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Abstract
Aimed at understanding and improving psychological therapies as they are conducted in clinical routine, practice-oriented 
research (POR) is now a well-established approach to the scientific foundations of mental health care services. Resting on the 
accumulation of a wide range of practice-based evidence related to treatment outcome and process, as well as factors associ-
ated with the participants of psychotherapy and its context, POR is ripe for new developments – regarding what to investigate 
and how to investigate it. This paper is the introduction of a series devoted to recent advances and future directions of POR 
as their pertained to routine outcome monitoring, technologies and artificial intelligence, the integration of constructs and 
methods from program evaluation and implementation science, and the investigation of populations with limited financial 
resources across various regions of the world. The series also includes commentaries from two leaders of POR.
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In the field of psychological therapies, practice-oriented 
research (POR) is aimed at understanding and improving 
mental health care as it is provided in day-to-day practice. 
Whereas traditional research has been primarily conducted 
in controlled settings and mainly driven by researchers’ 
interests, POR takes place in naturalistic settings, investi-
gates clinical routine without imposing drastic change upon 
it, and attends closely to clinicians’ interests – with some 
POR studies conducted by clinicians or in collaboration 
between clinicians, researchers, and other stakeholders of 
mental health care (Castonguay et al., 2021). As Barkham 
and Margison (2007) argued, these two types of research 
provide complementary (and at times convergent) evidence 

and should be viewed as necessary and equipoise sources 
of knowledge for the scientific foundations of psychosocial 
interventions.

POR has made substantial progress over the last decades. 
As documented by theoretical reviews (e.g., Castonguay 
et al., 2013; Castonguay et al., 2021), POR researchers have 
investigated variables related to many facets of the impact, 
process, participants, and context of psychological therapies. 
This broad and large amount of practice-based evidence have 
emerged from various clinical settings (e.g.., private prac-
tice, training clinics, hospitals) across many countries. In 
addition, several papers (e.g., Castonguay & Muran, 2015; 
DeFife et al., 2015; Drill et al., 2019) have provided strate-
gies and guidelines about how to conduct POR based on 
lessons from past experiences, while others have identified 
directions of research that would be particularly meaningful 
to providers and other mental health stakeholders (Tasca 
et al., 2015; Youn, et al., 2019). It seems fair to say that POR 
is not only firmly established, but also showing a readiness 
to grow. The time is ripe for new developments in POR, 
both in what to study and how to study it. The present paper 
serves as the introduction of a series aimed at fostering 
such developments. The series originally emerged from two 
structured discussions on POR that took place at the 2021 
meeting of the Society for Psychotherapy Research, each of 
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them co-chaired by two of the four editors. After years of 
collaboration between the four of us, as well as networking 
with many colleagues, it has evolved into a broader project. 
As it stands, the series is based on the work and recommen-
dations of more than 40 researchers from different regions 
of the world.

The first paper, by McAleavey et al. (2024), focuses on 
current and future advances of one primary avenue of POR, 
i.e., routine outcome monitoring (ROM) and clinical feed-
back systems. Based on a concise review of the research 
literature, the authors argued that this technology has shown 
to have a positive impact on client’s improvement, but that 
the findings supporting its effectiveness have been quite 
heterogeneous. The authors then describe recent trends in 
ROM and feedback research that may elucidate parts of such 
heterogeneity, as well as offer promising avenues to improve 
the benefits of this evidence-based practice. These trends 
include efforts to provide feedback that is more person-spe-
cific, optimize the match between therapist expertise and 
clients’ problems, examine the impact of ROM and feedback 
on the process of therapy, as well as to investigate issues 
related to training and the mechanisms underlying the effects 
of ROM and feedback. Moreover, the authors offer recom-
mendations for future research including going beyond the 
assessment of outcome, better understanding the impact of 
contexts and client’s characteristics, as well as capitalizing 
on ROM and feedback to enhance health equity, contribute 
to data-informed psychological interventions, and foster 
autonomy and interpersonal relationships.

The second paper expands on the development of data-
informed therapy raised by McAleavey et al. (2024) by 
focusing on advances in both technologies and artificial 
intelligence to improve and extend the delivery and impact 
of mental health care services in real world settings. After 
briefly describing these technological and statistical inno-
vations, Atzil-Slonim et al. (2023) argue that their optimal 
implementation in clinical routine needs to be based on prin-
ciples underlying POR, including the communication and 
collaboration of diverse stakeholders – thereby illustrating 
how scientific and professional domains can synergistically 
benefit from each other. A large number of studies are then 
described to illustrate how technical/statistical advances 
might help, now and in the future, attenuate clinical and 
empirical challenges as they pertain to issues before (e.g., 
prevention, accessibility, assessment, treatment selection) 
and during therapy (e.g., prediction of helpful interventions, 
increase understanding of the process of change). In addition 
to delineating clinical and training implications, the authors 
address the importance of aligning the implementation of 
technological/statistical advances with clients’ needs and 
ethical concerns.

