
Evaluating Assessment
Tools in Child Protection:
A Conceptual Framework
of Internal and Ecological
Requirements

Despite substantial evidence on the higher predictive validity of empirically derived
instruments compared to clinical judgement, the controversy on the best direction in
child protection assessment is far from over. We introduce a conceptual framework that
may help explain why this controversy continues. The framework distinguishes between
internal and ecological requirements of assessment tools. First, existing frameworks
have primarily focused on internal requirements that refer to the psychometric qualities
of a tool, which are theoretically independent of the organisational context. For these
internal requirements, we suggest a distinction between three types of validity: construct
validity, predictive validity, and indicative validity. Second, the degree of fit with the
ecological requirements determines how well the tool works in a specific organisation:
for example, whether a tool makes sense to practitioners, whether they readily adopt
or tacitly adapt it, or how well it fits with the objectives of the organisation and the goals
of individual workers. We define four such requirements: adequacy, organisational
suitability, practicality and utility. The framework is illustrated with data from an
ethnographic study in Switzerland. The framework leads to questions that may guide
managers and frontline workers in developing, implementing and evaluating
standardised risk assessment in child protection. © 2021 The Authors. Child Abuse
Review published by Association of Child Protection Professionals and John Wiley &
Sons Ltd.

KEY PRACTITIONER MESSAGES:

• The value of an assessment tool in child protection practice only partly depends on
the tool's internal qualities, such as the tool's validity in predicting future child
maltreatment.

• In addition, the tool must meet ecological requirements: it must be oriented towards
an adequate definition of child maltreatment, must support and be supported by
organisational procedures and workers' competencies and must support workers
in carrying out their goals effectively.

• When services consider implementing an existing tool or developing a new one,
they should assess the tool's internal and ecological qualities with equal care.
Paying attention to one set of requirements alone may be a costly mistake.
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Introduction

There are a multitude of tools designed to guide practitioners in child
protection assessments. Such tools are often implemented with the double

aim of operationalising a certain definition of child maltreatment and of
standardising agency practices in assessing child maltreatment. In the eyes of
their proponents, standardised assessment tools are considered to be more
reliable and as leading to more accurate judgements than practitioners'
unstandardised, subjective assessments (e.g. Coohey et al., 2013; Gambrill &
Shlonsky, 2000; Johnson, 2011; Schwalbe, 2008; see also Baumann
et al., 2005). Proponents often point to empirical research that has shown
empirically constructed actuarial risk assessment to be superior in predictive
validity when compared to so-called clinical judgement of individual
practitioners. Most of this work refers to studies from other fields such as
mental health practice and criminal justice, not child welfare in particular
(Andrews et al., 2006; Dawes et al., 1989; Grove & Meehl, 1996), but at least
in one instance, actuarial assessments have also been found to possess higher
predictive validity than consensus-based assessment in child welfare (Baird
et al., 1999; Baird & Wagner, 2000). Taken together, such evidence might
suggest that the debate over the use of empirically derived assessments in child
protection is ‘one of the few controversies [in the field] that appear to have
been settled,’ as Shlonsky and Wagner (2005, p. 410) noted some 15 years ago.

However, the controversy is far from over. Assessment tools and the
standardisation implied in their use are still questioned and criticised. As they
are often implemented in conjunction with the digitalisation of workflows and
integrated in existing electronic information systems, one part of this critique is
directed at a movement of formalisation (Broadhurst et al., 2010) or
‘managerialism’ (Rogowski, 2011) that reaches well beyond child welfare
and affects social work in general. For child welfare in particular, opponents
of assessment tools consider standardisation a threat to professional autonomy
and discretion. They argue, for example, that frontline workers lose or never
acquire capacities of clinical judgement (Gillingham, 2011), and they notice
a sense of unwarranted certainty with respect to the outcomes of an assessment
(Ponnert & Svensson, 2016). In line with this evaluation, ethnographic studies
have shown that many frontline workers, when faced with the mandatory
adoption of a standardised tool, exhibit resistance and develop evasion tactics,
trying to maintain autonomy or a sense of professional integrity (Devlieghere
& Roose, 2018; Gillingham, 2013; Wastell et al., 2010).

