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Abstract

The need to attend to the spiritual and religious dimensions of a person’s worldview and frame of reference is an axiom of spiritually-sensitive practice, but practice models and processes for facilitating this kind of integrative understanding are few. This paper addresses this gap. Reported are findings from an interpretive study that utilized a novel method of in-depth reflective inquiry to access and analyze the experienced knowledge of frontline practitioners regarding ways of understanding the meanings, and the source of meanings, that people use to interpret their experiential reality. What emerged in the analysis was not a toolbox of assessment techniques, but rather an integrative model for spiritually and culturally sensitive practice – a model grounded in interwoven capacities to navigate complexity, to inquire reflexively, to think critically, and to engage interpretively in an inductive, improvisational and dialogical process of co-creating space for shared understanding of meanings that people use to interpret the world and their place in it.
Listening for Meaning: A Research-Based Model for Attending to Spirituality, Culture and Worldview in Social Work Practice

The increased professional interest in spiritually-sensitive social work practice has been accompanied by a quest for practice models and strategies to assist practitioners in attending to the spiritual and religious dimensions of human experience. An array of spiritual assessment instruments and inventories has proliferated in the literature in recent years (e.g. Frame, 2000; Hill & Pargament, 2003; Richards & Bergin, 2005), but these sometimes contribute to a conceptualization of religion and spirituality as distinct items in the practitioner’s assessment repertoire, rather than as interwoven aspects of a person’s worldview or interpretive frame of reference. 

The paper takes the position that spirituality and religion are integral dimensions of the worldview and meaning systems that people use to interpret their experience and make sense of their world. As such, spiritually-sensitive social work practice requires far more than an assessment of religious and spiritual beliefs and practices.  Rather, it requires a holistic and integrative understanding of the multiple and intersecting meanings, and the source of meanings, that people use to construct their view of the world and their place in it.

In need of systematic investigation and fuller elucidation, however, is the issue of how this kind of understanding can be created and negotiated in the actual conduct of practice. What conceptual tools and practice processes can assist practitioners in apprehending the worldview and frame of reference of the other? This paper reports findings from a study that addresses this gap in our professional knowledge base. 

Theoretical Insights
In a search for theoretical and conceptual insights into the process of understanding worldviews and meanings systems, the study drew on the rich literature on interpretive ethnography and multicultural practice theory (e.g. Dean, 2001; Dyche & Zayas, 2001; Geertz, 1973, 1983; Green, 1999; McGoldrick, Giordano, & Garcia-Preto, 2005; McGoldrick, 2002; Petersen, Draguns, Lonner, & Trimble, 2002; Saleebey, 1994). A recurrent theme in this literature is an emphasis not so much on what practitioners need to understand about culture, spirituality, and worldview, but rather on how they go about understanding. 

In what is variously called an ethnographic or phenomenological approach, the primary emphasis is on the need for practitioners to position themselves as learners, not as experts, and to dialogically explore and understand the client’s worldview and meanings through phenomenological, inductive, collaborative, and reflective inquiry. The focus is on a process of open exploration of meaning and negotiated understandings, rather than the acquisition of specific expert knowledge.

While these practice concepts and strategies are widely cited and theoretically persuasive, there has been a paucity of practice research investigating their use and usefulness in the everyday world of practice. The current study, therefore, set out to address this fundamental practice question: How do frontline practitioners working in culturally diverse practice settings go about understanding the worldview or frame of reference of the Other? 

Design and Methodology

The study took the position that that a rich and largely untapped source for building professional knowledge is the wisdom and “experienced knowledge” (Hunt, 1987) of frontline practitioners. The study thus utilized an interpretive research design and a novel method of in-depth “reflection-on-action” interviews (Schön, 1983, 1987) to access the experienced knowledge of a sample of seasoned, clinical practitioners working in what is reputed to be one of the most multicultural cities in the world. The focus of the inquiry was on accessing and probing the implicit theories and tacit understandings of these practitioners, generating thick descriptions of that knowledge, and comparing it with the formal knowledge of the profession.

