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MEETING REPORT 

Research and Practice Working Group Meeting 
 

17 - 18 March 2015, hosted by the DWI of the Univer sity of Heidelberg in Germany 
 
Participants: 
Johannes Eurich, DWI of the University of Heidelberg 
Sturla Stålsett, Norwegian School of Theology 
Per Kristian Hilden, Oslo Church City Mission 
Jim Robertson, Churches Community Work Alliance 
Martin Schenk, Diakonie Austria 
Beate Hofmann, Institute for Diaconic Science and Diaconic Management, Bielefeld 
Laura Welskopf, Sozialwissenschaftliches Institut der EKD 
Georg Aumayr, Johanniter Österreich 
Tony Addy, ReDi 
Raili Gothóni, DIAK 
Christina Landman, Research Institute for Theology and Religion, University of South Africa 
Andrew Orton, Durham University 
Olav Helge Angell, Diakonhjemmet University College 
Tsovinar Ghazaryan, Armenia Round Table Foundation 
Dave Furze, Social Audit Network 
Benedicte Kivle, Diakonhjemmet University College 
Georg Mildenberger, Centre for Social Investment University of Heidelberg 
Andreas Schröer, Evangelische Hochschule Darmstadt 
Richard Händel, Evangelische Hochschule Darmstadt 
Päivi Thitz, DIAK 
Theresa Schlage, Eurodiaconia 

17 March 
  
The meeting started with a welcome from Johannes Eurich, Director of the DWI,  and Theresa Schlage, 
Policy, Projects and Research Officer at Eurodiaconia, followed by a short introduction to the ReDi network 
by Tony Addy, the chair of the network. Thereafter, participants were encouraged to introduce themselves 
and share expectations for the meeting. Theresa Schlage then gave a presentation introducing 
Eurodiaconia, its mission, strategy and way of working, including Eurodiaconia’s involvement with ReDi as 
well as the organisation’s interest in the working group. This was followed by a short overview of the DWI 
and its work by Johannes Eurich.  
 
The first session  was prepared by Sturla Stålsett from the Norway School of Theology and Per 
Kristian Hilden from City Mission Oslo  and focused on methodologies, models and instruments for 
tripartite research collaborations. This session looked at the ethical and political rational as well as the 
practical conditions of possibility for a truly participatory and action oriented research and practice agenda. 
While research on diaconal practice is necessary, this group is interested in moving towards research and 
practice. This session was a first step in starting this discussion and gave participants the opportunity to 
present research projects that have such a component. 
 
Johannes Eurich  presented the INNOSERV project, which established a social platform bringing together 
researchers, practice and policy communities. It launched 20 video clips on innovative services from 
Europe, one of which was shared with the audience and displayed a service that trained users to be 
evaluators in Austria. In the framework of INNOSERV, 42 workshops were organised with participation 
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from user groups sharing their views. Out of the seven main research themes identified throughout the 
project, “user-centered services and approaches” was on the first place. 
 
Per Kristian Hilden  explained how his organisation is working towards initiating the change to tripartite 
research collaboration. Research projects at City Mission Oslo have three main aims: (1) detecting and 
exposing inequality, (2) mitigating the consequences of inequality and (3) advocating against causes of 
inequalities. Previously, practitioners gave access to researchers to their field whereas now City Mission 
Oslo is moving from passive hosting to actively initiating research projects. Therefore, the organisation is 
prioritising projects that address inequality from the vantage point of those affected. As an example the 
presentation included a health center for undocumented migrants that carries out research on mental 
health of undocumented migrants to expand and improve services as they go along. Both practitioners and 
researchers form part of the project management at this center. Per Kristian Hilden finished his 
presentation by emphasizing that the interest of the service user needs to be above any other interest. 
 
Raili Gothoni from DIAK gave her perspective on tripartite research collaboration and introduced the 
concept of living communities in 12 parishes in different parts of Finland. It combines ethnographical 
research with ethnographic semi-structured interviews and participatory work among communities and 
parishes. She highlighted the concept of conviviality in research and diaconal practice. She outlined how 
people in need of services not only use them but also become providers of services, through volunteerism 
for example, according to their skills and capabilities. Raili Gothoni highlighted that the distinction in the 
different cultures of researchers, practitioners and users is bridgeable. 
 
Following these presentations participants split up in 3 
groups to discuss tripartite collaboration from the 
perspective of (1) researchers, (2) practitioners and (3) 
users at three different levels that guided the group work: 
principle and theory, social and political context and 
concrete methodologies of research. When the groups 
came back together the results were shared with all 
participants. Interesting points were raised during the 
debate, such as that the practitioner could act as a bridge 
between users and researchers. The question of power is 
central, as tensions between freedom of research and 
publishing such research might clash with the interest of 
participants. During the meeting a graphic was produced 
to better visualise the relationship between the three 
parties.  
 