Internal and Ecological Requirements of Assessment Tools

To understand why the debate so persistently continues, it is important to
highlight that the predictive superiority of statistical assessments is only one
among several requirements that matter in practice. While ethnographically
observing the implementation of SAT-BL (Standardized Assessment Tool –
Berne/Lucerne), a new risk assessment tool for the Swiss child protection
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system (Lätsch et al., 2015), we have found it useful to distinguish between the
internal requirements of the tool on the one hand (which refer to the
psychometric potential of the tool and are theoretically independent of
organisational context) and the ecological requirements on the other hand.
The term ecological refers to the fit of the tool with the context of its use, i.
e. its ‘decision-making ecology’ (Baumann et al., 2011). As coined by
Baumann et al. (2011), the ‘ecology’ of assessment and decision-making
relates notably to the institutional environment, organisational procedures
and professional identities. A conceptual framework that encompasses both
sets of requirements may help to better understand seeming contradictions in
the academic discourse and prove useful to practitioners at the same time.

The set of internal requirements may be theoretically disentangled into three
different types of validity:

i The construct validity of the tool means the degree to which the tool effectively
measures or predicts what it is supposed to measure or predict.

ii The predictive validity means the degree to which predictions are accurate.
iii The indicative validity means the degree to which the tool points to opportunities

for intervention.

The concepts of construct and predictive validity are well-established in the
literature (e.g. Baird & Wagner, 2000; Coohey et al., 2013; Gambrill &
Shlonsky, 2000; Stewart & Thompson, 2004), but several practical
challenges related to these concepts in the field of child welfare remain.
One substantial challenge to defining and achieving predictive validity is
that few, if any, assessment tools incorporate or control for the moderating
effect of interventions that supposedly alleviate risk (Knoke &
Trocmé, 2005). For example, a tool may predict that a child has a high risk
of being physically abused by her caregivers in the future, but it is not clear
whether the child is at this risk in the absence of or in spite of an
intervention – a distinction that carries considerable weight from the
viewpoint of practitioners. Moreover, existing tools offer little help in
predicting the probabilities of future developments under different scenarios
of intervention, which would perhaps be the most useful type of prediction
to case workers.

This last issue points to the third internal requirement, which we call
indicative validity. Indicative validity requires that the risk and protective
factors included in a tool meet at least two characteristics: malleability and
a transparent relationship to causality. As Schwalbe (2008) points out,
actuarial instruments in child protection predominantly include static,
historical risk factors (such as a parent's history of mental disorder, a
parent's history of being abused or neglected as a child, or a family's prior
engagement with child protective services). Such factors cannot be changed.
A tool composed of static factors may have strong predictive validity, but all
it can say about intervention is that something should be done (if the
predicted risk is high), not what it is that should be done nor what the risk
may be after the intervention. Risk assessment with high indicative validity,
on the other hand, includes dynamic and responsive factors, i.e. factors that
are open to change and intervention. In addition, these factors should play a
role in the causal chain that leads to the negative outcome one wishes to
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prevent. To give an example, including caregivers' attitudes towards corporal
punishment in a tool predicting child physical abuse may contribute to the
indicative validity of the tool because the risk factor in question apparently
meets all the requirements. Caregivers' attitudes towards corporal
punishment are: i) open to change and intervention (Holden et al., 2014);
ii) help to predict the likelihood of child physical abuse (Lee
et al., 2014); and iii) appear to contribute causally to the likelihood of abuse
(Zolotor et al., 2008).

