
SECTION FIVE

CASE EXAMPLES AND TOOLS
As you develop strategies for your Action Research you can add them to this Section. You
can also use the information in this Section to train new staff or co-action researchers
about how Action Research is done day-to-day in your Reconnect service. 

Three useful case examples
These three case examples are drawn from the Action Research experiences of particular
Youth Homelessness Pilot Programme and Reconnect services. They are not intended as models
to be copied exactly, but as examples of how Action Research was used in practice.

Case example one—applying the cycles for a 
particular question 
(Contributed by Connect, Darwin)

Connect in Darwin used a broad range of processes, including focus groups, one-on-one
discussions, group work, questionnaires, and action-oriented ‘gatherings’. Action
Research questions were initiated at all points in the cycle, often at the ‘action’ point when
clients and/or other organisations identified a need for change.

This example shows briefly what Connect did in each phase of one particular Action 
Research cycle.

The initial question What would it take to provide an
effective service to young people and
families in rural areas?

Observation—Describing ‘what This involved gathering information and
happened’ by gathering perspectives people’s stories (clients, potential clients and
and ‘data’ from all stakeholders. service providers) so we can identify referral

sources, issues, gaps and needs.

Sources of data were: 
� minutes from relevant meetings (for

example, local support workers forum); 
� service and client data;
� records of feedback/ interviews with

individual workers and clients;
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� client case files;
� stakeholder focus groups (for example, rural

school counsellor, local politician, aboriginal
liaison officer, and so on);

� input from ‘experts’ (people living and
working in rural communities); and

� our own observation of client accesses 
to service. 

Reflection—’Developing theories’, Sharing this information through discussion 
through analysis, and interpretation. and idea generation using:
This should be undertaken � focus groups with young people and clients;
collaboratively with key stakeholders. � discussions at our community reference

group; and
� sharing client feedback with other service

providers and other clients and getting their
views (for example, 19 other people have
said they would like us to have an office
base in a rural area ... what do you think?’).

Planning—Translating broad Forward plan using:
generalisations and analysis � focus groups with clients or other 
into practice stakeholder groups; and

� one-on-one discussions with clients and
potential clients (for example, ‘most people
we asked said they wanted us to have an
office here in Humpty Doo, how should we
do that with existing resources?’).

Action—Based on three previous Trying things out, based on previous phases, 
stages. It should be deliberate and such as:
critically informed and will lead to � establishing a one afternoon a week office 
new cycles with a refined question. base in Humpty Doo, and one in Palmerston;

� gathering feedback about this (a new cycle
of ‘observation’); and

� this then leads to a new specific question
for each of the two new sites.

Refined questions: What would it take to set
up effective early intervention support services
for parents in these two locations?
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Case example two—from question posing to evidence-
based findings
(Contributed by Resourcing Adolescent and Family Team (RAFT) Wollongong)

This case example demonstrates:

� how a general issue or concern can be refined over time to a more specific
targeted question;

� how various sorts of data can be used to develop an evidence base for practice
changes. Information was used from a combination of existing and specifically-
developed strategies. In this example, substantial use is made of client and service
level statistics complemented by records kept from practice which are anecdotal
(people’s comments and views). To help make it manageable, a sample of cases
for a particular period was used to help answer the question; and 

� the findings and the evidence to support them have been documented in detail.
This can be useful when a strong evidence base is required for findings, but it is
not suggested you necessarily go into this amount of detail. 

This case study does not actually illustrate the Action Research cycles involved in the
processes. However, it does show how this service made clear links between refining questions,
gathering evidence, and then changing their practice to reflect what they found out.

The initial question: Gender issues?

Revised question: In what ways does variation of gender impact on services
provided by RAFT?

Re-revised question: What impact does the flexibility of location and hours have
in ensuring more men (as fathers/guardians/significant others) participate in 
the program?

Process description—Although Australian society has changed with more women
entering the workforce, the experience of the Wollongong Youth Accommodation and
Support Association Inc. seems to indicate women are still the primary carers of children.

Our experience has also shown that, in general, it is the female caregivers who seek
support and counselling when difficulties occur in the family, and male caregivers are less
available to make appointments during the ordinary working day.