Consistent with McCracken’s (1988) model of interpretive inquiry, a purposive rather than probability sample of ten research participants was selected, and proved sufficient to reach saturation of categories. The heterogeneous sample – six women and four men – were themselves culturally diverse and worked as clinical practitioners in a variety of practice settings, including hospitals, children’s mental health, family service agencies, counselling centers and school-based social services. The populations with whom they worked were also ethnically, culturally, linguistically, and religiously diverse. The context of the inquiry thus reflected the diversity of worldviews, cultures, religions, and meaning systems – among both practitioners and service users – that are an inherent part of social work practice in the 21st century.

In one-on-one interviews with the researcher, the practitioners were invited to give detailed, thick descriptions of actual practice encounters with people from diverse social, cultural and religious backgrounds. Through guided reflection-on-action dialogue (Schön, 1983), participants were invited to think aloud about their implicit theories and their experienced knowledge of the processes that facilitate – and hinder – an understanding of the worldviews and meanings embedded in clients’ stories of lived experience.  Participants were probed to consider: How did you go about understanding this person’s worldview and frame of reference?  What did you say or do?  Where did your knowledge come from? How did the person respond? What seemed to be effective? Ineffective?  What is your personal theory of what works?

The practitioners’ narratives were recorded, transcribed, and systematically analyzed using McCracken’s (1988) five-step analytic method, aided by the QSR-N5 data management program (2000). This analytic method involves an intensive, editing approach to text analysis (Crabtree & Miller, 1991) in which the researcher, in collaboration with independent coders and peer debriefers, systematically reduces and reassembles the data in a search for emerging themes, patterns, interconnections, consistency and contradiction, and finally brings it together in a conceptual framework of meaning.

Findings and Analysis
What emerged from the data analysis was far more than a how-to list of techniques for understanding worldview, spirituality and culture. Rather, the outcome of the analysis was a conceptual model, and attendant practice processes, for “creating space” for the mutual exploration of meaning and the negotiation of shared understanding. The ways in which the practitioners’ experienced knowledge confirmed, disconfirmed, illuminated and/or expanded on concepts and processes in the literature was a key part of the analysis. 

In particular, four key practice processes were identified – inquiring, interpreting, implementing and improvising – as interwoven and contemporaneous aspects of the overarching process of “creating space for understanding” (see Figure 1). These processes are described in turn below.

Theme 1: Humble, Reflexive Inquiry

An open, reflexive inquiry stance emerged as a strong recurrent theme in the practitioners’ accounts of their approach to understanding the worldviews and meaning systems of people from diverse social, cultural and religious backgrounds. What was distinctive in these accounts was a focus not so much on the practitioners’ actions but on their core beliefs and convictions regarding an inquiry stance conducive to understanding meaning.

Epistemological humility.
Of particular note in the depiction of this starting stance was a characteristic seldom heard in the professional literature – humility.  More than a laudable personality trait, the narratives revealed a stance of what can be called epistemological humility, a stance toward the other that honours many ways of knowing and multiple, diverse, and legitimate standpoints from which to view reality.  As illustrated below:
It’s so critical to be humble about knowing I don’t have the answer… It’s that attitude that, yes, I have knowledge, and I have ideas and I’m going to share them with you…But it’s moving away from the expert…So that’s where the humility comes from…And you hear stories of resistance and struggle that take your breath away. (Practitioner R)

I think that belief of not overvaluing a particular way of knowing, honouring different ways, is really helpful.  (Practitioner H)