However, as pointed out above, considering the internal qualities of a tool is
not enough; another set of criteria is just as important. These ecological
requirements resonate with the critique of standardising instruments mentioned
in the introduction. They point to elements that tend to be taken for granted and
are thus often overlooked when services choose to implement an existing tool
or develop a new one. For introductory purposes, these requirements may be
summarised as follows:

i The adequacy of the tool – the degree to which its definitions of child maltreatment
match applicable legal and institutional norms but also the standards of other
individuals or institutions involved (children, families, practitioners, wider public).

ii The organisational suitability of the tool – the degree to which the tool is suited to
existing organisational procedures, workers' competencies, and the input demands
of cooperating external organisations.

iii The practicality of the tool – the degree to which workers find it easy to use the tool
in the intended way.

iv The utility of the tool – the degree to which the tool supports workers in pursuing
their goals effectively and efficiently.

In what follows, we will first try to show how this framework of ecological
requirements helps to make sense of a series of observations we made in the
course of an ethnographic study accompanying the introduction of SAT-BL
in Switzerland. Second, we will use our framework to formulate a series of
questions managers and frontline workers may apply when considering the
implementation or development of an assessment tool in their practice.

Using a Tool in Context: Ecological Requirements

The Tool

The new assessment tool SAT-BL for the Swiss child protection system (Lätsch
et al., 2015) may best be characterised as an example of the approach called
‘structured professional judgment’ (De Bortoli et al., 2017). It includes several
modules that relate to: (i) the assessment of risk for child maltreatment in a
given case; (ii) the assessment of parents' and children's resources and needs
with regard to securing the best interests of the child; (iii) the selection of an
appropriate intervention that will likely secure the child's best interests by
addressing risks, needs and resources; and (iv) the assessment whether a court
order will be necessary to implement that intervention. Even though the risk
assessment module in SAT-BL relies on risk and protective factors taken from
the empirical literature on the prediction of child maltreatment, it is not an
actuarial instrument. Modules (ii) to (iv) were developed in a structured format
that is supposed to guide professionals' decision-making. The development
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process included reviewing existing tools published in the international
literature, and workshops with administrators and frontline workers.

Implementing the Tool and Observing its Use

The process of implementing SAT-BL in several cantons in the
German-speaking part of Switzerland began in the spring of 2018.
Approximately 20 different organisations have been part of this project.
Organisations are either children and youth services or social services agencies
mandated by the local child protection authorities with carrying out risk and
needs assessments in child protection. The implementation phase has been
the subject of an ongoing longitudinal study which combines a quantitative,
quasi-experimental evaluation of the tool with an ethnographic field study.
The study design was assessed and cleared by the Ethics Committee of the
Canton of Berne in representation of the Swiss Association of Research Ethics
Committees. The committee decided that the study was in accordance with
Swiss legal regulation and not subject to the Swiss Federal Human Research
Act (BASEC no. Req-2016-00746). In addition, the study design was
independently assessed and approved by the head for data protection of each
organisation involved in the study. Prior to data collection, individual data
protection agreements were signed between the principal investigators and
the representatives of all child protection authorities and social or child welfare
agencies involved. All observations took place with the prior consent of
parents, children and practitioners. In the quasi-experimental part, the three
types of validity (i.e. the internal requirements associated with SAT-BL) are
being investigated. In the ethnographic field study, we investigate how
management and frontline workers of a large state child welfare office with
several local agencies respond to the task of incorporating SAT-BL into their
organisational procedures and professional routines. Observations of case
processing from referral to the delivery of the assessment report were
complemented by observations of instruction sessions and by interviews with
practitioners and managers. They date from between September 2018 and
October 2019, i.e. from the introductory phase. Given the conceptual interest
of the present paper, these data are used mainly for illustrative purposes. Our
presentation of the concepts follows the sequence of the four ecological
requirements as defined above.