It was decided to examine if counselling and support were available after ordinary
working hours in places that would better suit men. If so, would male caregivers (for example,
fathers and guardians) take up the opportunity to be involved.

The initial Action Research question was devised to look at the rate that males in the family
accessed the service. It was then further revised to investigate whether the after hours
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component and flexibility of location did indeed encourage males, such as fathers,
stepfathers and guardians to access the service.

Once the question was established, quantitative and qualitative data was collected over
the period l July 1997 to 31 October 1997 in the form of questionnaires, interviews
with males and responses included in exit forms.

Key findings and changes

Percentage of families with a significant male involved

Between 1 July 1997 and 31 October 1997, 58 clients were seen. Of these, 26 had
males, such as fathers, spouses, or grandfathers living with the family. Of those families
with male caregivers, 84.6 per cent (22 families) participated in some or all of the services
provided by RAFT.

This sample indicates that, in families with male caregivers, a high majority of them were
involved with the pilot.

Who made referrals? (If made by parent/guardian)

Of the six referrals made by a parent/guardian from I July 1997 to 31 October 1997,
five were made by a female, and one by a male. None of these referrals were made
after 5pm. This indicated that females are the main referral source in the family. It also
shows that females still use the traditional hours, before 5pm, to initially access 
the service.

Times of appointments when males were involved

For families involved with the pilot the appointment, times differed where:

� fourteen had only after-hours’ appointments;

� five had no after-hours’ appointments;

� four had the father not involved at all; and

� three had some after-hours’ appointments.

Some of the reasons behind males not accessing the after-hours’ component were that
the male, being a shift worker, was available at times during the day; the male being
unemployed; or the parents or the male were not being involved.

The reasons that male caregivers were not involved in all cases were that the young
person did not want their father involved. In cases like this, RAFT dealt with the female
caregiver only and that no immediate family members were involved.

The choice of appointment times indicated that after traditional work hours (after 5pm)
was the preferred choice by males when making appointments for sessions with the
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service. Of the remaining 30 families that did not have a male, seven (23 per cent) used
the service for some after-hours’ appointments, while six (20 per cent) only accessed the
service after-hours. So, to be readily accessible to males and encourage their participation,
workers needed to maintain a flexible attitude and approach to working hours.

Changes to the way we delivered our service—service locations

The hours after 5pm were maintained by the pilot for working parents whenever possible.
Home visits were offered to families when dealing with the service.

There were 17 males who were involved in the service during the sample period, either
exclusively after-hours, or sometimes after-hours. The location of these visits was, 17 in
the clients’ homes; one was at a crisis youth refuge; and one was at a grandparent’s home.

Both the Crisis Youth Refuge and the grandparent’s home were used in conjunction
with home visits.

This indicates that the preferred location by males for contact with the service was at home.
Our perceived rationale behind this is that most males have worked during the day and
thus a service visiting the home would be more time effective for them. It would also cause
less disruption to their leisure time (and less stress) and allowed all of the family to be
involved if appropriate.

The location of visits to clients where there was no male in the family were more varied,
often with a number of locations being recorded for each client. This was possibly due
to the fact that there was more flexibility in choice of locations during the day. This was
particularly so when the worker was dealing with an individual client, rather than the whole
family, which logistically was harder to coordinate and had more limited options.

Main meeting locations and subsequent number of client visits

Home 23

Crisis Youth Refuge 9

School 5

Friends 5

RAFT 5

Other for example, McDonalds, beach, relatives 6

Outcomes

A positive outcome is for RAFT to perceive that the client was somewhat re-engaged in
one or more of activities like education, training, employment and community participation.
A neutral outcome is for the service to perceive that nothing had changed for the client,
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either positive or negative. The table below shows the differences in outcomes with and
without male caregivers.

Positive outcome Negative outcome Neutral outcome

Families with 61.54% (16) 15.38% (4) 23.08% (6)
a male

Families without 46.88% (15) 25.00% (8) 28.12% (9) 
a male

Results appear to indicate that single-parent families (predominantly female) have a
lower level of positive outcomes, reinforcing the need for additional supports to be
provided to a single parent when dealing with young people at risk of homelessness.