Session 2  of the first day gave participants the opportunity to explore the rationale for and the focus of the 
working group on research and practice. Tony Addy explained the rules for working groups to be active in 
the framework of ReDi and the added value of being a working group within ReDi. Then participants first 
shared their own experience with research and practice and how their organisations engage in it. In the 
case of universities or colleges the question was raised how to make both teaching and thesis writing as 
relevant as possible to tripartite research. Others expressed an interest in finding partners to carry out 
tripartite research projects. Some of our members who are service providers mentioned the need to 
mainstream research into their daily work instead of reflecting on it periodically. Overall there was 
consensus on the benefits of user involvement, for example looking at how organizational routines can be 
transformed to match better the needs of the people who are suffering.  
 
When discussing possible research topics it was obvious that participants had different ideas, interests and 
priorities. This session was a preparation for the next day’s discussion on the future direction of the working 
group. Topics mentioned included impact measurement, participatory action and community ownership, 
questioning how to do research as a diaconal organisation, what learning programmes are needed in 
diaconia to promote research and practice and including policy in work on research and practice. 
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There was also a mentioning that the working group might be a useful tool for exchanging research or 
methodologies and project collaboration but that there should, however, be a distinction between the network 
function of the group and the content related work during this discussion. 
 

18 March 
 
The second day started with a devotion led by Johannes Eurich, followed by the third session on 
collaboration, project development and partnership.  
 
Four presentations were delivered by participants who had ideas for common research projects or wanted to 
share projects that have a strong user component. Jim Robertson from the Churches Community Work 
Alliance and Dave Furze from Social Audit Network spoke about social accounting, a tool that helps 
organisations to keep accounts of the daily work they do and reflect on it. Users are an integral part of the 
accounting process, including the reflections. 3 main questions that are being looked at throughout the 
accounting process are: (1) what social impact research is taking place, (2) what methodologies are used 
and (3) what evidence is there and what does it tell us. 
 
Andreas Schröer from Evangelische Hochschule Darmst adt  presented a collaborative project between a 
university and a diaconic social enterprise called ‘LAB for diaconic entrepreneurship’. The aim of the project 
is to identify within the organisation people who are interested and capable to start a social business. The 
process is called ‘intrapreneurship’ as it is an internal effort to develop new service solutions. Users are 
involved in different parts of the process. The first step is to create an understanding of the social need 
through observation. At this point strong interaction with users is taking place and participants need to 
describe the need from the perspective of the users. This is followed by the ideation process from which a 
prototype will be developed and tested. The whole process is repeated in a circular form. Each cycle in the 
lab lasts for 1 year, of which the second half is about developing a social business model. 
 
Christina Landman from the University of South Afri ca introduced the CAMP (community asset mapping 
project) in a rural and impoverished part of South Africa. There is an initiative to train youth to look after 
young children to make a small income and start a business from that. This will empower the youth through 
skills and job creation. 
 
Beate Hofmann from the Institute for Diaconic Scien ce and Diaconic Management , presented the idea 
for the project ‘CoCoDiCo’. It brings together congregations, communities and diaconic corporations to move 
from competition between service providers to cooperation between different agents. The aim is to create a 
welfare mix of community, voluntary work, professional work and technical assistance. The research design 
is ‘fourpartite’, involving practitioners, representatives of the congregations, people from the community and 
researchers. Beate Hofmann expressed interest in creating the research design together with other 
researchers/organisations, nationally or internationally. 
 
During the last part of the meeting 
participants discussed next steps, future 
meetings and the follow-up. 
 
As a basis for this discussion we looked at 
the themes and outcomes that were 
discussed the previous day.  
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The following steps have been 
agreed upon by the participants 
during this last session: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 the Research and Practice Working Group will apply for working group status within ReDi 
 Sturla Stålsett and Per Kristian Hilden agreed to write an academic article for the Diaconia Journal on 

tripartite research collaboration 
 the meeting report will be featured in the Diaconia Journal as a report from practice 
 the team that set the agenda for this meeting will suggest to participants 3-5 topics that the working 

group could focus on in the near future 
 there will be another working group in a year’s time and participants will bring forward any ideas they 

have for theme session (in accordance with topics suggested) 
 the working group will have a space at the next ReDi conference in September 2016 and participants 

will bring forward any ideas for content or topics 