Adequacy

Construct validity as an internal property of the tool relates to how accurately
the tool's outputs (e.g. decisions, predictions) reflect the definition of child
maltreatment that was chosen. By contrast, adequacy as an ecological
requirement refers to how closely this chosen definition and its
operationalisation correspond to explicit and implicit definitions of child
maltreatment in what may be called the ‘normative environment’ of the
organisation. Construct validity (an internal requirement) and adequacy (an
ecological requirement) are two different things, which becomes apparent in
our observations. In an interview, a frontline worker commented that when
using SAT-BL and its definitions of risk factors, in order to acknowledge that
a child is at risk, ‘that child would have to be half dead.’ The statement
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expresses the frontline worker's feeling that her own professional definition of
child maltreatment was challenged by the tool. Apparently, this problem did
not arise because SAT-BL's operationalisation of child maltreatment was out
of touch with legal definitions, but because the operationalisations of
SAT-BL brought to light a discrepancy between legal definitions and this
individual worker's own standards. In a non-standardised, clinical assessment,
this difference might have gone unnoticed. Such challenges may be the
purpose of a top-down organisational innovation which the implementation
of SAT-BL represents.

However, problems of adequacy like this do not facilitate the adoption of the
tool. Rather, they instigate tactics of circumventing the management strategy
and of doing ‘as if.’ For example, a local agency manager said during a case
conference: ‘You [the social workers] have to conceive of the report and thus
of the assessment from the end on.’ Apparently, she meant that workers should
anticipate the recommendation they wished to submit to the child protection
authority regarding the appropriate intervention in the case – and then use
the tool accordingly. Hence, the manager anticipated that the tool, when used
in the intended way, would produce an output that would be inadequate with
regard to the agency's own standards of intervention. This is resonant of similar
observations by ethnographers in the field (Gillingham & Humphreys, 2010).
Importantly, adequacy does not only relate to conformity with legal definitions
or the professional norms of practitioners. Problems of adequacy may also
arise when the tool's definition and operationalisation of child maltreatment
clash with the norms of other actors involved (such as caregivers, children or
other professionals involved in the case).

Organisational Suitability

Like virtually every state action, child protection work is structured through
organisation(s), from accepting and defining a case to the delivery of services.
Based on Büchner (2018), one may think of such action units as modules
which can be more or less separated from one another, and which orient action
towards different goals. Organisational procedures organise these modules,
specify who is in charge of a given module and thus define the span of modules
under one and the same worker's responsibility. A central demand to
the organisational suitability of an assessment tool is the match between the
tool and the workers' professional skills and knowledge. For example, if a tool
implements statistical prediction of risk, then workers will have to be
competent interpreters of statistical probabilities, a topic that may not be given
much attention in social work education.

In addition, the procedures within a given organisation have to be matched
to the demands that result from cooperation with other organisations.
Practically speaking, this means that the organisational suitability of an
assessment tool depends both on whether the tool is supported and in turn
supports the organisational modules already in place, and on whether the tool
creates an output that connects with the organisational environment of the
agency. Our observations help to clarify this point. As mentioned above,
SAT-BL consists of four modules. The fourth module requires the social
worker carrying out the assessment to ‘feed’ the decision-making process of
the child protection authority. The worker is supposed to make a
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recommendation to the authority on actions needed. This recommendation has
to be congruent with worker's own professional assessment of risks and needs.
However, the social worker is also required to anticipate the legal point of view
of the authority and make an argument, guided by a series of questions, about
why the recommendation will hold up against legal scrutiny. This module was
thought of by the developers as an important innovation. However, it turns out
to create considerable uncertainty and even overt resistance at the interface
between the agency and the child protection authority. During one event, a
local agency manager commented while addressing a member of the authority
board: ‘That is actually your task, you don't like us telling you which legal base
would justify the intervention!’ The problem appears to be that the tool
presupposes an organisational interface between the children and youth
services agency and the child protection authority that is, in fact, strongly
disputed between the two organisations.