The following three papers rely on empirical traditions 
that are complimentary with but independent of POR to 

foster its development. To begin with, Douglas et al. (2023) 
demonstrate the benefits that can be additive to POR by 
integrating concepts, models and practices derived from 
program evaluation (PE). The authors first define PE, its 
points of convergence and difference with POR, and how a 
particular model of PE (embedded evaluation) is consistent 
with core hallmarks of POR. After a concise description of 
core features of embedded evaluation (including the estab-
lishment of a partnership between program evaluators and 
practice stakeholders to foster bi-directional learning), the 
authors present a human-centered system approach to fos-
ter such embedded evaluation in clinical routine. They then 
illustrate this approach by describing clinical and research 
developments in routine outcome monitoring (which, as 
mentioned above, is an influential component of POR) 
that have been pursuit in Australia and Norway. They also 
describe how this approach can facilitate future collabora-
tions between diverse stakeholders of mental health care 
– and thus the growth of POR.

The next paper, by Youn, Boswell, and colleagues (Youn 
et al., 2023b) focuses on implementation science (IS), a sci-
entific tradition that shares with POR the overarching goal 
of reducing the gap between research and practice. Adopting 
a structure similar to the previous paper, the authors define 
IS, its scope, components and reach. They then present broad 
and specific commonalities, divergences, and areas of com-
plementarity between IS and POR – including the mutual 
emphasis on the engagement of and collaboration between 
stakeholders, which also characterizes PE. The paper pre-
sents conceptual and methodological contributions from IS 
that could help POR researchers to design and implement 
empirically valid as well as clinically relevant and sustain-
able studies. In addition, it describes a large-scale study on 
matching of therapist’s expertise and client’s difficulties (a 
research theme addressed in the first paper of this series by 
McAleavey et al., 2024) that combines both research tradi-
tions to address crucial questions about the effectiveness of 
such matching and its implementation in clinical routine. 
Tackling the delivery of service at an organizational level, 
the authors then rely on commonalities between IS and POR 
to propose a series of steps to create a culture of learning 
within healthcare systems.

By describing a large initiative to enhance POR by lev-
eraging IS, the following paper complements the broad 
perspective offered by the previous one (Youn et  al., 
2023b). Specifically, Youn, Jaso and colleagues (Youn 
et al., 2023a) present a model of behavioral health care 
that has been developed and implemented within a prac-
tice-research network (PRN) to address the “treatment 
gap” (Kazdin, 2021) – the discrepancy between the need 
of effective mental health services and the availability of 
such services. As a key feature of POR, PRN is first and 
foremost defined by the active collaboration of numerous 
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stakeholders (Castonguay et al., 2021), which in this case 
involves clinicians, researchers, administrators, and infor-
mation technology experts. Based on digital technology, 
the model is aimed at improving access to various evi-
dence-based mental healthcare interventions at scale. In 
addition to describing the model and its implementation in 
clinical routine (including the use of a ROM system, and 
the personalized matching of clients with a particular digi-
tal intervention), the authors present an IS framework that 
has been used to facilitate its implementation, the evalua-
tion of this initiative, as well as various and rapid changes 
made to the model in order to better address clinical needs 
that have surfaced as a result to the rigorous assessment 
of the model.

The treatment gap mentioned above is frequently asso-
ciated with a paucity of research. Several populations 
who are underserved in terms of effective psychological 
treatments have also received insufficient attention from 
clinical researchers, adding to a double setback for the 
mental health care of many communities worldwide. Indi-
viduals with limited financial resources represent one of 
these general populations. The goal of the sixth paper 
(Fernández-Álvarez et al., 2023) of this series is to foster 
POR that focus particularly on these individuals. Rather 
than advancing POR by integrating contributions of “out-
side” traditions (such as PE and IS), this paper illustrates 
how it can grow within its own horizons of knowledge and 
action. Based on a range of POR experience across several 
countries (Argentina, Chile, Ecuador, Kenya, Spain, UK, 
and USA), the paper describes obstacles that have been 
encountered, ways that have been used to address them, 
and general recommendations for the future. Recognizing 
the influence of social and national contexts, the authors 
elaborate on these issues while highlighting factors that are 
specific to research conduct with (1) economically disad-
vantaged individuals living in low to middle economy coun-
tries, (2) economically disadvantaged individuals living in 
more wealthy countries, and (3) individuals who are not 
economically disadvantaged but who live in low to middle 
economy countries.

Following these six papers, the series ends with com-
mentaries from two influential POR scholars: Ann Garland 
and Giorgio Tasca. Our hope is that combined together 
these papers and commentaries will open new pathways of 
research and action that could help improve mental health 
care in different parts of the world.
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