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Abstract: Accurately assessing children’s vulnerabilities and needs is important for child service 
delivery in social work. In China, different agencies (including international non-governmental 
organizations, government sectors and social organizations) utilize different tools for assessing 
children’s needs. However, the advantages and disadvantages of these tools have been rarely 
discussed, leaving their quality and effectiveness unknown. As a result, it is difficult to realize the 
goal of improving the well-being of Chinese children. This paper contributes to existing knowledge 
through the use of semi-structured interviews with key stakeholders of different types of agencies, 
along with an in-depth exploration, analysis and comparison of their practical assessment tools. 
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1. Introduction 

Addressing the needs of vulnerable children is an important but challenging process (Arbeiter 
and Toros 2017; Toros 2016; Välba et al. 2017). It calls for accurate assessment of children’s 
vulnerabilities and needs. The assessment process has been recognized as being a complicated social 
process. This is because so many different actors are involved in the assessment process (including 
child welfare/protection social workers, children and their families, and those familiar with the 
situation of children—such as extended family members). In order for child protection or welfare 
social workers to make accurate assessment decisions about a child and his/her family, it is important 
that the assessment process links with service provision and child vulnerabilities. 

Recently in China, there has been growing attention from both the government and the public 
about vulnerable children and the relevant institutional resources allocated to them for addressing 
their most urgent needs. The most influential policy guideline for the protection of vulnerable 
children’s rights is currently the Guideline on Protection of Vulnerable Children in China, promulgated 
by the State Council of the Chinese Government (State Council 2016). It clearly sets out the goals to 
protect the basic rights of vulnerable children. The target populations include: Children in poor 
households with difficult living conditions (such as those with little healthcare provision or with 
limited educational opportunity); children with severe illness; and children without proper 
guardianship (suffering harm due to abuse, abandonment, accidental harm or illegal attack). For 
these groups of vulnerable children, the responsibility of assessing their vulnerabilities, needs and 
social service requirements mainly falls to local government and social work organizations. 

Obviously, different organizations use different tools for assessing children’s needs. However, 
the advantages and disadvantages of these applied assessment tools have rarely been discussed. As 
a result, it is particularly important that the following questions be answered. What assessment tools 
are used by Chinese social organizations for assessing children’s vulnerabilities? What dimensions 
and indicators are used in existing tools? What are the advantages and disadvantages of Chinese 
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social workers using a particular child assessment tool or instrument? To date, few studies have 
systematically analyzed existing assessment tools used by social workers to assist vulnerable children 
in China. Therefore, it is difficult to realize the goal of improving the well-being of children. This 
paper contributes to existing knowledge through semi-structured interviews with key stakeholders 
of social work organizations, coupled with in-depth exploration, analysis and comparison of their 
practical assessment tools. 

2. Literature Review 

Comprehensive assessments of children and families in need have become popular in child 
welfare provision. They are defined as the process of identifying, gathering and weighing 
information so as to understand children’s safety, permanency, well-being, parental capabilities, 
family’s abilities as well as the underlying risk factors (Darlington et al. 2010; Johnson et al. 2008; 
Léveillé and Chamberland 2010; Rosanbalm et al. 2016; Smithgall et al. 2015). Compared with limited 
assessment of children’s vulnerabilities, a comprehensive assessment can often better assess the 
child’s situation and his/her vulnerabilities, in order to provide appropriate service delivery. For an 
assessment to be comprehensive, it should satisfy the requirements in a broad coverage of the 
domains and an in-depth understanding of the context. Specifically, a comprehensive assessment 
refers to a broad examination of children’s developmental and behavioral needs, and the needs of 
people involved in the children’s lives (such as parents, siblings, extended family, the community 
and the school). It also requires a better understanding of the history, duration and context of the 
child’s problems, as well as the nature of relationships which prevent a child’s well-being. 
Furthermore, assessment tools should also be valid and reliable. 

It has been summarized that the most valid and reliable assessment tools should incorporate the 
following domains as a minimum: 

• Patterns of social interaction (including the nature of contact and involvement with others, and 
the presence or absence of social support networks and relationships); 

• Parenting practices (including parenting supervision, discipline, knowledge of child 
development, knowledge of the emotional needs of the child); 

• Background history of the parents or caregivers (including any history of abuse and neglect), 
and; 

• Problems in accessing basic necessities such as income, employment adequate housing, child 
care, transportation and other needed services or support (Johnson et al. 2008). 