As child protection services are hierarchically organised, the suitability of a
tool may be evaluated differently at different levels. Standardisation by an
assessment tool may be desirable on the upper echelons of management, where
it is seen as guarantee of an organisation's good practice and the transparency
of its procedures, while it will much more likely be perceived as a constraint by
street-level workers (Brunsson & Jacobsson, 2000; Sandholtz, 2012). The
difference of perspectives appears in the following remark of a provincial child
welfare administrator: ‘Area P is particularly difficult, some people there
simply don't want to understand that certain things should now simply be done
in a different way.’ The same administrator conceded, however, that adaptation
would have to take place in both directions: if street-level workers had to adapt
their routines in line with the tool, the tool itself should be adapted to the
demands of workers as well. Implicitly, she thus addressed the need to increase
the organisational suitability of the new tool. Yet, the question of how
standardisation from the top-down may be achieved if bottom-up modifications
are to be allowed remains unanswered.

Practicality

Perhaps the most mundane of demands to an assessment tool is that it be
practical – that users find it easy to use. Problems with practicality figure
prominently in our observations. As one social worker, in a moment of
frustration with the new tool, put it: ‘We would've finished the report long
ago if we'd done it according to the old procedure. File notes are structured,
copy-paste to the report. Ta, ta, ta. Ta, ta, ta.’ This kind of remark may be
typical of initial phases and associated technical problems but transpires a
frustration that management finds difficult to cope with. Other dimensions
of practicality are more closely linked to the content of the tool: quickly
identifiable concepts, questions which are easy to answer, or clear
indication of where exactly to place certain content in the tool. If these
requirements are not fulfilled, handling becomes time-consuming. These
uncertainties about handling the technicalities of the tool are then
added to the uncertainties intrinsic to child protection practice
(Munro, 2019).
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Utility

Perceived practicality in a given situation has to be distinguished from the
perceived utility of an instrument. In the eye of the practitioner, utility is the
aggregation of the other ecological requirements illustrated above; it is the
subjective value of the tool with regard to the completion of professional tasks
as seen by a defined actor (e.g. social worker, local agency manager,
administrator).

Here again, the orientation towards the end of the process appears to be
crucial. In a meeting between two social workers and the local agency's
manager, the manager criticised the length of the assessment report and a
lack of focus on the child. The social workers carrying out the assessment
attributed this to SAT-BL: they felt that the tool reduced their control over
the process instead of enhancing their assessing capacities and corroborating
their expertise. However, other workers evaluated the tool as facilitating the
fulfilment of their professional role. For example, in a different observational
setting, a social worker commented that SAT-BL forced the frontline workers
to maintain a meta-level perspective during an interview with family
members that helps to ensure a certain degree of distance and to avoid
forgetting important aspects. Furthermore, in the perspective of another
worker, the tool demanded a much more differentiated response to why a
state intervention was necessary as had been the case with the
unstandardised approach.

Another feature related to utility is that assessment tools typically require
workers to assess specific information irrespective of the details of the case.
In everyday interaction, we avoid asking questions about issues considered to
be irrelevant. An instrument, by contrast, may oblige the worker to address
such questions even at the risk of prompting irritation or shame on the client's
side. According to our observations, one worker strategy to minimise this risk
is referring to the tool in order to downplay the importance of the topic, as can
be seen in the following excerpt from an assessment interview with a father:

Social worker A (addressing social worker B): ‘Do you have any questions?’
Social worker B: ‘No.’
Social worker A: ‘What do we still need to ask?’
Social worker B (addressing the father): ‘I have to ask you a few standard questions. Addiction?
Drugs? Gambling?’

