Signs of Safety in Knowsley
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using a whole system approach
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We have four priorities in Children’s Social Care, which Signs of Safety
will support us to achieve and embed:

1. What we want to achieve
We want all our children and young people to be happy, healthy, and
safe, and to be able to live a life that is full of fun and opportunities to
learn and develop. Where possible, we want to support our children
and young people to remain with their families within a loving, caring,
safe and stable environment. When children are unable to remain in the
care of their families, we want to ensure they receive a permanent,
loving home as soon as possible.

1. We always put children and young people first
2. We understand what impact the situation is having on the child or
young person
3. We take action to make positive change a reality
4. We work with families to achieve long lasting change. Children and
young people get the right service for them at the right time

Knowsley is adopting Signs of Safety as our way of working with
families because this will support us to achieve the type of service
that children, young people, parents and carers have told us they
want.

We believe that using Signs of Safety will support us to deliver high
quality practice, and through working together in partnership with
families we will be able to achieve strong and sustainable outcomes for
children, young people and their families, and empower our families
and our professionals.

Children, young people, parents and carers have told us they want:
 To be listened to

Through adopting Signs of Safety, we aim to achieve:

 To be part of developing their plans, to understand what the
concerns are and why they need a plan

 The very best outcomes for children, young people and families
 Child-focused services that put the needs of children and young
people first

 For professionals to be clear with them about what is going to,
or could happen

 Inclusive practice – families are supported to develop their own
solutions leading to empowered families and sustainable
outcomes

We want to always put children and young people first and foremost
in everything that we do. Best practice is child-focused, solutionorientated, and respectful and inclusive of families, and this is what we
want to achieve through adopting Signs of Safety.

 Empowered professionals – professionals across the partnership
feel confident in having difficult conversations with families, are
supported in their decision making, and see the impact of their
work on families, leading to robust partnership working and
increased job satisfaction and strong recruitment and retention
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As a result of using Signs of Safety, and delivering high quality
practice in partnership with families, we will expect to see:
 fewer re-referrals, as we support families to be more
resilient, and develop their own solutions, which are tested
and shown to be sustainable within the family and their
support network.
 more children safely remaining with their families
 the right children coming into care
Where Signs of Safety has been adopted by other local
authorities it has been welcomed by families. Families have
reported that (often for the first time) they are clear about
what services expect from them. Families particularly like
that their views and strengths are acknowledged as well as
their weaknesses understood.
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Currently there are nearly 200 agencies in 15 countries undertaking
some form of implementation of the Signs of Safety. This includes
large-scale, long-term, system-wide implementations in Australia, New
Zealand, Japan, Europe, Canada, USA, and Cambodia.

2. What is Signs of Safety?
Signs of Safety is now widely recognised internationally as the
leading approach to child protection casework and has been
commended by Ofsted.

Signs of Safety is now 23 years old. It is a mature and yet still evolving
professional approach. Signs of Safety has continued its commitment to
listening to practitioners’ experiences of what works for families, and
continues to evolve to incorporate innovations from practitioners in the
international Signs of Safety community. Although the roots of the
approach were within Child Protection, Signs of Safety is successfully
used across the continuum of need within early help and cared for
services, and is increasingly being adapted to a broader range of
services including youth justice and community health.

‘Signs of Safety’ is an innovative, solution-focused, strengths-based
approach to working with children, young people and families. It
provides a clear framework for how to do the work within children’s
services; how to build relationships with families and work effectively
with them to achieve better outcomes for children and young people.
It includes:
 principles for practice which underpin the work
 ways of working – what to do, how and when
 a range of tools to support engagement with families, strong
assessments and plans, and for capturing the voice of the child or
young person
 ways to support learning, reflection and development, such as
supervision and audit of practice that is aligned with the approach

How Signs of Safety was developed
Signs of Safety was developed in Western Australia in the 1990s by
Andrew Turnell and Steve Edwards, drawing on solution-focused
therapy and the direct experiences of families and child protection
workers. Andrew and Steve worked with over 150 frontline practitioners
to develop and hone the approach, so it is based on what
practitioners know works well in real life cases. It is now being used
across the world.

5

Principles of Signs of Safety

Ways of Working

The approach has three principles:

Research has shown that the best outcomes for children and young
people are achieved when there are constructive working
relationships between professionals and family members, and between
professionals themselves. This has been shown to be the case, both
nationally and internationally, at all levels of need and intervention.

1. Working relationships are paramount.
Relationships must enable honest and respectful discussions of
concerns and worries, draw on and honour everything positive,
consider multiple perspectives, and always incorporate skilful use of
authority. Research shows that, irrespective of the type of
intervention, professionals see better outcomes when there is shared
understanding of what needs to change, agreement on purpose and
goals, and family members feel their worker understands them.

In order to build effective relationships and work inclusively and
respectfully with families, Signs of Safety focuses on both the family’s
strengths and the safety of the child or young person. This recognises
that, despite current concerns and difficulties, all families have
strengths, and this gives the basis for understanding how we can
increase safety and address the areas of concern.