This stance of “humble knower” clearly is different from the expert stance of traditional practice, but also differs from a “not-knowing” stance (Anderson & Goolishian, 1992) or an “I don’t know anything” position (Freedman & Combs, 1996). Rather, it emerged as more of a not-assuming stance, one that acknowledges the partiality of one’s own knowledge, recognizes many ways of knowing, and humbly seeks to understand the client’s knowledge, perspective and meanings. Far more than the conventional axiom of “starting where the client is”, the emphasis in these narratives was on starting with the client’s knowledge and his or her interpretation of experience:
In social work we have always believed to a large degree – start where the client is at – but there are a lot more powerful subtleties in that approach where you really believe that the client has knowledge. My mindset is that these people have survived this long through unbelievable difficulties. I have to respect them as being very knowledgeable. I’m going to approach them from that perspective…I think that’s a mindset.  (Practitioner K)

It’s worked for me to think of myself more as an anthropologist. So I begin with trying to understand what people want for themselves, for their lives, for their families. (Practitioner H)

Critical reflexivity.
Interconnected with the theme of epistemological humility was the paramount importance of rigorous, critical reflexivity. More than traditional practice ideas about cultivating self-awareness to guard against countertransference, there was an unmistakable critical element in the practitioners’ accounts of the courage required to interrogate the ways in which one’s own location and interpretive frames influence what is seen and not seen, understood and not understood:

We have to stay conscious of our own location and how that might be influencing how we’re hearing what clients are saying. We have to have the courage to go there...It’s about really challenging ourselves as workers to look at how we’re taking in information – how we’re filtering it.  Are there stereotypes that are presenting themselves that we might be participating in?  Are we imposing worldviews that don’t fit with our clients? (Practitioner S)
Even if you’re good and honest and well-intentioned, sometimes you can’t know the effects of your practices when you’re in the dominant culture because they’re always supportive of the culture. (Practitioner H)
This emphasis on critical reflexivity as an indispensable part of any attempt to understand another’s worldview or meaning system finds resonance with those writers who stress the need for critical consciousness of the structural and sociopolitical context of lived experience (Freedman & Combs, 1996; Green, 1999; White & Epston, 1990). An important contribution that the study findings contribute to the discussion, however, is this expanded and nuanced picture of the humble knower, one who acknowledges the partiality of his or her own knowledge, recognizes many ways of knowing, honours the client’s worldview and meanings, tolerates uncertainty and ambiguity, and courageously interrogates the way in which his or her own view of the world is socially and culturally located. This confluence of theoretical and experienced knowledge points to the crucial importance of this kind of inquiry stance towards understanding the meanings, including the spiritual and religious meanings, that people use to interpret their experience and make sense of the world.
Theme 2: Inductive, Collaborative Interpreting


A second theme emerging from the data analysis was the importance of engaging with the client in a process of collaboratively and inductively interpreting the meanings that people give to their lived experience. Far more than making accurate clinical interpretations, the challenge identified by the practitioners was more of a hermeneutic challenge of interpreting and understanding the client’s meanings and worldviews. In other words, the fundamental question – How do we know and understand the other? – emerged as a hermeneutic question, as much as a question of what to say and do. Repeatedly, the practitioners spoke of the hermeneutic or interpretive challenges they faced: How do I make sense when assumptions falter, when theories don’t fit, when appreciative systems clash, when cultural and religious backgrounds differ, when power legitimizes and silences differing interpretations of experience?  In probing their response to these hermeneutic challenges, three key interpretive processes were identified as facilitative in understanding another person’s interpretive frame of reference. 

Reciprocal, inductive interpretation of meaning.

First, the interpretation of meaning needs to be a mutual, reciprocal, inductive process – a two-way exchange in which meanings and understandings are collaboratively cocreated:

We come together for joint understanding. (Practitioner M)

You have to work it both ways.  You have to understand them. And they have to understand you.  (Practitioner P)

This emphasis on cocreating understanding stands in sharp contrast to traditional Rogerian conceptualizations of empathic understanding as something that is offered to clients by practitioners (e.g. Rogers, 1975; Truax & Carkhuff, 1967).  What these practice narratives revealed was a back and forth, iterative process of continuously checking out emerging understandings and interpretations, and seeking confirmation, disconfirmation, and modification by the clients themselves. Of particular interest was the way in which this process of interpreting and understanding client meanings represents a profound shift from traditional models of practice, as seen in the following illustration: 

