

Interviewee 13 Senior Lecturer in social work, 
qualified social worker 

Mental health policy and 
practice, applied health and 
social care research, law in 
practice 
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Interviewee 14 Senior research fellow Dementia, social care 
workforce, social work 
education, ethnicity and aging, 
family carer support 

Interviewee 15 Professor of social work Self-neglect, adult 
safeguarding, training an 
practice development, 
international perspectives on 
social work 

Interviewee 16 Lecturer qualified social 
worker 

Mental health practitioners, 
social work education, history 
of social work 

Interviewee 17 Senior research fellow Aging, assistive technology and 
social care, personal budgets in 
social care 

Interviewee 18 Research Associate Aging and social care, day 
centre research, care home 
respite 

Interviewee 19 Professor of social work, 
qualified social worker 

Mental health social work, 
social intervention 
development and evaluation 
mental health policy and 
implementation 

Interviewee 20 Senior research fellow Aging and dementia, person 
centred care, community 
support and services, financing 
social care 

Interviewee 21 Professor of social work, 
clinical psychologist 

Mental health and social work, 
policy and practice, domestic 
violence, politics, and social 
work 

Interviewee 22 Post-doctoral Fellow Care home experiences, 
human rights and social care, 
aging, day services and social 
care 

Interviewee 23 Professor of health and social 
care policy, professorial 
research fellow 

Social care, child and adult 
mental health, dementia, 
autism, finance and social 
policy 
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Appendix D, Table showing literature search  and NIHR ARC web search with references  

 

JLA Question 
Number (See 
report to cross 
reference) 

Answered by? References found in literature search 

1 EoE ARC https://arc-eoe.nihr.ac.uk/research-
implementation/research-themes/health-economics-
and-prioritisation-health-and-social-1    

2 WM ARC https://warwick.ac.uk/fac/sci/med/about/centres/arc-
wm/research/social-care/theme-8-
projects/?newsItem=8a17841b73045b9f0173282958f9
0a45 

3 See ref https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/09503
153.2018.1437398 
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/09687
599.2019.1634522  

4 Wessex ARC 
 

 
Newcastle university 
See ref 

J Rodgers, R Herrema, D Garland, M Osborne, R 
Cooper, P Heslop, M Freeston, Uncertain Futures: 
Reporting the Experiences and Worries of Autistic 
Adults and Possible Implications for Social Work 
Practice, The British Journal of Social Work, Volume 49, 
Issue 7, October 2019, Pages 1817–
1836, https://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcy117 

5 See ref Scott, J., Weatherhead, S., Daker-White, 
G., Manthorpe, J. and Mawson, M. (2020), 
"Practitioners’ experiences of the mental capacity act: 
a systematic review", The Journal of Adult Protection, 
Vol. 22 No. 4, pp. 227-
244. https://doi.org/10.1108/JAP-02-2020-0005 

6 NIHR School for Social 
Care Research 
See Refs 

Goldberg, E. M., & Warburton, R. W. (2021). Ends and 
Means in Social Work: the development and outcome 
of a case review system for social workers. Routledge. 
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/135910
5320953476 
https://www.kcl.ac.uk/research/easements-to-the-
care-act 

7 KCL ARC Martineau, S. (2020) 'Three early papers on self-
neglect', The Journal of Adult Protection. (Blog post 
introducing this article - December 2020) 
https://www.arc-sl.nihr.ac.uk/research-and-
implementation/our-research-areas/social-care/social-
care-responses-self-neglect-and 

 

8 Interviewees 
referenced work, 
unpublished or in 
progress 

 
 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/09503153.2018.1437398
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/09503153.2018.1437398
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/09687599.2019.1634522
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/09687599.2019.1634522
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1359105320953476
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1359105320953476
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9 Wessex ARC Corbett, T., Cummings, A., Lee, K., Calman, L., Fenerty, 
V., Farrington, N., Lewis, L., Young, A., Boddington, H., 
Wiseman, T., Richardson, A., Foster, C., Bridges, J. 
(2020). Planning and optimising CHAT&PLAN: a 
conversation-based intervention to promote person-
centred care for older people living with 
multimorbidity. PLOS 
One. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0240516  

10 WM ARC 
 

11 See ref Scott, J., Weatherhead, S. and Manthorpe, J. (2021), 
"Operationalising the Deprivation of Liberty Safeguards 
(DoLS) in support of brain injury survivors – views from 
practice", The Journal of Adult Protection, Vol. ahead-
of-print No. ahead-of-
print. https://doi.org/10.1108/JAP-02-2021-0006 

12 SWP ARC, EoE ARC 
 

13 
  

14 Interviewees 
referenced work, 
unpublished or in 
progress 

 

15 Christine Coker & 
team 

Cocker, C., Cooper, A., and Holmes, D. (2021) 
Transitional safeguarding: Transforming how 
adolescents and young adults are safeguarded. British 
Journal of Social Work.  Available at: 
https://academic.oup.com/bjsw/advance-
article/doi/10.1093/bjsw/bcaa238/6102523?guestAcce
ssKey=78b38361-28be-48b8-b591-9f2edff7fff4    
Cocker, C., Cooper, A, Holmes D, and Bateman F. 
(2021) Transitional Safeguarding: Presenting the case 
for developing Making Safeguarding Personal for 
Young People. Journal of Adult Protection. Advance 
access available at: https://www-emerald-
com.uea.idm.oclc.org/insight/content/doi/10.1108/JAP
-09-2020-0043/full/html    
Cocker, C., Cooper, A., Holmes, D. (expected 
publication 2022) Mind the Gap.  In D. Holmes (ed) 
Reimagining Adolescent Safeguarding. London, Jessica 
Kingsley Publishing    
https://www.researchinpractice.org.uk/all/publications
/2018/august/transitional-safeguarding-adolescence-
to-adulthood-strategic-briefing-2018/  

16 Interviewees 
referenced work, 
unpublished or in 
progress 

 

17 EoE ARC 
 

18 Interviewees 
referenced work, 

 

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0240516
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0240516
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0240516
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0240516
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0240516
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0240516
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0240516
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0240516
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unpublished or in 
progress 

19 
  

20 
  

21 WM ARC https://warwick.ac.uk/fac/sci/med/about/centres/arc-
wm/research/social-care/theme-8-
projects/?newsItem=8a1785d775d168ce0175e50aa9d
e2769 

22 
  

23 
  

24 
  

25 
  

26 
  

27 
  

28 Interviewees 
referenced work, 
unpublished or in 
progress 

 

29 
  

30 
  

31 Interviewees 
referenced work, 
unpublished or in 
progress 

 

32 Interviewees 
referenced work, 
unpublished or in 
progress 

 

33 
  

34 NHR SSCR https://kclpure.kcl.ac.uk/portal/en/publications/optimi
sing-the-quality-of-social-work-decisions-in-
supervision(28adc34e-300a-44de-9098-
2cc7f83577f9).html 

35 
  

36 
  

37 Interviewees 
referenced work, 
unpublished or in 
progress 

 

38 Interviewees 
referenced work, 
unpublished or in 
progress 

 

39 
  

40 Interviewees 
referenced work, 
unpublished or in 
progress 
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41 Interviewees 
referenced work, 
unpublished or in 
progress 

 

42 Interviewees 
referenced work, 
unpublished or in 
progress 

 

43 ARC South london https://www.kcl.ac.uk/scwru/res/hrp/index 

44 NIHR SSCR https://kclpure.kcl.ac.uk/portal/files/161339233/Samsi
_et_al_2019_Optimal_time_study_findings.pdf 
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