Previous studies have compared the content and the quality of different assessment tools 
(Léveillé and Chamberland 2010), and examined the effectiveness of the assessment tools (Smithgall 
et al. 2015). For example, Léveillé and Chamberland (2010) systematically evaluated the experiences 
of needy children and their family framework. Smithgall et al. (2015) systematically analyzed the 
quality of child assessment reports by reviewing the assessment process and evaluating its quality. 
The analysis included the following factors: Whether a report has a clear timeline, whether it is well-
organized, has supporting evidence, assesses patterns over time, and whether it considers the family 
perspective. It also examined factors influencing child assessment quality such as resource allocation 
from social work organizations. Earlier work by Gambrill and Shlonsky (2000), also discussed 
potential issues arising when caseworkers misunderstand key terms in the assessment procedure and 
how this influences professional judgement or the assessment of the clients’ situation. Arbeiter and 
Toros (2017) posit that parental engagement in the assessment process is important for identifying a 
child’s social services’ needs, which in turn calls for effective engagement strategies between social 
workers and parents. 

The studies discussed above cover a wide range of assessment related issues. However, few 
studies have examined how the vulnerability of Chinese children in the People’s Republic of China 
is assessed by domestic caseworkers. Even fewer studies have compared Chinese assessment tools 
by analyzing their structure, quality and effectiveness. Therefore, this paper will examine how child 
assessment tools are developed in a Chinese social context. It will investigate what tools are used to 
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assess children’s vulnerabilities, their differences and similarities. It will also assess how social 
workers in different social settings implement vulnerability assessments. The advantages and 
disadvantages of assessment instruments utilized by different social work organizations will also be 
discussed and compared. 

3. Methodology 

Setting. To address the proposed research questions, a qualitative in-depth case study method 
was adopted, as this approach yields more detailed information with respect to the research questions 
(Flyvbjerg 2006). Face-to-face semi-structured interviews with key stakeholders from three social 
work organizations were used to gather raw data. These different types of agencies were used to 
capture a more holistic view about Chinese assessment instruments. The three social 
organizations/agencies were: (a) An international non-governmental organization (INGO), hereafter 
INGO (name withheld); (b) a government agency located in Jiangsu Province in eastern China, 
hereafter Agency G; and (c) a domestic social work organization in Beijing, hereafter Agency L. In 
total, three key stakeholders from the INGO, Agency G and Agency L were interviewed; namely the 
child protection officer, the Ministry of Civil Affairs section chief, and the agency counselor, 
respectively. Additionally, agency documentation relevant to child well-being and vulnerabilities 
(such as national/provincial policy guidelines and agency policy references) were reviewed. 

Data collection. Data was collected between January and March 2019. To examine the 
advantages and disadvantages of different assessment instruments used by social workers in 
practice, and evaluating the effectiveness of the practical assessment framework, the following four 
research questions were used: (a) What assessment tools/instruments are employed?, (b) what is the 
purpose of using these instruments?, (c) what domains are used for assessing children’s 
vulnerabilities?, and (d) are these instruments effective? 

The interviewer also asked follow-up questions to clarify meaning or participant responses. All 
interviews were audio-taped with participant consent. Each interview lasted 90 min, participants 
were interviewed just once and did not receive compensation for their time. All interviewees were 
informed of the purpose of the study, that their participation was voluntary and that they could 
withdraw their participation at any point during the interview process. Interviews with key 
stakeholders were necessary so as to provide more in-depth background information from each 
agency. This assisted our understanding of how and why a particular assessment tool was developed 
or applied, which indicators were used, and how effective the tools were. All this information helps 
to develop the research themes and concepts. 

Data Analysis. Audiotapes of interviews were first transcribed and then checked by the 
interviewees to confirm accuracy. Based on a grounded theory approach (Glaser and Strauss 1967), 
the research team developed codes and a constant-comparative process to establish themes (Creswell 
2012; Ritchie et al. 2013). This was achieved by manually coding quotations that can be combined as 
a common concept from the three agencies’ interview transcripts. The coded quotations were 
compared to other similar quotations in the subsequent coding process. This comparison enhanced 
the consistency of each code. Two coders independently conducted the coding process. The research 
team then examined the codes together, and discussed any inconsistencies, in order to ensure the 
accuracy of the codes (Wu et al. 2016). The codes were later synthesized into clusters of common 
themes, discussed in the main research findings. 

