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Abstract

Social work practice with the older population demands assessing gerontological compe-
tencies, for which values and ethics are central. This study aimed to test the adjustment of
the Portuguese version of the Hartford Geriatric Social Work Competency Scale Il sub-
scale—values, ethics and theoretical perspectives (GSWCS-II-VEPT) to a bifactor structure
and to analyse its reliability in a sample of social workers. The study enrolled 534 social
workers employed in older adults’ care organisations. The confirmatory factorial analysis
showed that the items presented factorial loads more than 0.60, and the bifactorial com-
ponent model fitted well with the data. The two components consisted of ‘nuclear compe-
tencies’ and ‘specialised skills’. The GSWCS-II-VEPT presented excellent reliability (Cronbach’s
o= 0.90). However, high interfactor correlations demanded the test of a single-factor solu-
tion. The single-factor model did not fit the data as well as the two-factor solution, and
the Akaike information criterion value was smaller in the two-factor model, indicating a
superior fit. The results support adequate psychometric properties of GSWCS-II-VEPT in
evaluating ethical skills, values and theoretical perspectives in Portuguese social workers
and can be used as a tool for self-evaluation of these professionals’ ethical behaviour.
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Introduction

The growth of the ageing population coupled with the fact that social
workers are working with this population segment requires specialised
expertise and skills. In the literature (Rosen and Zlotnik, 2001; Rosen
et al., 2003; Damron-Rodriguez et al., 2006), it is recognised that it is
crucial that social workers master specialised knowledge and skills to
work with older people and that these aspects are adequately assessed.
The Geriatric Social Work Competency Scale-II (GSWCS-II) is the first
instrument designed and validated to assess knowledge and skills regard-
ing older people. The aspects assessed by the scale include the domain
of wvalues, ethics and theoretical perspectives (VETP) (Damron-
Rodriguez et al., 2006, 2009). Values and ethics are essential to the social
worker’s practise, so our study focuses on validating this domain inde-
pendently. Some studies that investigated other domains of the GSWCS-
II (Bonifas and Simons, 2014; Daniel et al., 2018) found that they had a
bi-factorial structure. Thus, in our study, we used confirmatory factor
analysis (CFA) to test a hypothetical two-factor structure of the subscale
of the VETP domain of the GSWCS-II (GSWCS-II-VETP) in a sample
of social workers working with older people residing in care institutions.

Review of the literature

The exercise of a profession assumes sharing a set of values, principles and
ethical obligations. Values and ethics are central in social work, as the analy-
sis of the profession’s history demonstrates. According to Reamer (2017),
social workers have always been concerned with questions about right and
wrong and about duty and obligation throughout social work history.

The experimental code of ethics is attributed to Mary Richmond, one of
the pioneers of social work, and was published in 1920 (Casimir and
Samuel, 2015). From that time to the present day, social workers’ concerns
with ethics have changed from moralistic concerns to those related to the
complexity of ethical dilemmas (Reamer, 2017) in a space where profes-
sional intervention has a relative autonomy (Mioto and Nogueira, 2013).

According to Reamer (2013), it is possible to trace the evolution of
social service values and ethics, sometimes with overlapping periods:

1. period of morality—attention focused mainly on the morality of
the client, rather than on the morality or ethics of the profession
or its practitioners;

2. period of values—the interest in the morality of the users was
overlooked by the concerns related to the fundamental values of
the profession;

220z Atenuer g1 uo ysenb Aq 999¢€ | #9/01.20e0q/msIg/E60 "0 L/10p/a[IE-80UBAPE/MS(a/ W00 dNO"dlWspeoe)/:SdjY WO} POPEOJUMOQ



Values, Ethics and Theor etical Perspectives Page 3 of 16

3. period of ethical theory and decision making—a significant transi-
tion from when social workers focused on values when ethical
issues joined attention about values. In this period, the relevance
of moral philosophy and ethical theory in the ethical dilemmas
faced by social workers was explored;

4. period of ethical standards and risk management—negligence and
professional liability were problems that emerged at this time, both
because of the growth in the field of professional ethics and because
of complaints and disputes related to professional intervention;

5. digital period—as social workers increasingly use a wide range of
digital and other electronic technologies, new problems began (pri-
vacy, confidentiality, informed consent, conflicts of interest, etc.).