2. Thinking critically and maintaining a stance of critical inquiry.
In order to minimise error, a culture of shared reflective practice and
a willingness to admit you may be wrong are vital. Risk assessment is
a core task and requires constant balancing of strengths and dangers
to avoid the common errors of drifting into an overly negative or
positive view of the situation.

Signs of Safety practice makes a clear and rigorous distinction
between:
 Past harm (what we know has happened), future danger (what we
are worried could happen given the past harm) and complicating
factors (the circumstances that lie behind the neglect or abuse,
commonly such as mental health issues, and drug and alcohol
abuse).

3. Grounded in everyday experience.
Assessment and safety planning is always focused on the everyday
lived experience of the child. Service recipients and front line
practitioners are the key arbiters of whether practice works or
doesn’t.

 Strengths (positives about the family, such as their love for their
children) and protection (actual behaviours that demonstrate
capacity to protect the children, such as removing dangerous adults
from the household, or occasions when the parents felt as if they
could but did not harm the child/ young person).
This supports strong assessments and evidence-based judgements.
Assessment is always a work in progress (although this cannot
preclude taking action) and we need to continually evaluate what we
know in a dynamic way throughout the process.
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Signs of Safety values both professional and family knowledge. Work
with families within Signs of Safety fully involves families in assessing
risks and developing solutions. The child/ young person’s experience
is central to this, and children, young people, and their families are
fully involved in developing and delivering their plans.

In Signs of Safety, robust analysis of strengths and risks leads to plans
which focus on specific actions and behaviours that families must do
to create an environment in which their children will be safe and can
thrive - as opposed to just signalling what must stop.
Good communication is key to developing constructive relationships,
and Signs of Safety requires that clear and simple language is used so
everyone understands what the situation is and what we want to
achieve. Statements focus on specific observable behaviours,
avoiding meaning laden, imprecise and poorly understood labels and
diagnostic descriptors.

Practice Tools
Assessment and Planning Framework
The assessment and planning framework is used for “mapping” the
worries, strengths, and required safety, all in plain language, and is
included overleaf.
The map has four areas for enquiry and exploration; the ‘three
columns’ (What are we worried about? What is working well? What
needs to happen?), and the scaling question. These are used to
explore and understand both the strengths and protective factors
within the family, and the concerns and risks, and make it clear what we
are working to achieve, and what needs to happen to get there. The
scaling questions is used to show how all parties judge the risk to the
child or young person, and supports understanding on the level of
concerns to be developed between all parties.

Professionals take a facilitative role supporting families to explore,
recognise and respond to concerns, skilfully using authority to ensure
action is taken while honouring the strengths within the family and
offering choices about how we work together. Professionals take a
questioning approach – there is ‘more asking and less telling’.
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Signs of Safety assessment and planning is adaptable across the
continuum of need, from early help to services for cared for children
and care leavers. Signs of Something - Adaptations of the Signs of
Safety across the Continuum of Service sets out how the adjustment
of the analysis categories of harm, danger, existing safety and safety
goals, enable the framework and the methodology to be applied in all
service settings.

Child-centred Safety Plans are safety plans that are presented in the
words and pictures format so it is clear for the child/ young person
what will happen, what they can expect from everyone, and what they
can do if they don’t feel safe.
Variations based on these core tools that have been developed by
practitioners to suit specific needs and cultural settings.

Tools for Engaging with Children and
Young People
Tools for engaging with children and young people
enable us to capture the child’s voice, and most
critically are used as a catalyst for change to the family.
The three houses/ wizards and fairies tool (good
things, worries or bad things, dreams) is a child’s
version of the three columns, and is used to capture
their experience.
Words and pictures explanations are used for
parents to explain what has happened and what is
happening to the child/ young person. Words and
pictures serve as both the explanation that children
and young people need to understand their situation,
and as a catalyst for change for families as through
giving the explanation they become accountable to
their children for what has happened and for working
to make things better.
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3. Evidence Base for Signs of Safety
There is a clear evidence base that shows that Signs of Safety is
effective and achieves better outcomes for children, young people and
families, and the approach has been commended by Ofsted. Qualitative
and quantitative evaluation and research, and data from organisations
which have already implemented Signs of Safety around the world,
have shown that it results in:
 Better and more focused relationships with families
 Families feel more empowered, and are more able to understand
and address the concerns of professionals
 Practitioners are clearer on what the risks are, and what is
expected of all parties, resulting in better decision making for
families
 A more individualised approach for families
 Improved working between practitioners
 Reduction in the number of children brought into care
 Reduction in the time cases are open

The evidence and theory base for Signs of Safety has developed
substantially within action research, collaborative and appreciative
inquiry, or broadly “practice based evidence”, and means the approach
is built from what is probably the strongest single knowledge base of
what works in actual child protection practice. More information on this
can be found at http://www.signsofsafety.net/signs-of-safetyresearch/ and in the Signs of Safety Briefing Paper (4th Edition).

 Increased job satisfaction of the social work workforce
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Your thoughts matter
If you have any views on this Strategy or how we can improve our services,
22
please contact us at SignsofSafety@cheshireeast.gov.uk