4. Findings 

The INGO uses a simple and quick assessment in order to identify children’s urgent needs. 
In order to explore child welfare delivery at the grass-roots level, the INGO piloted a child welfare 
project in Shanxi, Henan, Sichuan, Yunnan and Xinjiang. This project, which commenced in May 
2010, has been one of the most influential child welfare projects in China in recent years. The aim of 
the project was to accurately understand and evaluate the welfare needs of vulnerable children, so as 
to provide appropriate delivery of social services. The term ‘children in distress’ was used to describe 
the vulnerable children with special needs, including orphans, children with disabilities, single-
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parent children, left-behind children, street children, delinquent children, children living in poverty, 
children with serious illnesses, and undocumented children (meaning children who do not have any 
official identity papers such as a Hukou registration certificate). Child welfare caseworkers at the 
INGO working with these vulnerable children were required to assess both the children and their 
family’s situation to help identify children’s needs. An assessment tool was designed to identify the 
key challenges/vulnerabilities faced by the children, in order to allocate social services and 
institutional resources. Table 1 contains a summary of the assessment tool used by social workers in 
the INGO supported project. 

Table 1. The dimensions and indicators of the assessment tools of the INGO supported Child Welfare 
Project in China. 

Dimension Indicators 

Child Health 
(Assessment 
Tool Form A) 

• Whether or not children are physically or mentally healthy; 
• Whether or not children have medical needs or needs for psychological 

counselling; 
• Whether or not children have needs for employment 

Child 
Education 

• About children’s academic performance; 
• About children’s peer relationships; 
• About the school safety; 

Family 
Environment 

• Whether or not parents have proper nurturing knowledge; 
• Whether or not parents have proper nurturing behaviors; 
• Whether or not parents have good relations; 
• Whether or not economic conditions could satisfy children’s basic needs 

for survival and education; 

Child’s Needs 
Assessment 

(Form B) 

The following needs have been identified by the assessment form including 
children’s needs for household registration, basic living needs, healthcare 
needs, educational needs, safe protection needs, psychological needs, 
employment or training needs and other family members’ needs 

Note: The Form A is the assessment form for assessing children’s situations and Form B is one specific 
form for further identifying children’s urgent needs in multiple domains. Source: Guidelines of the 
Child Welfare Pilot Project (2014) 

In total, the INGO applied two sets of assessment tools for village children. One set of tools was 
used to screen out the key vulnerabilities faced by children in the areas of healthcare, education and 
family background. The second set of tools was used to identify the village children’s needs. As noted 
above, these two sets of assessment tools were used by the child welfare caseworkers to assess the 
situation of vulnerable children so that appropriate resources and services could be delivered. For 
example, the first set of tools was comprised of a Form A (the Form A is the assessment form for 
assessing children’s situations) and a Form B for further identifying children’s urgent needs in 
multiple domains (see Table 1). The Form B mainly focused on assessing the domains of children’s 
health, education, parenting nurturing and family environment. Form B attempts to yield the most 
important vulnerabilities that children experience. As the agency staff discussed, 

‘At the grass-roots level, there are insufficient staff responsible for child social work. It is also difficult 
to promote child welfare without professional social workers. In recent years, we [the INGO] have 
worked to establish a “child welfare director” system, whereby the child welfare director in the village 
is actually the social worker. This resolves the problem of insufficient numbers of trained social 
workers. 
Our project pays the child welfare director for their professional services. With the right incentives, 
we can hire some person suitable for this job. They are responsible for assessing children and the 
situation of their family, identifying the child’s welfare needs, making detailed service plans, and 
sourcing assistance for the most disadvantaged children in the village. The duties of the child welfare 
director are heavy, making it impossible to provide complex assessments for vulnerable children and 
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their families. The assessment form they use is purposely kept simple. It contains only the most 
important information so as to reduce the time needed to make an assessment.’ 

In summary, given the shortage of the available social workers, instead of using a 
comprehensive assessment tool, the INGO adopted a brief assessment tool to assess the most 
vulnerabilities experienced by children and their families. This is more cost-effective, and helps to 
address children’s needs in a short time. However, the INGO’s brief assessment tool has several 
drawbacks. 