For Banks (2004), the trends observed in social policy have implications
in the organisation of the practice and ethics of social work they are:
(i) privatisation and the increasing role of the market in social care;
(ii) fragmentation and specialisation of social work; (iii) growth of multi-
disciplinary working; (iv) decline in public trust among professionals and
interest for more responsibility; (v) rise of the ‘consumer’ movement and
the need for service user and community participation (‘consumerism’ and
‘radicalism’); (vi) growing awareness of citizens’ responsibilities (‘commu-
nitarianism’); and (vii) questioning of universal values (‘post-modernism’).

Along with the reconfiguration of ethical concerns and new ethical
dilemmas, there is a significant change in the demographic profile world-
wide. In the sixth census of Portugal’s population on 1 December 1920,
there were 9.4 percent individuals over sixty years old compared to 25.0
percent of Portugal’s last census (Instituto Nacional de Estatistica,
2013). The world’s population >60years of age is growing at ~3.0 per-
cent per year (Nagoes Unidas—ONU Portugal, 2019).

Concomitantly, with this increase in the number of older people, there
have been important changes in family structures, which have resulted in
an increase in intergenerational relations and a decrease in intragenera-
tional relations (Vicente and Sousa, 2012). Thus, new family arrange-
ments became significant, with a slight decrease in the dominant pattern
of a couple with children and increased one-person and single-parent
families (Carvalho and Almeida, 2003). These changes are in line with
the mobility of geographical and socio-professional itineraries and with
women’s labour market participation that has impacted older people’s
family and social framework (Daniel et al., 2018).

As a result of these transformations leveraged by the ageing of the
population, social workers were called upon to respond to the needs of
this population segment that is growing rapidly. In this sense, the
National Association of Social Workers (NASW, 2020a,b) states that the
older population’s significant increase is recognised both as a challenge
and as a social worker’s opportunity. Furthermore, preparing social
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workers to practice with the older population requires identifying geron-
tological competencies for the profession (Damron-Rodriguez et al.,
2006).

In this regard, Scharlach et al. (2000) point out that social workers can
bring unique contributions to older people and their families. Tuncay and
Duyan (2015) agree with this idea, recognising that social workers’ theoreti-
cal perspectives and skills are indispensable for improving the well-being of
older people. However, integrating systematic gerontological educational
programmes into social workers’ curricula is essential for these competen-
cies (Peterson, 1990; Rosen et al., 2000; Damron-Rodriguez et al., 2009).

According to the results of a survey conducted in the USA with
NASW members, the knowledge and competencies in ageing were mini-
mal at the end of the 20th century. In that survey, social workers men-
tioned that gerontological knowledge is necessary regardless of if they
worked with the older population or not (Peterson, 1990). In this con-
text, the GSWCS-II emerged with the support of the ‘Council on Social
Work Education—Gero-Ed Center Competency Goals’ and the
‘Hartford Partnership Programme in Aging Education’. The scale devel-
opment stemmed from an extensive gerontological social work literature
review and a panel of gerontologists, researchers and social workers.
The final questionnaire was distributed to 2,400 social workers, teachers
and researchers (Damron-Rodriguez et al., 2009).

This study

After adapting GSWCS-II to Portuguese, we will present, in this article,
the results of the administration of the GSWCS-II-VETP to social work-
ers who regularly work in care institutions for the older population. The
overall aim of our study was to test the fit of the GSWCS-II-VETP.
Given that two studies point out a bifactorial structure (‘Core Geriatric
Intervention Practice Behaviors’ and ‘Specialized Geriatric Intervention
Practice Behaviors’) in some GSWCS-II domains (Bonifas and Simons
2014; Daniel et al., 2018), we will explore a bifactor structure and reli-
ability of the GSWCS-II-VETP in a sample of social workers.

