THE SIGNS OF SAFETY

A Solution and Safety Oriented Approach to Child Protection Casework
Practice Guidance
By Tracey Hill
 based on the work of 

Andrew Turnell (Resolutions Consultancy) and Steve Edwards
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ORIGINS

The Signs of Safety was developed by Turnell and Edwards who argue that traditionally child protection casework, is undertaken from the perspective of risk assessment, and that given the ultimate goal is to achieve safety for the child/young person, this focus on risk is only half of the equation. The Signs of Safety Approach/ Safety Organised Practice seeks to balance the equation by eliciting the existing strengths, safety and goals of the family/extended family that can contribute to better planning and achievement of safety for the child/young person. The approach promotes the careful assessment of risks and considers the ideas, competencies, existing safety and goals of the family/extended family. The approach is designed as a practical method of fostering a cooperative relationship between workers and family/extended family.

DEFINITION

The Signs of Safety is an innovative strengths-based, safety-organised approach to child protection casework, created in Western Australia by Andrew Turnell and Steve Edwards working with over 150 front-line statutory practitioners. 
The Signs of Safety model is an approach created by practitioners, based on what they know works with difficult cases. The essence of the tool is to consider the indicators of danger/harm alongside the indicators of safety and strengths and then make an overall judgment using a safety scale. The aim of the approach is to increase safety for the child/young person by using the strengths and resources that the family has to address the areas of danger or harm. This turns strengths into protective factors and over time workers will establish if these can become demonstrable ‘signs of safety’.

The approach is designed to be used from commencement through to case closure and to assist professionals at all stages of the child protection process, whether they be in statutory, hospital, residential or treatment settings
THE TOOLS

On the following pages you will find descriptions of the some of the tools that make up the Signs of Safety approach and how to use them.

1. SIGNS OF SAFETY FRAMEWORK

1.1
DESCRIPTION OF THE SOS FRAMEWORK
The Signs of Safety framework is a one-page assessment and planning protocol and at it’s simplest can be understood as containing four domains for inquiry:

1. What are we worried about? (past harm, future danger and complicating factors)

2. What’s working well? (existing strengths and safety)

3. What needs to happen? (future safety)

4. Where are we on a scale of 0 – 10 where 10 means there is enough safety to close the case and 0 means it is certain the child will be harmed
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1.2
HOW TO USE THE SOS FRAMEWORK

Above all else, the Signs of Safety is a questioning approach and meaningful mapping can only be achieved when workers are asking good open questions that get to the heart of the issues we need to be paying attention to.  The training course will focus heavily on the use of skillful questioning.
The Signs of Safety Framework is a ‘map’ for setting out and organising information.  It is important when ‘mapping’ the information to make sure that the information is jargon free and wherever possible the statements focus on specific, observable behaviours rather than vague statements based on interpretation that fail to give us a ‘sense’ of the real situation (e.g. when the family play card games together, Joe is not allowed to join in and when they go on holiday he stays with his grandma rather than,  Joe is scapegoated in the family).

In order for the worker to gain an understanding of the family situation the information is organized onto the ‘map’ in a set of clear and jargon free statements that are sorted according to whether they represent:-

· Harm – what has happened that brings this child to the attention of the agency

· Current danger - things going on in the child’s life at the moment that represent danger

· Complicating factors – things that make it harder for the child and family to resolve the problems

· Future danger – what are you worried will happen to these children, in the care of these parents/carers if nothing changes?

· Strengths - information relating to strengths and resources within the situation or family/extended family that may be developed to achieve safety
· Safety – strengths demonstrated as protection (in relation to the danger) over time (definition of Safety developed by Julie Boffa (Boffa and Podesta 2004))

· Scaling – once the statements are mapped out, the worker is required to exercise their professional judgement by using the Safety Scale which asks the question, on a scale of 0 – 10 where 0 means that recurrence of similar or worse abuse or neglect is certain and 10 means that there is sufficient safety to close the case, where would you rate yourself?

· Safety Goal – what would sufficient safety to close the case look like?
1.3
USE OF THE SOS FRAMEWORK
The Signs of Safety Framework is the tool for analyzing and making sense of the information that has been gathered and for breaking this down into clear statements that can be understood by everyone including the children; it also forms the basis for all safety planning.

Over time, a number of variations of this framework have been developed around the world however the original version (above) along with the Three Columns (see below) are the most widely used.  

The frameworks are used for:

Assessments – for workers to use with families in the family home as a way of building engagement and gathering relevant information in a way that is clear to both parties.  For this purpose many workers have found the Three Columns tool to be the most straightforward and the one that makes most sense to families

Workers to organize their thinking – workers are often faced so much information that it can become overwhelming. This can be on cases that have been open to the department for many years, cases that have opened, closed and then reopened numerous times or new cases that are deeply complex. The Signs of Safety and Three Columns maps are useful tools for workers to refocus on the key points, map these out and then develop a danger statement i.e. what are you worried will happen to these children in the care of these parents / carers. This will give the worker a clear direction for the work. 

Case consultations – for a supervisor to map the case with the caseworker gives the opportunity for rigorous exploration of the known information and careful consideration around the next steps.  Case consultations provide a way for supervisors to help workers think their way into and through cases; it is NOT a time for supervisors to simply instruct.  Whilst there is clear merit in doing individual case consultations, there is also great value in doing group consults where other members of the team can contribute their practice wisdom to the formulation of danger statements and can bring their ideas to help workers who may be stuck about what they can do to help move the case on. 

Signs of Safety Meetings – either of these two frameworks can be used to record meetings but over time, the Three Columns seems to have emerged as the one that practitioners and managers find most useful for this purpose.

