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Myth-busting:
Signs of Safety
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Why do we need to address some Signs of Safety myths?
We are aware that there are some myths, worries and misconceptions that have developed around Signs of Safety practice as we move through our implementation journey, so it may be helpful to address some of these. 


Myth: Signs of Safety is an optional extra that we can choose to use from our practice tool-box
This is not the case. We have adopted Signs of Safety as our main approach to practice with children and families, and as such is not an optional way of working. It is the ‘way we do business’ in Cumbria, and is firmly enshrined in our vision of ensuring a consistent practice model for all workers to achieve positive and successful outcomes for children & young people in Cumbria. Its adoption is designed to enable us to support our children and young people to remain within their families and networks where they have the potential to care for them safely, and when this is not possible, to provide a secure and stable home and help them achieve their full potential.

Myth: Signs of Safety is a tool and won’t be applicable to every family we work with
It may be that every aspect of the ‘Safety Planning Roadmap’ is not applicable to all your work with children and families in certain settings. However, Signs of Safety is not a tool but a practice method, and a way of approaching all interventions we have with families, partners and one another. Its principles of strengths-based practice, purposeful questioning and effective working relationships can be applied to any setting. 
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Myth: We can’t use any other practice method, risk assessment tools or direct work methods now we are a Signs of Safety authority
Signs of Safety is our practice approach and overarches how we work with children and families. It offers us a practice method and way of thinking about the work we do. Whilst we need to be careful we don’t dilute the approach and confuse the implementation with lots of other models, it doesn’t replace our professional knowledge, existing tools and research base, all of which continue to be vital to our work.

Myth: Using Signs of Safety means we should never need to remove children from their families
Whilst Signs of Safety offers us the best chance to work with families to create enough safety around children so we aren’t worried anymore, it will unfortunately never be possible to totally eliminate risk for some children, and as such, removing children from these situations will continue to be the decision that is in their best interests.

Myth: We can only talk about the positives in a situation now, I’m worried we’ll ignore or minimise the danger
Adopting a strengths-based approach when working with families is integral to Signs of Safety. This is in recognition that building on ‘what works’, and honouring families for what they are doing well, is always going to create more effective working relationships and quickly build more safety for children than focusing solely on the worries. However, Signs of Safety also clearly articulates the risks and worries, and never loses sight of these. It is not naïve or over-optimistic. The danger statements should be absolutely clear what the worries are, and be written in language that children and families can understand.

Myth: We always have to talk about the strengths first and sometimes this doesn’t make sense when we first start working with a family
When we learn about Signs of Safety ‘mapping’ in the learning environment, we tend to focus on one domain of enquiry at a time, and we start with ‘what’s working well’. This is to ensure we give sufficient thought to the strengths and safety that exist in a family. In real life however, we will often move between all the three columns as we dynamically work with the information. However, it is very important that we retain a strong and determined focus on what is working well, as in the ‘risk-soaked’ environment of child protection practice, we all have a tendency to stay focused on what is worrying is. This potentially limits our ability to support the family to create the safety plan, and leans towards more paternalistic social work practice where we dictate what parents must do. This has been shown to be less effective in achieving lasting safety for children.

Myth: Words and Pictures is direct work with children
Words and Pictures is always work done with parents and should not be confused with direct work with children. It is the parents’ explanation to the children of why we are involved. There should be some direct work with the child beforehand to ensure their lived experience is driving the assessment and planning process, and this may highlight what more they need to know through the Words and Pictures explanation. Parents are also supported to deliver the Words and Pictures explanation to children, rather than the social worker doing this (although there may be occasions when this is necessary).
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Myth: You should never use colour when preparing Words and Pictures
Some Signs of Safety practitioners feel that colour can be triggering for some children, especially younger children who may ‘feel’ their emotions in colour. However, some feel that the use of colour can engage children more fully in the Words and Pictures explanation, and can bring to life key details of their story. This will be a matter for the individual practitioner to determine given their knowledge of the children they are working with. If in doubt, consider if the use of colour will really change the nature of the story to be delivered.

Myth:  Signs of Safety is only relevant to social workers
Whilst the approach was developed by child protection practitioners to address safety and risk issues, the approach and its principles can be adapted to any setting. Where there is an assessed need and a desired outcome, the Signs of Safety approach fits. Different ‘Signs of…’ terminology can be adapted to fit different services, such as ‘Signs of Success or Wellbeing’. It may also be that the whole ‘Safety Planning Roadmap’ does not fit your service’s work with children and families, but the Signs of Safety ethos and principles of effective working relationships, thinking critically, skilful use of authority, questioning, honouring families and bringing your expertise to support families to come up with their own solutions fits all interventions we have with the people we work with.

Myth: I can’t do Signs of Safety unless I have more training
We firmly believe that only 10% of our learning happens in the classroom. 70% of our learnings as humans happens through action, as this is how we embed knowledge. By ‘doing’, we integrate this as intuitive knowledge (such as learning to drive). To make sure we continue to learn and that our practice is as good as it can be, our final 20% of learning comes through reflection. This is why group supervisions are so important in Signs of Safety, and should be happening regularly in your team. We learn from reflecting on our practice and that of our colleagues.

Myth: I can’t use bullet points when I’m recording the mapping
Whilst we often say that we shouldn’t use bullet point lists when recording assessment information into the three domains of Signs of Safety (i.e. what’s working well, what we’re worried about and what needs to happen), what this really means is that short lists with little or no analysis should be avoided. Bullet points can still be used if you wish to organise your information, but short lists of statements with no analysis should be avoided.
For example:
What’s working well
· Mum attends all appointments
· Child has good school attendance
Instead, a fuller and more analytical statement would be:
· Mum has attended all the sessions she agreed to around positive parenting. She is able to talk confidently about some of the strategies she has learned at the sessions, such as how to deal with tantrums in a calm way, and has been seen by the Edge of Care worker putting this into practice on at least two occasions. Mum reports that child’s tantrums before school have decreased and the morning routine is calmer. School report that child is coming into school happier and they now see mum and child having a cuddle before school every morning.

· Child attends school every day except for occasional bouts of illness, which mum always informs the school promptly about. Child receives physiotherapy at school for her medical condition, so benefits from this on a daily basis and mum always attends the physio review appointments in school to discuss her progress. [image: https://cdn.pixabay.com/photo/2012/04/24/13/49/tick-40143_960_720.png]





Further information
Please feel free to contact the Signs of Safety Practice Development Officers for further information or support:
David Carter
David.carter@cumbria.gov,uk
07867 163383

Louisa Day
Louisa.day@cumbria.gov.uk
07825 340348

Visit the Signs of Safety SharePoint site for more information and practice guidance:
https://intranet.cumbria.gov.uk/Childrens/cf/sos/SitePages/Home.aspx
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