Methods
Participants
The sample (N =534; 513 female and 21 male) was composed of social

workers who worked in private for-profit and not-for-profit organisations
aimed at the older population in Portugal mainland. The criteria for
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participation required a degree in social work and gerontological
experience.

Instruments

Sociodemographic and professional questionnaire

We asked about sex, age, years of gerontological experience, job cate-
gory, post-graduate studies and juridical form of the work institution.

GSWCS-II-VETP

GSWCS-II-VETP is the first of five domains of GSWCS-II, assessing so-
cial workers’ competencies working with the older population. GSWCS-
II-VETP was developed based on the recognition that social workers
have the knowledge and competencies to apply multidisciplinary and
multidimensional assessment methodologies when working with older
adults (Damron-Rodriguez et al., 2006). GSWCS-II-VETP includes ten
items that could theoretically be grouped into two factors as in Bonifas
and Simons’ (2014) study with two other domains of the GSWCS-II. The
first five items belonging to factor ‘Core geriatric assessment Practice
Behaviour’ (e.g. Item 1. ‘Assess and address values and biases regarding
aging’) and the remaining items to factor ‘Specialised geriatric assess-
ment practice behaviours’ (e.g. Item 6. ‘Relate concepts and theories of
aging to social work practice’). Items are answered on a five-point
Likert scale, ranging from zero ‘Not skilled at all (I have no experience
with this skill)” and four ‘Expert skill (I complete this skill with sufficient
mastery to teach others)’. Subscale total score can vary between zero
and forty points (expert).

Procedures

The translation and adaptation of the GSWCS-II-VETP Portuguese ver-
sion followed Hambleton et al (2005) and International Test
Commission (2017) guidelines. Thus, the GSWCS-II-VETP was for-
ward-backwards translated: the questions and instructions were trans-
lated into Portuguese by two English fluent, independent researchers.
Where inconsistencies were found, these were corrected after discussion
with experts (ethics professor in social work courses). A final translated
version was given to an independent native speaker blinded to the origi-
nal questionnaire and translated back into English. A high level of cor-
respondence (International Test Commission, 2017) between the two
versions was obtained.
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To judge the appropriateness of the language used, the final version
of the GSWCS-II-VETP was then administered to four social workers
acting in the gerontological area, who reported no problems in the intel-
ligibility of questions and instructions.

Recruitment started with the Carta Social’s browsing (Gabinete de
Estratégia e Planeamento do Ministério do Trabalho, Solidariedade e
Seguranga Social, 2020), looking for email addresses of Portugal main-
land organisations focused on older adults. ‘Carta Social’ is an official
website of the Portuguese government (https:/bit.ly/3AazL0a) where it
is possible to search for data regarding the institutions that provide so-
cial support in the mainland of Portugal. Three thousand six hundred
and fifteen organisations were identified, including social centres, day-
care centres, night-care centres, nursing homes and home support
services.

Ethics statement

The Instituto Superior Miguel Torga Ethics Committee approved this
study. The research was considered low risk to participants since contri-
bution was voluntary, replies were confidential and no identification was
asked.

Through e-mail, we contacted institutions’ boards to present the study
objectives, asking to resend the link to social workers working in the
institutions. In the e-mail, a link for a Google Docs form was provided.
The form included informed consent before data collection and the pos-
sibility to withdraw consent and participation at any time.

Statistical analysis

Statistical analyses were performed using the Statistical Package for
Social Sciences—SPSS for Windows (IBM SPSS, version 26).
Descriptive statistics were tabulated for sample sociodemographic and
professional characterisation.