Whereas I have described a number of uses of the ‘map’ above, it is important to remember that the family must be involved at every stage of the process otherwise the principles of respect, honesty and partnership that are the heart of this approach are not being followed. So maps created with supervisors or by workers ‘organising their thinking’ must be shared with the family.
2. THREE COLUMNS
2.1
DESCRIPTION OF THE THREE COLUMNS
In 2004/5 listening to the questions of practitioners, Turnell was prompted to more clearly identify the four domains within the Signs of Safety Framework.  This is turn led to the creation of a “simpler” version of the framework.

	What are we Worried About?

(Harm and Future Danger)
	What’s Working Well?

(Strengths & Demonstrated Safety)
	What Needs to Happen?

(Safety goals and next steps in working toward safety

	Past Harm (What has happened, that worries us, to these children or other children in the care of these parents?)

Future Danger (What are we worried might happen to these children in the care of these parents in the future?

Complicating Factors (What makes building safety for the children and working with this family more complicated?


	Strengths (information relating to strengths and resources within the situation or family/extended family that may be developed to achieve safety)

Safety (Strengths demonstrated as protection (in relation to the danger) over time (definition of Safety developed by Julie Boffa (Boffa and Podesta 2004))

	Agency Goals (What does the agency need to see the parents doing in their care of the children and over what time period to be confident there is enough safety to close the case?)

Family Goals (What does the family think they need to be doing in the care of their children for the children to be safe or for Child Protection Services to be willing to close the case?)

Next Steps (What are the agency and family’s  ideas about what needs to happen next in working towards these goals?)




2.2
HOW TO USE THE THREE COLUMNS
See section 1 -  Signs of Safety Framework.

3. SAFETY PLANS
3.1
DESCRIPTION OF SAFETY PLANS
The most important part of Safety Planning is that the plan is co-created with the family and an informed Safety Network and is monitored and refined over time. 

Unless children are permanently removed, the responsibility for the safety and well-being of the children will fall to families and those around them once the professional involvement ends.

“Blood is thicker than Social Services” Insoo Kim Berg

3.2
HOW TO BUILD SAFETY PLANS

Unlike the other ‘tools’, safety planning does not have an associated format, instead it offers guidance built on ideas that work in practice and have been tested over time.  These ideas have been developed from pioneering work by Susie Essex,  John Gumbleton and Colin Luger from Bristol and incorporated into the Signs of Safety ‘toolbox’ through the involvement of Andrew Turnell.

Key Guidance

1. Plans must be built from straight-forward statements about the harm and danger that is understandable by everyone including children. Once identified in this way the safety plan is then constructed to directly address these concerns
2. Involve an informed friend and family network to be involved in the implementation and ongoing maintenance of the plan. When families ‘own’ the plan, they are more motivated to make it work.

3. The plan should be developed with as much involvement of the children as possible and should be written in language that the youngest child in the family can understand

4. The safety plan must describe specific behaviours that address the dangers to create a specific everyday plan with straightforward rules that demonstrates the child is safe and the alleged perpetrator is protected from further allegations
5. The agency needs to be clear about what outcomes they want to see and the plan must be sufficiently robust to satisfy them

6. A list of services that a family must attend is a Service plan, it is NOT a Safety plan
4. THREE HOUSES AND THE WIZARD & FAIRY TOOLS
5.1 
DESCRIPTION OF THE TOOLS
The Three Houses Tool was first created by Nicki  Weld and Maggie Greening from New  Zealand.   The method takes the three key assessment questions of the Signs of Safety framework: 

What are we worried about, What’s working well and What Needs to happen, and locates them in three houses to make the issues more child friendly.
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5.2
HOW TO USE THE THREE HOUSES
a. Wherever possible, inform the parents or carers of the need to interview the children, explain the three houses process to them and obtain permission to interview the children.
b. Make a decision whether to work with the child with/without parents or carers present
c. Explain the three houses to the child using one sheet of paper per house
d. Use words and drawings as appropriate and anything else useful to engage child in the process
e. Often start with ‘house of good things’ particularly where child is anxious or uncertain
f. Once finished, obtain permission of the child to show to others – parents, extended family and professionals. Address safety issues for child in presenting to others.
g. Present the finished three houses assessment to the parents/ caregivers, usually beginning with ‘house of good things’.
5.3
WHEN TO USE THE THREE HOUSES

The importance of involving children in their assessments and plans and ensuring they have a voice, cannot be overstated. The Three Houses and the Wizard and Fairy tools give a way of eliciting the child’s view on 3 key areas :-

1.
What are you worried about?

2.
What’s working well?

3.
What needs to happen?

“Now that I’ve been using it, I can’t think of any more effective way of getting a conversation going quickly and to get those bits of information from a child in a short space of time.”  (Laura Brennan, Gateshead, in an interview with Andrew Turnell Sept 2010)

In short, this is a useful tool that has been proven over time in a variety of settings around the world and can be used with children of almost any age. The decision however when to use it and with which children is down to the professional judgement of the caseworker.

5.4
THE WIZARD/FAIRY TOOL
Vania Da Paz, a child protection worker from Rockingham, Western Australia, developed a very similar tool that serves the same purpose as the three houses tool but with different graphic representation.   Rather than three houses, Vania explores the same three questions using the drawing of a fairy with a magic wand or a wizard figure.
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The Essential elements for undertaking a comprehensive and balanced Child Protection assessment
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SAFETY SCALE:  On a scale of 0 – 10, where everyone is confident the children are safe enough for child protection services to close the case and 0 means that there is not enough safety for the children to live at home, where do we rate the situation? Place different people’s numbers on the continuum


0                                                                       10                                                                                                   
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