Let me contrast.  In the old days, we used to take intake forms and there would be a certain amount of information – it's kind of unbelievable to me now, but true – and we would sit down as a team and have a hypothesis without even seeing the family.  I would never do that now!  I mean it wouldn't even enter my mind.  I might see an intake that would give me a general guideline.  But from the start I'm very interested in trying to figure out together what is happening for this family or individual, what it is that has brought them, and the meaning they’re attaching to it, and what it is they hope for…and as I'm asking for meaning from them, I have to also supply some meanings to this counselling experience. (Practitioner H)

Weaving many ways of knowing.

A second feature of this interpretive process involves what can be called “weaving many ways of knowing.”  Practitioners spoke of “drawing on theory,” and “weaving” theory with other kinds of knowledge, including personal, experiential, cultural and indigenous ways of knowing: 
And even theory…that can be useful information or it may not. I may chose to use it, but I also have to hear about what they're wanting, what's important for them. If the theory is useful then I can offer that, but it’s just one other piece of information. So it's trying to stay focused and present on them, and also using other knowledge. (Practitioner K)

I don’t wash away all that I have by way of my personal and professional experience.  But I don’t assume that that’s all I have to draw on, because there is an expertise in the client, a knowledge base that I need to access. So the thing for me is to weave in their understanding …so that it becomes a shared worldview. (Practitioner M)
Once again, a repeated pattern in the narratives was that attention to meaning was more important to the interpretive process than gathering specific cultural and religious background information.  

I say, I’m really interested in understanding what this means for you.  And is there anything about your own cultural background, or what this means in your own community, that would be helpful for me to understand, because I may not know that. I’m not going to assume anything…I’m going to wait to hear how it’s been constructed in their lives. (Practitioner H)

In my years of doing this work, what I’ve found is all of the cultural sensitivity workshops I’ve been to focus so much on learning everything you possibly can about a particular community and applying it to everyone you see from that community. Like a recipe, right?  Like this is all you need to know. And that doesn’t begin to capture the complexities that come with people’s identity…So for me, I try to stay conscious of the fact that people are part of many communities and have many identities. Mapping out those influences helps to get a sense of what some of those different communities are. (Practitioner S)

Locating the personal within the structural.
A third characteristic of the interpretive process of negotiating shared understanding and meaning is the need to situate personal stories within larger societal narratives. Far more than traditional notions of understanding the person-in-environment, the interpretive process involves a critical understanding of the ways in which the meanings embedded in lived experience are shaped by dominant social discourses:

Contextual meaning is everything, right.  And I think that’s so significant and I want to hear from a client, from their place, their voice, how they draw meaning into their life. And I explore how meaning has been constructed, who’s been a part of constructing that.  So you can bring in some of the bigger picture stuff, the systemic, structural piece… staying connected to the bigger picture in terms of systems of oppression and how they impact people’s lives and how clients negotiate that. (Practitioner S)

These ideas of situating personal narratives within structural narratives – linking the personal with the political, recognizing how structural relationships of power and oppression are reproduced in clinical encounters – resonate strongly with recurrent themes in the anti-oppressive literature (Friere, 2000; Mullaly, 2002).

In sum, the kind of interpretive process that facilitates a contextualized and holistic understanding of worldviews and meanings systems is one that involves an inductive, cocreation of understanding that weaves together many ways of knowing and critically situates the personal within the structural. This “experienced knowledge” of practitioners resonates with those writers who emphasize the importance of reflective/inductive processes in clinical practice more than the deductive application of formal theory and explanatory frameworks (e.g. Coady, 2001; Papell & Skolnik, 1992; Schön, 1983, 1987; Weick, 1999) and suggests that collaborative, hermeneutic skills are critical to understanding the meanings embedded in lived experience. 