Model fit was tested by running a CFA of the GSWCS-II-VETP
employing BM SPSS Amos for Windows version 26. Parameters
reported were the weighted least square parameter estimates using a di-
agonal weight matrix (Kline, 2015). CFA assumptions on data were ex-
amined: minimum sample size, absence of multicollinearity and
singularity (analysis of R-matrices), normality of data (analysis of univar-
iate kurtosis and skewness, SK <|3| and Ku <|7|) and absence of serious
violations regarding multivariate outliers (analysis of Mahalanobis D?
distances) (Kline, 2015).
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To test the hypothesised bifactor structure, we analysed the items and
grouped them similar to the bifactor structure in the two domains of the
GSWCS-II by Bonifas and Simons (2014). Thus, each item was assumed
to load only on its expected factor, and correlations between the two
factors were permitted but not between item error terms. The maximum
likelihood method was used for the model fitting. The most cited
goodness-of-fit indicators were a priori chosen (West et al., 2012) and
taking into consideration to cover absolute and incremental measures of
fit (Hu and Bentler, 1999). Thus, we used the normed Chi-square ([only
reported for descriptive purposes because of its limitations (Marsh et al.,
1988)], the comparative fit index (acceptable if >0.90 and good if
>0.95), the normed fit index (acceptable if >0.90 and good if >0.95),
the standardised root mean residual (SRMR, good fit if <0.05, accept-
able fit if <0.08), and the root mean square error of approximation
(good fit if <0.05, acceptable fit if <0.08 and marginal if fit <0.10)
(Browne and Cudeck, 1992; Hu and Bentler, 1999; Kline, 2015).

Considering previous studies with the global GSWCS-II that have fo-
cused on single-factor subscales (Gallagher et al., 2020) and the hypoth-
esised intercorrelations between factors, we verified which was the most
adequate model by comparing the adjustment indexes of single and
bifactorial models. Adding to the indexes mentioned above, we also
computed the Akaike information criterion (AIC; models with the low-
est value are judged to fit the data better than alternative solutions;
Byrne, 2016).

For reliability analysis, we calculated Cronbach’s alpha (criterion
>0.70; Daniel et al., 2015), corrected item-total correlation (criterion
>0.30; Ware and Gandek, 1998), Cronbach’s alpha if item deleted, and
squared multiple correlations (criterion >0.25; Hair et al, 2009). We
computed means and standard deviations, item-total correlations for
item analyses. Moreover, items were considered to perform well if their
standardised loadings were >0.60 (Garson, 2013).

Results

Details of the sociodemographic and professional characteristics of the
sample are presented in Table 1. We highlight that most participants
were female, ranging from twenty-two to sixty-three years old
(M =35.05; SD =7.56). Regarding professional experience in the geron-
tology area, a mean of 9.02years was found (SD =6.20), varying be-
tween less than a year and thirty-eight years. Adding to Table 1, among
those that had a post-graduate study, 155 carried out post-graduate
training (29.0 percent), 67 had a master’s degree (12.5 percent) and 11
had a doctoral degree (2.1 percent).
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Table 1 Sociodemographic and professional characteristics (N = 534).

Variables n %
Sex
Male 21 3.9
Female 513 96.1
Professional categories
Social worker a: first 20 16.9
Social worker: second 79 14.8
Social worker: third 94 17.6
Assistant social manager 114 21.3
Other® 157 29.4
Leadership functions
Technical director 332 85.8
Coordinator 32 8.3
Service director 18 4.7
Service director/technical director 5 1.3
Post-graduate studies
No 299 56.0
Yes 233 43.6
Institutional juridical framework
Social solidarity 234 438
Parish (social) centre 102 19.1
Irmandade da Misericordia/Santa Casa da Misericérdia 74 13.9
Profit making entity 43 8.1
Social solidarity foundation 28 5.2
Religious organisation institute 5 0.9
Mutualist association 3 0.6
Other 45 8.4

Note. ®The career of social workers is organised into five classes. POf this, 120 (76.4 percent) men-
tioned leadership roles, with the remaining describing diverse roles such as ‘principal social work
technician, without detailing the level.’

A tested two-factor model (Figure 1) indicated an acceptable fit to
the data (Browne and Cudeck, 1992; Kline, 2015). Details of model fit
are presented in Table 2. However, the estimated model correlation be-
tween the two factors was significant, positive and large (r=0.76). For
this reason, we also tested a single-factor solution, which did not fit the
data as well (Table 2). This one-factor model presented fit indices indi-
cating a poor model fit, except for SRMR that pointed to an acceptable
fit. Furthermore, the AIC value was smaller in the two-factor model, in-
dicating a superior fit.