First, the indicators used on evaluation Form A are inconsistent with the corresponding form for 
evaluating a child’s welfare and protection needs (Form B: Child Welfare and Protection Services’ 
Needs Evaluation Form). The Form A assessed the domains of child health (such as children’s 
physical or mental health), education (such as children’s academic performance or peer relationships) 
and family environment (such as parents’ nurturing knowledge or behaviors). Whereas, the design 
of the Form B evaluation tool aims to identify children’s needs by asking whether any of the following 
services are required: Household registration, basic living assistance, healthcare provision, education, 
personal safety, psychological health, parental employment/skills training. Parental knowledge of 
how to raise their children (hereafter “nurturing”), nurturing behaviors or strong healthy 
relationships with their children (as identified originally in the Form A evaluation tool) were missing 
or at least were not clearly reflected on the corresponding Form B. Therefore, there is a mismatch 
between the assessment tool of the vulnerabilities and the assessment tool of the needs. 

Second, the coverage of domains was limited with only three dimensions assessed, including 
child health, education, and family environment. Children have multiple needs in survival and 
development. According to the criteria of being a comprehensive assessment tool, this tool has not 
met the requirements of having a broad coverage of the domains because very few domains were 
assessed. Nor does the Form B examine either the duration of challenging issues faced by the children, 
or explore the relationships between different issues. Therefore, the assessment by the INGO does 
not meet the requirements of assessment in breadth (the broad coverage of dimensions) and depth 
(the deep understanding of the context). 

Agency G adopts a classified assessment approach to identify vulnerable children. However, 
the classification indicators need to be refined. The local civil affairs bureau developed tools for 
assessing problems experienced by children in distress. The aim was to better identify children’s 
needs and to provide appropriate social services. The Chinese central government has classified 
vulnerable children based on the following three types of risk factors: (a) Child individual-level risk 
factors, (b) parental-level risk factors, and (c) household-level risk factors. The children at risk include 
those without parental care or a guardian (e.g., where parents are migrant workers, deceased, 
unknown, in prison or undertaking compulsory drug treatment), children distressed due to illness, 
disability, and poverty. The children at risk in any of the situations above are identified as the 
“vulnerable child group”. In practice, local governments generally follow the identification criteria 
used by the national government so as to screen out vulnerable children. They then use their own 
local assessment tools to produce an in-depth assessment of the key challenges faced by these 
children. 

Agency G is a typical city level organization that has pioneered practical assessment 
instruments, based on the central government criteria outlined above. Agency G pioneered two sets 
of assessment instruments. The first set tool was used to assess the risks/challenges faced by children 
in distress and to identify these children’s social service provision needs. In 2014, the Agency G 
collaborated with a child foundation to promote its child protection scheme and applied this tool. 
The most obvious function of the tool was to identify those children at high risk from a larger cohort 
of vulnerable children. The tool assessed the following areas: 

• Previous experience of physical/sexual abuse; 
• Neglect; 
• High risk of being harmed; 
• Difficulties faced at school; 
• Physical, mental and emotional status of parents or a guardian; 
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• Nurturing skills of parents or a guardian; 
• History of abuse or neglect in the family; 
• Social support provided by the larger family, and; 
• The household environment. 

This first set assessment tool focuses on child protection. It also pays more attention to the risks 
of child abuse and neglect. It is therefore argued that this tool has a narrow rather than a broad 
coverage, and therefore does not meet the first criteria of being a comprehensive assessment tool. 
However, the tool permits an in-depth understanding of family/guardian history and therefore, 
satisfies the second criteria of being a comprehensive assessment tool. 

The second set of assessment tools developed by the Agency G have a wider focus on child well-
being, with a strong focus on identifying the child’s needs for social services. These so-called 
“casework service assessment tools”, assess the requirement from the following perspectives: 

• Child emotional management status; 
• Relationships with friends and teachers; 
• Household sanitary conditions; 
• Household safety; 
• Educational status and self-management skills, and; 
• The needs for household services. 