Theme 3: Implementing Conversational Practices

A third theme emerging from the analysis revolved around specific conversational practices that facilitate the exploration of worldviews and meaning systems. More than a toolbox of how-to techniques, these conversational practices share a common aim of creating space for the mutual exploration of meaning and the negotiation of shared understanding. Three key practices emerged as important to creating dialogical space for the understanding of meaning.

Inviting the client to educate the practitioner.
The conversational practice of inviting the client to educate the practitioner emerged in the analysis as far more than routinized information-gathering. Rather, it was an intentional way of repositioning the role of the expert practitioner, honouring the client’s meanings and interpretations, communicating the partiality of one’s own knowledge, and signaling the need for a reciprocal dialogue:

I invite them at the beginning to educate me, where they’re from and who they are. (Practitioner G)

I say very openly that there are things I don't know about their culture and background and I just need to know if there is something that they should inform me about, or would be useful for us to talk about.  So I do it as an invitation…that's sort of standard, how I go about it. (Practitioner L)

This practice of inviting the client to educate resonates with similar ideas in the literature about positioning oneself as a learner (e.g. Dyche & Zayas, 2001; Green, 1999; Saleeby, 1994). An important nuance that these practitioners add to this discussion, however, is that the invitation can backfire if construed by the client as a patronizing gesture that puts the focus on “difference”:
It’s knowing how to make an invitation not too patronizing.  You have to convey a genuine sense of interest…You don't want to make them uncomfortable that they're so different – because that could also be a backhanded way of being disempowering as well. So I'm very mindful not to make the difference the issue. It's not about difference – it’s about the lack of information that you have.  An honouring moment that you want to give to the client…“Please help me understand your situation better.” (Practitioner M)

Asking for stories.
Another repeatedly-identified conversational practice was asking for stories. Although asking for stories is a long-established clinical practice, what is distinctive in these accounts is how the story is viewed as a primary way to explore how meaning is constructed in a person’s life:  

Sometimes I start with a story of their younger years, stories that are rooted in their past, in their cultures, in what they’ve been through… I have to find a way to expand my understanding. (Practitioner L)

I’m looking for stories about themselves, stories that they may have forgotten. And you can imagine how rich it is to have these stories coming to you about their beliefs. When I’m listening, I’m listening for something that I can use – a value, a strength that connects. I’m on a search, but it’s a purposeful search. (Practitioner H)
This conversational practice of asking for stories clearly resonates with both narrative (Anderson & Goolishian, 1992; White & Epston, 1990) and ethnographic approaches (Geertz, 1973, 1983) to apprehending worldviews and meanings systems. What the study findings contribute to the discussion is practice-based evidence for the efficacy of stories as a vehicle for uncovering and understanding the meanings that shape a person’s interpretation of the world and their place in it. 

Exploring contextual meaning.
A third conversational practice for understanding meanings was exploring contextual meaning. A particular practice caveat emerging from the analysis was that the desire to understand the context of a person’s social, religious and cultural background needs to be closely tied to the presenting issue. Asking wide-ranging, generic questions about the person’s cultural and religious background was repeatedly identified by the practitioners as unhelpful, tangential and even exploitive. One practitioner spoke of experiencing this firsthand when she herself was in therapy: 
I've been in situations, even in terms of my own experiences in therapy, where the counsellor, all they seemed to want to do is talk about my culture and religion and background.  Just tell me more, tell me more, tell me more. And it takes away from the issue I brought to therapy. So because I've had that experience I try to be careful about how far I go in exploring a person’s background. I want them to take the lead…It’s not about my own curiosity and interest – which is sometimes the feeling I've had. And it's frustrating. It almost feels exploitive in some ways. (Practitioner S)                 
A further point of emphasis was that the process of exploring contextual and cultural meanings in no way implies that the practitioner was always asking questions about culture, religion and worldview. Rather, a recurrent pattern in the narratives was on attending to the multiple and intersecting meanings embedded in stories of lived experience. 