Table 3 presents descriptive statistics, reliability coefficients and pa-
rameter estimates of GSWCS-II-VETP’s items. The item presenting the
highest mean score was Item 1, ‘Respect diversity among older adult cli-
ents, families, and professionals’ (M =3.38; SD =0.56). The item show-
ing the lowest mean score was Item 9, ‘Support persons and families
dealing with end-of-life issues related to dying, death, and bereavement’
(M =2.81; SD=0.84). Corrected item-total correlations were all >0.30,
ranging from 0.59 to 0.71. Squared multiple correlations were all >0.30,
varying between 0.38 and 0.62. Cronbach’s coefficient alpha did not
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Item 1
ltem 2
Component 1
Nuclear competencies Item 3
Item 4
ltem 5
ltem 6
ltem 7
Component 1
Specialized ltem 8
competencies
ltem 9 4—
Item 10

Figure 1: CFA of the GSWCS-II-VETP. Items are numbered in the order presented in
Table 2. All standardised regression weights were significant (p < 0.05).

Table 2 Model comparisons

Models NC CFI NFI SRMR RMSEA 90% Cl AIC

LL UL
One-factor 14.088 0.841 0.831 0.034 0.157 0.145 0.169 583.09
Two-factor 5.952 0.942 0.931 0.022 0.096 0.084 0.109 244.37

Note. Structural equation modelling was used for the analysis. CFI = comparative fit index; NFl =
normed fit index; RMSEA = root-mean-square error of approximation; LL, lower limit; UL, upper
limit.

increase by deleting any of the GSWCS-II-VETP items. All items
loaded significantly (p <0.001), and standardised loadings were >0.60,
supporting the local fit of the model. Finally, the Cronbach’s coefficient
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alpha of the two factors was adequate (Table 3), and we named them
‘nuclear competencies’ and ‘specialised skills’.

Discussion

The overall aim of this study was to test the fit of the Portuguese ver-
sion of the GSWCS-II-VETP and explore a bifactor structure and its re-
liability in a sample of social workers.

The translation into Portuguese followed Hambleton et al. (2005) and
International Test Commission (2017) recommendations. Minor inconsis-
tencies were found but expert discussions allowed for the achievement
of a linguist equivalent and interpretable version.

CFA results supported a two-factor model following studies that ap-
plied factorial analysis to other GSWCS-II domains ‘Core Geriatric
Assessment Practice Behaviours’ and ‘Specialised Geriatric Assessment
Practice Behaviours’ (Bonifas and Simons, 2014). All items showed fac-
torial validity, with significant factor loadings, squared multiple correla-
tions and standardised regression weights for all items were above the
criterion thresholds (Hair et al., 2009; Garson, 2013). Moreover, each
item loaded significantly on its hypothesised factor. Squared multiple
correlations revealed strong associations (Garson, 2013) between items
and their respective factors.

Internal consistency of the GSWCS-II-VETP was good, with the
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient being similar to Tuncay and Duyan (2015)
with social work bachelor students.

‘Respect diversity among older adult clients, families, and professio-
nals’ was the item with the highest mean, both in our study and in the
Aiduk (2010) performed with frontline workers at in-home essential
services for older people and individuals with disabilities. This same
item had the highest mean in the Galambos et al.’s (2014) study with so-
cial work students, but only before taking a gerontological social work
practice course. After the course, the most endorsed item was ‘Respect
and promote older adult clients’ right to dignity and self-determination’.
This finding gives strength to the idea that education programmes poten-
tially change the theoretical perspective regarding old age (Peterson,
1990; Rosen et al., 2000; Damron-Rodriguez et al., 2009).