Changes to the way we delivered our service—for single parents and 
working families

Additional supports and/or referral to other services were accessed more frequently
when dealing with single parent families. RAFT endeavoured to promote the after-hours’
component when dealing with working families.

Changes to the type of service we delivered—for males

Workers encouraged males to participate, where appropriate.

Key learning about the process—In most cases, the service used the family approach,
not an individual one. Because of the high level of access by males, the pilot workers need
to increase their awareness of the needs of male parents, especially if they are single parents.

The after-hours’ component should be used predominantly for families who work
between 9am and 5pm. Staff hours needed to be flexible to accommodate the varying
numbers of clients that need an after-hours’ service.

It may be difficult, but not impossible, to engage males in a counselling or support
model. When they are engaged, it appears to be effective, and this produces a more 
positive outcome.

Many working families are surprised to know that the pilot can operate after hours, and
often appear to feel that they are imposing on a worker’s private time. The worker must
ensure that the family understands that this is their work hours.

Anecdotes, quotes and insights—One father stated ‘that it was good that you could
sit in your own chair with your slippers on when you spoke to a worker. I feel more
comfortable discussing my family’s problems in my own home’.

One mother said that she wished that her husband had been more involved, as the
problems in the family were due to the fights with her daughter and her husband. She
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stated that each said it was the other’s problem, and each were waiting for the other to
change first, rather than working on it together. Unfortunately as a result, nothing really
changed in the family.

More positive outcomes have occurred when male and female caregivers are involved.
This may be because they have more supports than a single-parent family.

Many families that the service deals with have issues with stepfathers and their relationship
with the young person. Therefore, it is essential that the stepfather is present when
working through these issues so that a long-term positive result can be obtained.

The regular absence of a particular parent or guardian in the session can say a lot about
the functioning of the family’s dynamics.

A father stated that he was only involved because it was after hours and in his own
home. He stated that he was not going to come home, change and go out again just
to hear his son ‘dump on him’.

Case example three—a ‘day in the life’ of a Reconnect
worker using Action Research 
(Contributed by Connect, Darwin)

Being a Reconnect worker means that on any given day you can work across a huge spectrum
of areas, using a number of interventions and with goals ranging from individual client
change to long-term systemic change. 

The use of Action Research in everyday work is imperative to the continued development
of the Connect service in Darwin. With such a large emphasis put on the Action Research
process in the pilot, Connect now has ingrained the use of Action Research questions
and ways to develop/change how the program is run in response to client/community
feedback, into every aspect of its service provision.

This is a typical (if you could call it that) day in a Connect workers’ life…

8.30am–9.15am

Begin work, receive a message on the answering machine from Rita (Joanne’s Mum who
I provide case support to) requesting an immediate response. A phone call is made back
to her after speaking with the other Connect worker, who supports the young person.
Rita is asked for her preferred way of receiving support. The result  was that the other Connect
worker finds out if Joanne would be OK about a meeting between them all.

Action Research Component

An ongoing Action Research question is ‘whether it is more viable for the young person
and their parents to have separate workers’. It was found in the pilot that this was often
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the case, but with the recognition that every client is different, this is a question that is
asked of clients and ourselves every time we engage with a family. 

10.00am–12.00pm

Meeting with a youth detention centre social worker and other key stakeholders regarding
the development of a ‘Community of Origin Visitors Scheme’. This meeting is to discuss
the draft Background Paper created by a Connect worker and the creation of a time-line
that allows for the optimum amount of consultation and contribution by relevant
community members.

Action Research Component 

Within the pilot, it was identified through client feedback and service assessment
processes that there was a need for Aboriginal young people in detention to receive
visits from other members of their communities with language, family or just community
ties. This would be seen as a way to ease the feeling of dislocation and isolation from their
communities and families, who are sometimes 2,000 km away. In response to this need
and in partnership with the detention centre, Connect has drawn together a few key
stakeholders in an effort to secure funding and put the beginnings of a model together,
before further consultation is undertaken with members of the sector and the community. 

1.00pm–2.30pm

Meeting with a young woman who is 14 years old. Went to shopping centre food court
and discussed current issues. These included school truancy, self-harming behaviour and
violent behaviour towards other people. On returning from meeting, a few observations
regarding our meeting are placed in the 12 to15 file.