This set of tools also focuses on parental employment and parenting skills. For a better 
assessment of the needs of the vulnerable children and the allocation of appropriate social services, 
Agency G also developed a classification assessment instrument, the “Vulnerable Children Casework 
Classification Indicator” (it is another instrument, a special classification tool, in addition to the two 
tools described above). This indicator tool classifies children into four groups based on the level of 
risk faced by the child: Group A, group B, group C and group D. The group A children include those 
suffering from the highest risks or challenges, followed by group B and group C children at lower 
risk, and group D children at lowest risk. For example, children in any of the following circumstances 
will be placed in group A: (a) Children without guardship; (b) suspected victims of violence 
(sexual/mental/physical violence or neglect); (c) disabled children without proper family care; (d) 
children suffering from severe illness and lacking proper family care; and (e) other types of children 
requiring risk intervention. 

For children placed in group B, proper family care and the ability of the child’s guardian are the 
most important factors to consider. Children in the following situations will be placed in the group 
B: (a) Children suffering from mental or physical illness without family/social support, (b) the child’s 
guardian suffers from mental or physical illness to the extent that they cannot provide proper care 
for the child; (c) a family history of violence, abuse, suicide or running away from home; (d) the 
guardian has weak nurturing skills which negatively affect the child’s development; and (e) the child 
does not have two biological parents (e.g., single parent families), or the family is unable to provide 
a safe, stable home environment. 

According to the child welfare director, this classification assessment tool has been used by 
Agency G since 2018. He opined that: 

‘We set up this classification system in order to streamline the delivery of services for vulnerable 
children. These children are suffering from many risks, issues and challenges in their daily lives. 
However, different children have different combinations of risks and therefore require different 
resources to address their needs. Of course we want to quickly identify these most disadvantaged 
groups in order to provide the requisite help and services for them.’ 

The assessment tools used by the Agency G give different weightings to the child vulnerabilities 
listed above. It achieves this by placing more emphasis on child guardianship and the characteristics 
of the guardian. This contributes to assessment effectiveness by classifying children into different 
groups according to the risks and challenges faced. Thus, children classified in groups A, B, C and D 
(that is, by risk) would be provided with different levels of social service and/or protection. Using 
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these classification tools, services can be delivered to children more accurately and effectively. 
However, further research needs to find out whether the classification indicators are appropriate for 
classifying children. It is also necessary to refine the classification process to make outcomes more 
convincing and less open to interpretation. 

Agency L uses a more comprehensive assessment procedure to provide quality services, but 
the continuity of the services depends on external factors (e.g., the financial and human resources 
of the agency). In addition to INGOs and government agencies, local social service agencies play a 
key role in both protecting children’s basic rights and delivering social services to them. Agency L, 
based in Beijing’s Xicheng district, is a typical local social services agency which has worked for many 
years to serve vulnerable children. Agency L developed its own assessment tool in order to better 
understand the challenges and vulnerabilities faced by children at risk. They used the term “children 
in distress” in their fieldwork, but identified this group of vulnerable children in a different way 
compared with Agency G. Instead, vulnerable children are grouped and identified according to 
policy guidelines issued by the municipal government. These vulnerable children include children 
experiencing poverty, orphans/children without a guardian or without proper care (e.g., left-behind 
children), homeless children, severely ill or disabled children, and children suffering from HIV. 
Although there are slight regional variations in defining the vulnerabilities faced by children across 
the country, vulnerabilities at child-, parental- and household-levels are commonly used factors for 
screening out the most vulnerable children. After screening vulnerabilities of children based on the 
government guidance noted above, local social services agencies then assess the child’s 
vulnerabilities in depth, in order to provide services as needed. The director of Agency L commented 
that: 

‘The government gives us a list of poor and vulnerable children. The children named on the list are 
selected based on criteria outlined in government policy documents. The local government staff decide 
who will be on the list. The children on the list could actually be called our clients. Not only do they 
receive monetary assistance, protection and welfare, but they can also receive professional services 
offered by our social workers.’ 

At Agency L, three factors are considered when assessing challenges faced by disadvantaged 
children, including: (a) Children’s individualized factors; (b) family background (e.g., socioeconomic 
status); and (c) social networking status. In contrast to the identification of vulnerabilities used by 
Agency G, Agency L gives greater weight to a child’s individualized factors and family background. 
Agency L also classified children into different groups according to the risks and challenges these 
children experience. Table 2 shows the indicators used for classifying high risk child cases. 

Table 2. Assessment Instrument of Agency L. 

