TREATMENT APPROACH
PLAYS ROLE IN SOCIAL
WORK INTERVENTIONS:
A comment to Bergmark and
Lundstrom
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In a recent article, Bergmark and Lund-
strom (2011) present a critique of several
points we made (Mullen, Shuluk & Soydan
2011). Bergmark and Lundstrém make a
number of points but most importantly
criticize us for denying the importance of
the “Dodo Bird” phenomena in explain-
ing social work outcomes. We would like
to clarify our position in this regard. In
our article, we conclude that there is now
a large body of evidence supporting the
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effectiveness of a wide range of social work
interventions for a wide range of social pro-
blems and populations. We further con-
clude that it is now reasonable to believe
that approximately two thirds of clients
served by social workers benefit in measu-
rable ways, and that these positive outco-
mes exist even after controlling for publi-
cation and investigator bias, which we
acknowledge have been shown to inflate
positive outcomes. Because an increasing
number of studies have contrasted com-
peting, alternative, credible interventions
using some form of comparison group
design, we suggest that evidence is begin-
ning to become available about the rela-
tive efficacy of alternative interventions
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for specific problems and populations. We
conclude that variables common to many
social work interventions may explain
the generally positive outcomes found in
recent reviews of social work outcomes,
but that such common factors seem to play
a lesser role in social work interventions
than in allied psychotherapeutic interven-
tions. We note that William Reid observed
the role of common factors, while present
in social work intervention evaluations,
appears to be diminished by the departure
of many social work programs from tradi-
tional psychotherapeutic models (Reid,
1997; Reid, Kenaly & Colvin 2004). Social
work differential intervention outcomes
have been found when contrasting alter-
nate interventions and specifying a target
problem or condition (Reid 1997; Reid et
al. 2004) or target system (Gorey, Thyer &
Pawluck 1998). We conclude that there is
suggestive evidence supporting differential
effectiveness and call for further examina-

tion of such effects through comparative
effectiveness research.

Looking to the future in our article, we
express the hope that comparative effec-
tiveness research in social work, heavily
supported by the National Institutes of
Health—the principal federal research
council in the United States that supports
research in social work—produces “more
specific knowledge about which interven-
tions, under what conditions, for which
problems and for which client groups that
have impact and at what cost” (p. 26).

We would like to clarify that while our
article was published by Socialstyrelsen,
the authors were not paid or commissio-
ned by Socialstyrelsen to pen this article.
Rather, as noted in the foreword, our article
is an adaptation of a previously published
article by Mullen and Shuluk (2011) with
expanded attention to role of common
factors in explaining outcomes written by
Soydan (“Dodo Bird” phenomena).
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