Action Research Component 

The key to making Action Research successful in terms of client work has been the ability
to make it accessible on a daily basis. An example of this is creating a file titled ‘what works
with 12 to15 year olds?’ This came about as a result of observations by workers and in
dialogue with local agencies. This age groups’ support needs seemed to be different. The
aim of this file is that when a worker has dealings with someone in this age group, they
jot down what was effective, whether it be ‘meeting for shorter times’ or ‘driving the whole
time’, and drop this in the file. This was a time-effective way of collecting information
that was later collated. Then it was used at the service level and fed into an inter-agency
process for improving access of under 15’s. This helped to support services and improve
their capacities to respond effectively. 

2.45pm–3.00pm

Return from client visit and receive a message (amongst others) from the school counsellor
at a local high school. Return her call to accept a referral for a 15 year old male requiring
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assistance with a mix of issues including extreme conflict with parents and the need 
to look at income support needs. Time made to meet with him and the school 
counsellor tomorrow. 

Action Research Component 

The school counsellors and Connect workers have jointly agreed to use Action Research
to look at the best ways the service and school can work together to have the optimum
result for the young person. This is at an early stage and tomorrow’s meeting will be a
good opportunity for observation and reflection on how collaborative early intervention
case work can happen. At a practical level, we are asking ‘what would it take for the young
person and their family to have more options for referral, advocacy and support?’.

3.00pm–4.30pm

Pick another client up from school and take her to Centrelink in relation to a breach that
has been imposed. Exceptional circumstances have come to light in our work with her.
During this interview, it strikes me that Connect staff have been regularly providing
additional information to Centrelink at the time of a breach and that a collaborative
look at communication processes between the agencies might improve the information
base for decision making. I make a note to follow this up with Centrelink.

Action Research Component

Anecdotal evidence indicated it was worth looking at this area. This insight led to
communication with Centrelink and it was later decided we would look collaboratively
at how the service and Centrelink could improve communication, particularly at the
time of breaches. A page in the back of the service daybook (a book used between
workers to communicate information during the day) was created to record client
experiences and worker communications with Centrelink. This information was then
able to go to the regular collaborative meeting we have with Centrelink staff as a basis
for improving practice between the agencies and identifying any emerging issues. From
the meetings, collective decisions could be made.  

4.30pm–5.00pm 

Message in daybook from other Connect worker saying that Joanne says that she will
meet with her Mum tomorrow night. Contacted Rita and told her that a meeting time
has been made for tomorrow night after work at the office with her daughter. I help her
prepare for the meeting and clarify with her the main issues she wishes to raise and
discuss with her the potential impact on her daughter of speaking about these issues.
The conversation ended with Rita being asked how she found phone contact as a way
of getting support and indicating that face-to-face was always an option. Rita said she
was happy with phone support as the main way of communicating, as it was very
convenient for her.
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Action Research Component 

Another Action Research question constantly being explored by Connect is ‘What is the
most effective way to support families?’ One strategy for exploring this is for phone
support to be actively offered to parents, as well as face-to-face meetings. There was some
anecdotal evidence that parents often find phone contact a more viable and practical means
of support. The worker records Rita’s’ feedback on the Action Research observation
sheet which has been set up to look at phone support, (a one month focus). So far this
is showing that phone support is a viable form of client work and not ‘just a phone call’.

Practical tools to help with Action Research processes
In this section, you will find practical examples and tools that you can use in your Action
Research processes. They are not intended to be prescriptive and you are invited to
modify these or to develop other tools that better suit your context. 

Tools provide some structure for thinking about Action Research and recording information
in a form that is relatively succinct. The scanning and competencies’ audit tools are
designed to help you start Action Research at an agency. They can also be very useful for
regularly reviewing and informing Action Research practice. 

As well, there are some tools that are designed to assist in recording of Action Research
processes and insights. They are simple and practical. In particular, they are intended to
assist in building lots of information into key points that you want to keep. 

The tools included here are not the only ones that can help in developing key points. Various
computer programs can be used to record information and help sort it into themes—for
example, for working out the themes of comments from a feedback box. 