One solution to this problem would be to allow for omitting topics thought to
be so clearly off the point as to be inappropriate. However, in assessment
interactions, it may be deemed necessary to touch on such questions despite
the embarrassment they may provoke, if only to exclude the slight chance that
something important is being missed. In this perspective, a standardised tool
may in a sense be an imposition on the worker's professional leeway, but at
the same time serve a useful function: it may enable the worker to address
such issues without being held responsible for the embarrassment.
Simultaneously, the specific risk attached to asking ‘standard questions’
emerges: if these properly important questions are asked without genuinely
being raised, they might lead to missing pieces in an otherwise
comprehensive assessment.
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Evaluative Questions to Guide Practitioners

The conceptual framework outlined in this paper is supposed to assist
practitioners in the tasks of developing and/or implementing a standardised
risk assessment tool in child protection. The framework and its set of internal
and external or ecological requirements may be translated into a series of
questions (Table 1). These questions may be raised by management and
frontline workers before the organisation sets out to implement or design a
specific tool for a specific context; but they may also guide adaptations to the
tool or its use during implementation. The questions might be complemented
by more detailed sub-questions referring to specific contexts. Ideally, exchange
and collaboration between practitioners and tool developers will be possible at
this stage. If this is the case, then the questions may not only serve to evaluate
the potential of the tool but may guide possible modifications both to the tool
and within the organisation as well.

Conclusions

The adoption of a tool will challenge well-established organisational modules
both within the organisation and at its interfaces with other organisations,
along with calling for change in the explicit and often implicit normative
orientations and professional routines of individual workers. Not all of this
can be anticipated, but it is possible to set aside the necessary resources to
accommodate changes once their necessity becomes apparent. One reason
why the implementation of new assessment tools has met with so many
obstacles in the past (cf. Gillingham, 2006; White et al., 2009) may be that
managers, working under economic pressure, decided to bring in the tool first

Table 1. Questions for evaluating the potential of an assessment tool, derived from framework

Requirement Evaluative questions

Internal
Construct validity What is the precise concept the tool is supposed to measure or predict and how

plausible is it that the tool accurately measures or predicts this concept?
Predictive validity How successful is the tool in predicting future developments regarding the defined

outcomes? If there is no evidence yet, how may this evidence be systematically
gathered in the future?

Indicative validity Does the tool point to factors in the emergence of child maltreatment that may
change in the future, are open to intervention and have a plausible causal
relationship with child maltreatment?

Ecological
Adequacy Are the concepts of child maltreatment as defined and operationalised in the tool

consistent with the legal, cultural and individual norms of individuals and
organisations involved? Do workers and other relevant actors consent to these
definitions or are there conceptual discrepancies that need to be clarified before
implementing the tool?

Organisational
suitability

Is the tool suited to existing organisational hierarchies and procedures? Do workers
have the competencies required to use the tool in the intended way? Are the outputs
of the tool matched to demands of external organisations the agency cooperates
with?

Practicality Is the tool easy to use? Is the digital interface (if it exists) intuitive? Is information
organised efficiently? Is information stored securely and yet accessible to case
workers?

Utility Does the tool support case workers in achieving better results? Is the time required
to use the tool adequate to the quality of results?
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and then see whether additional resources would become necessary and
therefore would have to be funded. As a consequence, appropriate measures
to enhance the ecological validity of the tool by increasing its fit with the
organisation may be taken only after considerable upset and dissatisfaction
have already been created.

Internal and ecological quality of assessment tools are not strictly correlated,
but they impact on each other in a circular way. The degree to which a tool
contributes to improved assessments of risk and to the selection of legitimate
and effective interventions both depends on the internal validity of the tool
and on how appropriately the tool is implemented by the practitioners. This,
in turn, hinges on the tool's utility in the eye of practitioners, which
is contingent on adequacy, suitability and practicality. As a consequence,
the development and implementation of assessment tools should be informed
by the full framework of requirements outlined in this paper. The message is
addressed to researchers as well. When evaluating the predictive and indicative
merits of a new assessment tool in child protection, they have to consider both
sets of criteria, internal and ecological. Just as the internal validity of a tool is
no guarantee of its utility in the eyes of the user, its perceived utility is no proof
of its validity.
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