Notwithstanding, ‘Respect diversity ..., ‘Address the cultural, spiri-
tual, and ethnic values’ and ‘Respect ... dignity and self-determination’
were the most endorsed items in our study, which did not come as a sur-
prise considering they are expressed in different ethics/deontological
codes (Associacao dos Profissionais de Servico Social, 2018; National
Association of Social Workers, 2021). Moreover, ‘Respect diversity ...,
is also central in the Global Social Work Statement of Ethical Principles
(International Federation of Social Workers, 2018).
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The item that received the lowest score (‘Support persons and families
dealing with end-of-life issues ...”) was not the same as Aiduk’s study
(2010); ‘Relate social work perspectives and related theories ...”), nor
that of Galambos et al. (2014) before taking the gerontological course
(‘Relate concepts and theories of aging to social work practice’) and af-
ter the course (‘Assess and address values and biases regarding aging’).

The lower average scores of Aiduk’s (2010) study and of Galambos
et al. (2014) (pre-course) were obtained in items that refer to theoretical
knowledge or conceptual level about ageing. In our study, the less en-
dorsed item refers to a practice level, probably understood as an activity
essentially performed by psychologists (Holloway and Taplin, 2013).
According to Sormanti (2019), grief, for its characteristics and psychoso-
cial consequences, is a complex issue that, although essential for the ge-
rontological social worker’s practise, can be considered a difficult
domain to master. Moreover, dealing with end-of-life concerns has be-
come the role of several palliative care services, replacing the once so-
cial worker’s role (Holloway and Taplin, 2013). The emergence of
bureaucratic practices and procedures that structure the professional
practice of social work to the detriment of the professional relationship
may also contribute to this score. Social work’s managerial perspectives
emphasise the fulfilment of paperwork, procedures, quick solutions and
approaches that eradicate the risk. What seems to have happened is
that, instead of facing the realities of social service practice’s socio-
political scenario, policymakers have generated increasingly restrictive
procedures and practices (Wilson et al., 2008).

The total score of the GSWCS-II-VETP was comparable to the stud-
ies of Aiduk (2010) with 50 front line workers, Galambos and Curl
(2013) with 74 graduate-level students and Daniel ef al. (2018) with 387
social workers with managerial positions, despite the different character-
istics of the respondents.

The two dimensions of GSWCS-II-VETP showed high reliability.
Additionally, the nuclear competencies’ score was higher than the speci-
alised skills” score. This result was similar to those obtained by Bonifas
and Simons (2014) with the dimensions of the ‘Assessment’ and
‘Intervention’ subscales of the GSWCS-II. The superiority of self-
assessed core competencies probably shows that they are foundational
competencies and can be associated with the curricular content of social
work courses worldwide. Moreover, although ageing has increasingly be-
come a global reality, specialist knowledge is not spread in the same
way as nuclear competencies, strengthening the importance of their in-
clusion in social work curricula.

Some study limitations and strengths should be addressed. Our find-
ings offer important insights that can show new paths to social work
scholars and researchers. We enrolled 534 participants from all over the
mainland of Portugal, representing a large population from diverse
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professional categories and leadership functions and different institu-
tional, juridical frameworks. These aspects give the study good generalis-
ability to other social workers’ populations implicated with other
contexts involving older adults. Moreover, our results constitute a poten-
tial gold standard for assessing social work values, ethics and theoretical
perspectives in gerontological behaviours.

Regarding limitations, the social worker registrations are not public,
and the total numbers are not identified. As such, our study was not
probabilistic, and the response rate is not known. We used a web-based
survey, which could be affected by self-selection bias, by enlisting partic-
ipants who were more inclined to share data and more technologically
skilled. In contrast, web-based surveys tend to involve respondents more
compliant to answer potentially sensitive questions anonymously in elec-
tronic format than in the presence of the interviewer (Kays et al., 2012).
Moreover, web-based survey data derive from non-probability sampling,
which might have introduced some biases. Nonetheless, online survey
studies are a quick way to reach more respondents (Szolnoki and
Hoffmann, 2013). So, extrapolating our results to the general population
of social workers should be made with caution.

In conclusion, this study’s findings suggest that social work scholars
should include gerontological contents in their curricula and that they
could use GSWCS-II-VETP to assess students’ grasp of nuclear compe-
tencies and specialised skills.
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