Tools and documentation are not an end in themselves. Reconnect’s objective is not
about developing impressive piles of paper about what is happening. The real objective
of Reconnect is to improve the level of engagement of homeless young people or those
at risk of homelessness with family, work, education, training and the community. The
Action Research tools in this kit are to help you and your community achieve this objective.

Undertaking scans of internal and external environments

Action Research cannot be simply imposed on a particular locality or on a ‘community
of interest’. To be successfully incorporated as an element of practice requires the support
and contribution of a variety of stakeholders and tailoring to a particular context. 

Indeed, you should ‘Action Research’ how you develop your Action Research capacity,
rather than assume it will just happen! As a first step, you can involve an initial group of
people to look at (observe and reflect on) their own organisation/s and the community
context in which they are located. As organisations and communities change over time,
this will be relevant to their later stages of Action Research implementation, as well. 
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Undertaking a competencies’ audit

The Action Research competencies’ tables below are designed to demonstrate that
Action Research is not about starting from scratch. Most services are used to taking
formal terms of reference, funding guidelines, policies and theories and turning them
into ‘real world’ practice. In Action Research, you will need to work out what capacities
and competencies you already have and what other skills are needed to undertake the
research. Then, you can look at how to use existing competencies and how gaps can be
addressed. This is called a ‘strengths-based’ approach.

The left column of the table below lists key competencies of human services delivery relevant
to Action Research. These include interpersonal communication, group work, community
work, organisational coordination and research.

The middle column translates these into Action Research competencies. In the right
column you can indicate areas of strength, together with any notes on areas where
there are gaps or where it may be useful to seek other people’s involvement or training. 
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Six examples of documenting Action Research processes

There is no single way to document and record your Action Research activities. You will
need to develop and adapt the way you record information to suit your individual
situations and preferences. Some of your recording tools may be flexible and informal.
Others may be more structured. 

Different recording tools may be used in a number of ways. In some cases, the tools are
used to record primary data. In others, they act as ‘prompter sheets’ to help you plan each
phase of the Action Research cycle. They may also act as ‘summary sheets’ to document
your main research activities and work as cross-references to where your primary data 
is stored. 

Feel free to mix and match those aspects that seem to meet your particular needs. Or make
up something that suits you better. 
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Recording example three—a research ‘journal’

(Contributed by Kangan Batman TAFE)

This tool works more like a research journal, where minimum formatting allows you to
jot down anything from a record of activities, to comments and observations, to plans
for what to do next. This is a kind of ‘catch-all’ tool where any relevant thoughts or
activities are recorded indiscriminately for summarising and analysing later. You may
like to transfer this format into an exercise book, allowing one page for each phase of
the cycle. 

Research Question: 

‘What would it take to…?’

Planning

Research Question: 

‘What would it take to…?’

Action
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Research Question: 

‘What would it take to…?’

Observation

Research Question: 

‘What would it take to…?’

Reflection
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Recording example four—recording data an interpretative material

(Contributed by Kangan Batman TAFE)

This tool is slightly more structured than example three. On the one hand, it allows you
to record hard evidence. On the other hand it also allows you to record your own
thoughts and interpretations. This allows the tool to record both primary data and
interpretative material. It allows you to record your thoughts about your Action Research,
even on days when you actually do nothing on it.

Research Question: 

‘What would it take to…?’

Planning Date Comments
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Action Date Comments
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Observation Date Comments
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Reflection Date Comments
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Recording example five—documenting the plan-act-reflect observe cycle

(Contributed by Colony 47, Reconnect, Tasmania) 

Here is another example of how you can document information on each phase of the
plan-act-reflect-observe cycle. 

Macro Question:

Micro Question:

PLAN—What do we want to try?

(Describe the background of the issue (other research and so on)

Strategy Methods of review Time frame

Stakeholders:

ACT—What are we actually doing?

(Breakdown the process of implementation)

(Breakdown the process of obtaining feedback)

Barriers/Issues Strategies
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OBSERVE—What is happening? What do people think of it?

(Any information attached—for example, questionnaire?)

(Measurable outcomes?)

(Other feedback?)

(Other observations?)

REFLECT—What is working? What does that mean?

(Our thinking on what we found)

(Others’ thinking on what we found)

(Where to now—other possible questions/directions?)
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