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A Comprehensive Socio-Emotional Assessment Adequately Serves
as a Voice of the Child Assessment

What is a Voice of the Child Assessment?

A Voice of the Child Assessment is a structured, child-centred process through which
a trained professional engages directly with a child to elicit, understand, and accurately
convey the child’s views, wishes, feelings, and experiences in matters that affect them,
particularly within legal, care, or decision-making contexts. The assessment is
developmentally appropriate, ethically grounded, and conducted in a manner that
prioritises the child’s best interests, emotional safety, and right to participation, while
carefully distinguishing the child’s expressed views from professional opinion or
recommendations.

A Voice of the Child assessment is not defined by a single method or interview format,
but by the extent to which the child’s subjective experience, emotional reality,
perceptions, and expressed wishes are ethically, developmentally, and contextually
understood and conveyed. A comprehensive socio-emotional assessment, when
conducted correctly, inherently fulfils this mandate.

1. THE VOICE OF THE CHILD IS MORE THAN STATED WISHES

A socio-emotional assessment captures the child’s voice in a developmentally
appropriate and psychologically meaningful way, rather than relying on direct
verbalised preferences alone. Children—particularly younger children—often lack the
cognitive, emotional, or linguistic capacity to articulate preferences in a way that
reflects their true needs or best interests.

Through observation, play-based engagement, projective techniques, emotional
expression, relational behaviour, and narrative themes, the assessment allows the
practitioner to understand:

o How the child experiences each caregiver and environment
« The child’s emotional safety, attachment patterns, and regulation capacity
« Implicit wishes, fears, loyalties, and conflicts that may not be verbally expressed

This approach aligns with international best-practice standards, which caution against
equating a child’s voice solely with “what the child says they want,” particularly in high-
conflict or coercive contexts.



2. DEVELOPMENTALLY APPROPRIATE EXPRESSION OF VOICE

A key principle of VoC work is that a child’s voice must be gathered in a manner
appropriate to their developmental stage. A socio-emotional assessment:

o Uses methods suited to the child’s age, maturity, and emotional capacity
e Reduces pressure on the child to choose between caregivers

« Avoids adult-centric questioning that may lead to compliance, suggestibility, or
distress

By allowing the child to express themselves through the assessment techniques,
behaviour, affect, and relational engagement, the practitioner accesses a more
authentic and less contaminated voice than through direct preference-based
guestioning alone.

3. PROTECTION AGAINST COACHING, LOYALTY CONFLICT, AND HARM

One of the central ethical risks in VoC assessments is placing the child in the position
of decision-maker or messenger, particularly in high-conflict family systems. A socio-
emotional assessment mitigates this risk by:

« Prioritising emotional experience over explicit choices
« Identifying signs of alignment, fear, or role reversal

« Interpreting the child’s expressions within the broader family and systemic
context

This ensures that the child’s voice is heard without being burdened by responsibility
or exposure to further harm.

4. INTEGRATION OF COLLATERAL INFORMATION STRENGTHENS THE
CHILD’S VOICE

A VoC assessment does not exist in isolation from context. The inclusion of collateral
sources—such as caregiver interviews, questionnaires, school feedback, and
historical information—does not dilute the child’s voice; rather, it amplifies and protects
it.
Collateral information allows the practitioner to:

« Corroborate or contextualise the child’s expressed experiences

« Distinguish between situational stress and enduring emotional patterns

« Identify discrepancies between adult narratives and the child’s lived experience



This integrative process ensures that the child’s voice is accurately interpreted rather
than taken at face value in a potentially misleading way.

5. ETHICAL ALIGNMENT WITH THE “BEST INTERESTS OF THE CHILD”
PRINCIPLE

The legal and ethical obligation is not merely to report what a child says, but to
represent the child’s experience in a manner that promotes their best interests. A
comprehensive socio-emotional assessment achieves this by:

o Translating the child’s emotional world into clinically and legally meaningful
insights

o Ensuring the child’s needs, vulnerabilities, and capacities are clearly articulated

o Avoiding the ethical pitfall of presenting unfiltered or developmentally
inappropriate statements as determinative

In this way, the child’s voice is respected, protected, and responsibly represented.

6. SUBSTANTIVE RATHER THAN PROCEDURAL COMPLIANCE

While some frameworks treat VoC as a discrete procedural step, best practice
recognises that substantive engagement with the child’s inner world and experiences
is more important.

A socio-emotional assessment:
o Provides depth, nuance, and triangulation
» Reflects the child’s emotional truth rather than a snapshot opinion

» Meets both psychosocial and forensic standards of reliability

As such, a socio-emotional assessment exceeds the minimum requirements of
a standalone VoC interview and offers a richer, more defensible representation
of the child’s voice.