Domains Indicators Scores 

Children’s Personal Status 
Physical Harms and Health 15 

Psychological Status 10 
Behaviors Performance 10 

Total Assessment Scores  40 

Family’s Status 
Family’s System 10 

Family’s Resources 10 
Family’s Care Ability 20 

Total Assessment Scores  40 

Social Networking Status 
Educational Status 10 

Social Networking Status 10 
Total Assessment Scores  20 

Red Group High-Risk Children 0–75 (total scores) 
Pink Group Middle-Risk Children 76–80 (total scores) 

Yellow Group Low-Risk Children 81–90 (total scores) 
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Specifically, when firstly assessing a child’s individualized factors, Agency L placed greater 
emphasis on the child’s physical health, psychological condition and behavioral performance. 
Second, family background was evaluated by the following three conditions: (a) Household 
conditions, (b) household resources, and (c) caregivers’ parenting ability. Lastly, less importance is 
given to the child’s social networking status based on the child’s educational achievement and the 
social ties (such as educational achievement or social relationships). Overall, more weight is given to 
a particular child’s vulnerabilities and the ability of his/her household to provide care and protection. 
The total score summarizing all these factors ranges from 0 to 100 with a higher score representing a 
better quality of life and a lower score indicating higher risk. Children with the lowest scores are 
marked as a high risk group (e.g., in red). This indicates intense exposure to personal, family and/or 
social networking issues and thus requiring urgent action from social workers. Children with higher 
scores are placed in the pink and yellow groups, indicating a decreased likelihood of suffering from 
personal, familial and social networking problems (see Table 2 for more details). By this system of 
classification, social workers at Agency L have a better understanding of the risks for vulnerable 
children. 

Additionally, Agency L utilizes in-depth assessment instruments when visiting children and 
their families. These instruments include a comprehensive family assessment tool, a home guidance 
booklet and a deep assessment formed by playing games with children where necessary. Table 3 
summarizes the similarities and differences between the different tools used by Agency L and other 
social service organizations. In particular, the coverage of the domains and the level of understanding 
of the context of the assessment can be compared. The agency director argued that: 

‘The application of different assessment tools is important mainly for increasing the accuracy and 
effectiveness of assessment outcomes. Relying on one set of assessment instruments does not allow 
us to fully map the situation of vulnerable children. A combination of different tools allows us to 
double check assessment outcomes in specific domains and thus avoid subjective judgement by social 
workers.’ 

Table 3. Comparing assessment instruments by INGO, Agency L and Agency G. 

Assessment 
Domains INGO 

Social Organization 
(Agency L) 

Government Sector 
(Agency G) 

Child-
Level: 

Children’s 
Personal 

Conditions 

• Whether or not 
children are 
physically or 
mentally healthy 

• Whether or not 
children have 
medical needs or 
needs for 
psychological 
counselling 

• Whether or not 
children have 
needs for 
employment 

• Physical health 
• Psychological 

condition 
• Behaviors 

performance 

• Children suspected of 
being victims of violence 
(sexual/mental/physical 
violence or neglect) 

• Disabled children 
• Children suffering from 

severe illness 
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Family-
Level: 
Family 

Conditions 

• Whether or not 
parents have 
proper nurturing 
knowledge 

• Whether or not 
parents have 
proper nurturing 
behaviors 

• Whether or not 
parents have good 
relations 

• Whether or not 
economic 
conditions could 
satisfy children’s 
basic needs for 
survival and 
education 

• Family system 
status 

• Resources 
condition 

• Caregiving 
status 

• Without guardianship 
• Lack of proper care from 

guardian 
• Lack of family social 

support 
• Lack of nurturing skills 

Additional 
Dimension 

• Children’s 
academic 
performance 

• Children’s peer 
relationships 

• The school safety 

• Social 
networking 

• Educational 
status 

• The mental or physical 
situations of other family 
members 

Comments 

No classification, the 
breadth of this tool is 
medium. It takes 
simpler format with 
the advantage of 
facilitating quicker 
assessment by social 
workers. Whereas, 
some indicators have 
mixed the assessment 
of children’s 
vulnerabilities with 
their service needs. 

Combined 
classification and 
assessment, also 
utilized other tools 
for achieving 
accuracy, but the 
same set of indicators 
for classifying 
vulnerable children 
should be improved. 

Combined classification and 
assessment, also contained tools 
for assessing service needs; but 
this tool has given greater 
weights to ability of 
guardianship rather than child-
focused vulnerabilities.  