Theme 4: Creative, Adaptive Improvising

The fourth theme emerging from the data analysis was largely unanticipated – a theme of improvisation. Interwoven throughout the reflective narratives were numerous accounts of how practitioners engaged in a continual process of adapting, shifting, creating, testing, and experimenting with ways to enlarge the space for mutual understanding of the worldviews and meaning systems that people use to interpret their experiential reality.

What is noteworthy in the findings is that this process of improvising and adapting was far more than hit-and-miss attempts to create understanding, but rather represented reasoned, reflective, creative responses that reflected an openness to pluralist standpoints and a willingness to “think outside the box” of traditional explanatory frameworks.
So I’d say, learn, and don’t assume anything about what is right. And be creative, open to possibilities. You don’t stick within the box of the traditional things but be creative…People sometimes have remedies or spiritual sorts of things; whatever works for them is fine. I’m so open, because who said our Western thoughts are the best. (Practitioner L)

There isn’t a universal way that we can address issues.  I think we have to shift and adapt our practice to make connections as much as possible. (Practitioner K)

Two particular types of improvisation emerged in the analysis – improvising and adapting traditionally-received theories, and improvising in-the-moment in response to the unexpected.

Adapting practice theories.
Over and over practitioners gave examples of how they improvised, shifted, modified and adapted time-honoured theories in light of the sometimes-destabilizing realization that these were not universally applicable frameworks for understanding the unique meanings and circumstances of the client’s story: 

There's a foundation that I draw from in terms of my theoretical model, but it shifts and changes depending on the circumstances that are surrounding whatever issues the client brings, and their reality, their multiple realities, and multiple experiences...Like it's not static; it’s not one-dimensional. It shifts and changes from client to client. (Practitioner S)
It’s not therapy that fits every family that walks through the door…It is really difficult trying to do family therapy from a North American perspective…I really had to keep understanding what they saw for themselves and their family, and the way they organized themselves and their lives, and the way they did things, to know even the kind of questions to ask. (Practitioner H)
This emphasis on improvising and adapting traditional explanatory frameworks resonates with those writers who conceptualize competent professionals as skillful improvisers who can think on their feet in the face of complexity in ways that generate new knowledge and new understanding (Coady, 2001; Papell & Skolnik, 1992; Schön, 1983, 1987). The findings suggest that one of the often-overlooked characteristics of spiritually-sensitive practice is a capacity to improvise and devise new ways of seeing, thinking, framing and testing categories of understanding.

Responding to Misunderstanding and Surprise

Another catalyst for improvisation was what can be termed misunderstanding events. Miscues, disconnections, failures to communicate, and surprising outcomes were repeatedly identified by the practitioners as sources of new learning about how to negotiate understanding across difference. Said differently, reflection-on-disconnection often led to new, improvised approaches to understanding:

I had one experience that went totally, totally awry… I thought I was being curious and inquisitive in a really respectful way and it was experienced completely the opposite, as being intrusive, as being racist. Which floored me because that was exactly the opposite of what I was trying to do…So I think what I learned from that was to be a little bit more cautious, not to just go with the first thought that came to mind. I mean, I was very interested; I was very intent on really getting the picture. So it was to be a little bit more cautious and maybe to check it out a little bit more…Would it be okay if I asked about this? I’m curious, but is that something that you feel okay talking about?  Puts a little bit more stiltedness into the enthusiasm, but I think that the payoff is pretty important. (Practitioner R)
Unexpected challenges to taken-for-granted assumptions also catalyzed adaptation of normative approaches to understanding the world from the other’s point of view. As seen in the following case example, a practitioner who initially skeptical of a client’s religious practices had to set aside predetermined “therapy plots” in light of the client’s worldview, meanings, and spiritual frame of reference:

The mother totally involved her daughters [who had been sexually abused] in the church.  Insisted that no matter who was falling apart on what day, she marched them into church every Sunday and got them into the youth group. And they had to go. And those things were really meaningful for her. And you know, oddly enough, they did work for the girls, even though from my perspective it would have been the last thing I would have thought of. I would tend to think of individual or group counselling…So the church thing proved to be hugely significant. I mean, this is what happens when you set aside pre-assigned therapy plots…But she really believed in God, that God was going to be a big healer for them. She’s a very religious woman.  It seemed to work for her girls as well as for her. So I was really trying to use her knowledge as much as I could, as well as whatever thoughts I had as a therapist, to get us through a difficult time. (Practitioner H)

The findings suggest that the process of creating space for understanding is enlarged when practitioners position themselves as dialogue partners who are willing to have their assumptions challenged, are open to alternative frames of meaning, and are able to improvise, adapt, shift, and collaboratively create shared understanding and meaning.

Culminating Theme: An Integrative Model – Creating Space for Understanding


The metaphor of “creating space for understanding” emerged from the analysis as a culminating conceptual theme in the process of understanding the diverse worldviews and the cultural, spiritual and religious meanings that people use to interpret their experiential reality.  As depicted in Figure 1, four key practice processes emerged from the study as integral dimensions of this holistic process of creating shared understanding and meaning – inquiring, interpreting, implementing and improvising. As seen in the diagram, these processes are not a series of sequential steps or discrete practice elements, but rather are inextricably linked and interwoven into a web of interconnected processes. This imagery of the interconnected web of movement represents a counterpoint to mechanistic imagery that so often reduces complex, multidimensional clinical processes into sequential, step-by-step techniques.
This research-based practice model for creating space for understanding provides an alternative framework for spiritually and culturally sensitive social work, one that focuses on the meanings, and source of meanings, embedded in lived experience. Of particular significance is the clear shift from gathering and assessing specific cultural, spiritual and religious information, to a multidimensional clinical process of creating space for the mutual exploration of the worldviews and meaning systems that shape one’s interpretive frame of reference. It is an anti-oppressive framework in that it recognizes the tendency for professional interpretations to override or distort client meanings, and focuses instead on the collaborative creation of shared understanding. It is a framework that acknowledges the impossibility completely understanding another person’s experiential reality, and aims instead for a good enough understanding that honours the mystery and otherness of people’s interpretations of the world and their place in it. 
The model provides not only a conceptual framework and attendant practice processes, but also an epistemological foundation for spiritually-sensitive practice that recognizes multiple, diverse, and legitimate standpoints from which to view reality. 

The model places different kinds of competencies at the heart of spiritually-sensitive, diversity-inclusive practice, that is, a capacity to navigate complexity, to tolerate ambiguity, to inquire reflexively, and to engage interpretively in an inductive, collaborative, contextualized, and improvisational process of cocreating space for mutual understanding and meaning.

Limitations and Implications for Future Research


Consonant with the goals of interpretive inquiry, the overarching goal of this study was not to survey the terrain of a particular phenomenon, but to plumb its depths (McCracken, 1988). In order to assist in transferability judgments to other contexts, thick descriptions of the method, sample, data collection, data analysis procedures were provided, along with supporting quotations. Nevertheless, the findings constitute a constructed local knowledge of practice – the credibility, trustworthiness and usefulness of which will be strengthen by further research.


One possible focus for further research would be to examine the interface of practitioners’ experienced knowledge with audio/video tapes of actual practice encounters. Another project would be to access and analyze the wisdom and experienced knowledge or service users in encounters with practitioners whose worldview and meaning systems are perceived to be vastly different from their own. 

A distinctive contribution of the study for further research is to demonstrate a way of accessing and analyzing the wisdom and experienced knowledge of practitioners – a kind of knowledge that often has been falsely perceived as being outside the purview of scientific inquiry. The study suggests that such knowledge can indeed be surfaced, systematically examined, and made available to the profession. It underscores the need for an epistemology of practice that incorporates many ways of knowing and of building professional knowledge of maximal usefulness and relevance to practitioners.

Figure 1: A Research-Based Integrative Model  
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