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Research anxiety:
application of Bourdieu’s field theory

‘Social work students, practitioners and educators have essential research skills and knowledge but do not possess 
the symbolic capital to reframe these in the field of social work research and are habituated into research 
anxiety’. (Deacon, 2023, p.102)

Field-specific struggles over power, success based 
on inherited or acquired capital.
Habitus – dispositions acquired by individuals as 
they operate in a particular field.
Field of social work research (Deacon, 2023, p.105), 
HEIs have:
• Economic: more access to research funding.
• Cultural: more further education options.
• Social: more access to research networks.
• Symbolic: HEI research seen as legitimate, 

language intellectualized.

• BUT… Researcher Development Framework (RDF) 
devised based on empirical data to highlight ‘what 
makes excellent researchers’ (Vitae, 2022: 3, cited in 
Deacon 2023)

• Comparison with SW skills/knowledge:
• high level communication skills;
• high level of subject knowledge;
• Understand values and ethics;  and
• ability to assess and understand issues and devise 

plans.

https://www.vitae.ac.uk/researchers-professional-development/about-the-vitae-researcher-development-framework/developing-the-vitae-researcher-development-framework
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• FPR is an empowerment model designed by Dr Lesley 
Deacon, in collaboration with the Wallsend Children’s 
Community (WCC), to teach participatory research to 
practitioners, in action, within practice where research 
terminology is temporarily moved aside. (Deacon, 2023).

• The approach assumes practitioners already have 
research skills and knowledge that they use every day in 
their practice e.g. investigating problems to understand 
them and develop intervention strategies.

• The aim of FPR is to support practitioners to see these 
links and reframe their skills and knowledge, through 
conducting research as a group, thus developing their 
research capacity.

Facilitated 
Practice-based 

Research

FPR

Aim of FPR is to facilitate practitioners to reframe 
their skills as research skills (Deacon, 2023, p.102)

https://wallsendchildrenscommunity.wordpress.com/
https://wallsendchildrenscommunity.wordpress.com/


Reframing Practice as Research

Assessment skills?
Reading the case file?
Writing a report?

Semi-structured interview?
Literature review?
Writing a report!

Bravery
Professional curiosity

Learning by doing
Reducing anxiety

Putting research into practice
Evaluating outcomes
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Partners Project Title
• How is consent experienced by parents who were 

referred to the Children and Families: Early Help 
Team at North Yorkshire Council

• Newly Qualified Social Worker’s perceptions and 
experiences of support during the Assessed and 
Supported Year of Employment

• Working together in safeguarding children and 
vulnerable adults

• Understanding referral processes for responding to 
youth homelessness

FPR Group Research Projects



Participatory Action Research 
(PAR) Methodology
FPR has been evaluated through qualitative PAR: how can we 
bridge the gap between social work research and practice?
There are five stages to this study, where FPR is implemented 
and evaluated in different settings and with different 
practitioners.
• 1. Small Charitable Organisation – support for children and 

families in areas of high deprivation, in person
• 2. Small Charitable Organisation – support for youth 

homelessness, online
• 3. A Local Authority – children’s services practitioners, online
• 4. Three Local Authorities – children’s and adult services 

practitioners, in person
• 5. In planning stage but aimed at 12 Local Authorities and a 

mix of children’s and adult services practitioners, in person



Methods
• Qualitative focus groups (n=7):

• Cohort 1 – non-moderated recorded focus 
group

• Cohort 2 – moderated recorded focus 
group (ZB)

• Cohort 3 – moderated, recorded semi 
structured interviews (ZB)

• Transcript data thematically analysed

• Data shared for these cohorts.

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY

Ethics
Cohort 1- 008601, February 2021
Cohort 2- 011989, March 2022
Cohort 3 –013287, July 2022

https://thetoolkit.me/123-method/theory-based-evaluation/theory-step-2/focus-groups/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/


Self-reported 
Findings suggest:

1. practitioners do habituate research 
anxiety;

2. they can conduct research but name 
it differently; and

3. their research confidence needs 
development, through recognising it 
and beginning to name their work as 
research. 

1.

I was a bit apprehensive about the research 
training, P3

I have never liked research; I find it 
very dry and annoying because of all 

of the processes you have to do, P4

You need to have confidence in your 
own ability to do it, as it can seem 

massive, P1

Deacon, 2023, p.112

3.

The … terms are not naturally there in our 
heads. It is only on reflecting back now that 

you realise you have done everything point-by-
point right, P2

It certainly made me more confident in 
carrying out…research P6 

I really do think I gained a lot from this 
programme… I wish I did [it] before my 

Masters. P7



NEXT STEPS
• FPR programme :

• Cohort 4, in data analysis stage
• Cohort 5, last of the evaluation stage now in data 

collection.

• Data to be shared in publications and conferences 
from cohorts  4 and 5.

• Development of Practitioner Researchers, taking 
the approach to Skills for Care, BASW, Social Work 
England and NIHR.

• Research Projects from Cohort 4: 

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under 
CC BY-SA

But… the journey to research confidence 
takes time

https://grasshopperherder.com/templates-suck-heres-our-lean-startup-template/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


Any questions
This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY

If you would like to be involved,
please email:

https://proofmart.com/product/question-mark-sign-png-images-transparent-background-free-download-2/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
mailto:Lesley.deacon@sunderland.ac.uk
mailto:Carrie.Phillips@sunderland.ac.uk
mailto:Zeta.bikova@sunderland.ac.uk
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