5. Discussion 

This study has collected qualitative data via semi-structured interviews with key stakeholders 
from a Chinese INGO, and government/social service agencies. The data collected focuses on the use 
of practical assessment instruments used by Chinese caseworkers. Each organization analyses 
children’s individual circumstances with respect to physical and mental status, as well as the family 
situation. We argue that the data demonstrates the significance of assessing both the health status of 
children and the family context when assessing child vulnerabilities. According to research by 
Johnson et al. (2008), the most valid and reliable assessment tools should, as a minimum, incorporate 
social networking, parenting practices, the backgrounds of parents and caregivers, and the challenges 
faced in accessing basic facilities or services. The assessment tools used by the three agencies studied 
adequately cover these areas and can therefore be treated as valid and reliable. 

However, the assessment tools used by the three agencies differ in content and function. 
According to the criteria of breadth (broad coverage of domains) and depth (the in-depth 
understanding of the context), the assessment tools used by the three agencies were different. The 
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INGO assessment tools were used by child welfare directors in rural China with the aim of examining 
child risk/vulnerability. Achieving a quick and brief assessment was the key feature of the INGO tool, 
given their priority to address children’s basic needs with only a limited number of trained social 
workers to implement the assessment. In contrast, Agency L and Agency G have adequate numbers 
of social workers trained in the assessment procedures. Therefore, they were able to conduct more 
comprehensive assessments which captured children’s vulnerabilities more thoroughly. Coverage of 
the domains and obtaining an in-depth understanding of the child’s background was better in 
Agencies G and L. Additionally, Agencies G and L have developed special assessment tools for 
classifying children into different risk groups, so that specialized services can be delivered to the 
children in need. Despite the progress in assessment that has been made by Agencies G and L, their 
classification tool also has limitations. In particular, their classification is mainly based on the risk 
factors children experienced. For example, Agency L has given the same weightings to children’s 
psychological status and family’s resources. A child suffering from psychological problems may need 
more resources and services than children whose family has less resources. Therefore, the 
classification of children’s vulnerabilities might be inaccurate. It would be better to classify children 
using similar screening criteria of risk factors. 

6. Conclusions and Implications 

Accurately assessing child vulnerability and needs is an important part of practical social work. 
In order to deliver services to where they are needed most, different agencies in China (e.g., INGOs, 
government agencies and local social work organizations) utilize different tools to assess children’s 
needs. This study reviewed the advantages and disadvantages of these assessment tools by 
discussing their coverage, quality, effectiveness and comprehensiveness. 

To achieve a more effective assessment of vulnerable children, future research should examine 
the following areas. First, some indicators of the assessment tools have not been clearly designed and 
need to be refined in the future. For example, some indicators were ambiguously defined, and some 
indicators overlapped. This might confuse social workers when conducting an assessment, therefore 
reducing its accuracy. Obviously, assessment outcomes are closely associated with the follow-up 
delivery of services. Therefore, inaccurate assessment of specific factors will negatively impact the 
delivery of appropriate services to vulnerable children. 

Second, while a simplified tool has the advantage of implementing a quick assessment, it might 
miss key information concerning a child’s vulnerabilities. As a result, required services and a relevant 
level of child protection may not be provided. 

Third, a quick simple classification does not permit identification of children affected by 
differing risk factors (e.g., differences between severely ill children and children without proper care). 
For example, it is hard to compare the extent of vulnerabilities between children who were ill and 
children whose parents lack the ability to provide care. In this case, using one overarching 
classification criteria for screening out high risk child cases may not be accurate and cause problems 
of mismatch. It is not sensitive enough to differentiate the challenges or risk factors faced by children. 
Therefore, it is recommended to use a corresponding classification criteria based on risk factors. 

This study also has implications for service providers. For example, when identifying child risk 
levels and assessing children’ needs, using a multi-level comprehensive assessment tool on children’s 
context would be helpful for service delivery. A comprehensive assessment tool considers children’s 
vulnerabilities more thoroughly. The challenges faced by children were easier to be identified and 
thus corresponding services and resources can be delivered directly. We therefore suggest that the 
criteria of “evaluating whether an assessment tool is comprehensive” should be considered as a more 
important benchmark for developing assessment tools. Finally, it is recommended that social workers 
in this field be given more comprehensive training when conducting assessments. 
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