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Constructive Safety -organised Child Protection Risk Assessment:  

Expert Assessment as if the Practitioner and the Service Recipient Matter1 
 

This is a DRAFT chapter from  
Building Safety in Child Protection Practice: Working with a Strengths and Solution -focus in an 

Environment of Risk, to be published by Palgrave -Macmillan. Copying and distribution only with 
direct permission from Andrew Turnell  who retains copyright until publication.  

 

 
As society progressively alters its attitudes to children and their welfare, expectations of parents are reviewed 
and redefined.  Unacceptable standards of care are defined, which warrant state intervention . . . being at risk 
ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÁÎ ÏÂÊÅÃÔÉÖÅ ȬÃÏÎÄÉÔÉÏÎȭ ÂÕÔ ÉÓ Á ÌÁÂÅÌȟ Á ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎȢ      
  

Reder, Duncan and Gray, 1993. 
 
If I had said my dog was blue, I would have meant it was sad, but they would have thought I painted it.  
  

Melbourne mother on her experience of child protection investigators 
 
Do we just see risk or do we risk seeing?  

Nicki Weld, Child Protection Social Worker, New Zealand 
 
 

 
In March 2010 I interviewed two Danish workers Rikke Ludvigsen and Maria Jensen who work in the 
Osterbro/City social services office in Copenhagen2, about a piece of work they were proud of. The 
practice that Rikke and Maria described involved the assessment and safety planning work their team 
undertook that enabled the caseworker Barbro Lundqvist to reunite infant twins back into the care of a 
mother who had previously lost custody of her first three children because of neglect. The story of the 
ÃÁÓÅ×ÏÒË ×ÁÓ ÖÅÒÙ ÉÎÖÏÌÖÅÄ ÈÏ×ÅÖÅÒȟ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÕÎÄÁÔÉÏÎ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒË ×ÁÓ ÌÁÉÄ ×ÈÅÎ "ÁÒÂÒÏ ×ÉÔÈ -ÁÒÉÁȭÓ 
help were able to review and synthesise a considerable volume of reports and assessments and think 
through the danger they believed the mother and her current partner (a recently arrived migrant, deemed 
to be violent toward the mother) posed to the twins. They then distilled that down into several simple 
language statements that the mother and her partner could understand. The statements read: 
 
Barbro and Osterbro/City-team social services are worried that if the twins are returned to mother that she 
will not feed, cloth, play with and cuddle them, and make sure they get the medical care they need. Barbo and 
city-team are worried about thÉÓ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÍÏÔÈÅÒ ×ÁÓÎȭÔ ÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÙ-to-day care her first three 
children Jan, Edith and Per needed which was why they were placed into permanent foster care. 
 
Barbro and Osterbor/City-team social services are worried that if the twins are returned to mother and 
father, father will continue to hit and hurt mother and the babies could be hurt or mother and father will 
ÂÅÃÏÍÅ ÓÏ ÁÆÆÅÃÔÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÇÈÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÙ ×ÏÎȭÔ ÂÅ ÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÃÁÒÅ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ Ô×ÉÎÓ ÐÒÏÐÅÒÌÙȢ 
 
Maria described that this seemingly simple task took Barbro a week of reflection to arrive at these 
statements. The effort was well worth it because presenting the danger statements to the mother 
provided the initial breakthrough in the case that enabled the professionals and the parents to start 
talking honestly with each other. The mother told Barbro that this was the first time that she actually 
understood what the professionals were worried about and as a result of this meeting the mother stopped 
abusing and attacking the social workers and committed to working with Barbro to try and get her twins 
home.  
 
By the time the twins were two months old, and with the support of a safety network of three extended 
family members and two friends, the babies were reunited into the care of the mother and father. Since 

                                                        
1
 With this subtitle I ódips my lidô as we Australians say to radical German economist Fritz Schumacher 

2
 For more information about this group see http://signsofsafety-stuff.s3.amazonaws.com/Sikkerhedsplaner.pdf  

http://signsofsafety-stuff.s3.amazonaws.com/Sikkerhedsplaner.pdf
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ÔÈÁÔ ÔÉÍÅ ɉÏÎÅ ÙÅÁÒ ÏÎ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÔÉÍÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×Ɋ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÕÐÓ ÁÎÄ ÄÏ×ÎÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÌÉÆÅȟ 
ÉÎÃÌÕÄÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓ ÏÆ ÌÅÁÖÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ ÆÁÔÈÅÒȟ ÂÕÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÈÅÌÐ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÆÅÔÙ ÎÅÔ×ÏÒË ÔÈÅ ÍÏÔÈÅÒ 
has always maintained focus on keeping the children safe and well cared for. 
 

 
Child protection professionals, including academics, researchers and policy experts who design and refine 
formal assessment tools, administrators who implement them and frontline social workers who use them 
invest an enormous amount of time and energy seeking to arrive at the most accurate assessment process 
and decision. However, as I have observed throughout this book, the foundation for creating good 
outcomes for vulnerable children in open child protection cases depends on establishing the sort of 
straight-talking working relationship that Barbro was able to create between the professionals and family 
members (Bell, 2002; Cashmore, 2002; Department of Health, 1995; Dore and Alexander, 1996; 
MacKinnon, 1998; Maiter, Palmer, and Manji, 2006; Reder, Duncan and Grey, 1993; Trotter 2002; 2006; 
Yatchmenoff, 2005). Time and again in my experience, formal child protection assessment frameworks of 
all types become so specialized, that the then tools draw and manufacture about themselves an aura of 
unchallengable authority that becomes intimidating for practitioners, which in turn leads practitioners 
down a road of paternalism toward the parents and children they are working with. Ultimately, any child 
protection assessment tool must be judged by whether it enables frontline practitioners and family 
members together ÔÏ ȬÔÈÉÎË ÔÈÅÉÒ ×ÁÙ ÉÎÔÏ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈȭ3 the highly complex situations that make up every 
situation of child abuse or neglect. If vulnerable children are to stay in their families of origin or return 
home (this is the outcome in the vast majority of child protection cases) and this is to happen safely we 
need to always remember that the parents and children, and the friends and family network that have a 
stake in ÔÈÅ ÃÈÉÌÄȭÓ ÌÉÆÅ ÁÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ×ÈÏ ÍÏÓÔ ÃÒÉÔÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÎÅÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÉÎË ÔÈÅÍÓÅÌÖÅÓ ÉÎÔÏ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅ 
circumstances in which the child is placed at risk.  
 
Assessment: The Basics Steps 
 
By whatever tool or method a helping professional chooses to undertake an assessment there are three 
fundamental steps to the process, these are: 
 
1  Gathering information,  
2  Analyzing the information  
3  Reaching a judgment 
 
Assessment tools or frameworks are therefore designed to guide or prescribe the information the 
practitioner should gather, then provide an analysis structure for that information and finally lead the 
worker to, or provide the worker with, a judgment of the situation. 
 
Human Judgment and Decision -making  
 
A new idea comes suddenly and in a rather intuitive way, but, intuition is nothing but the outcome of earlier 
intellectual experience.  

Albert Einstein in Isaacson, 2007, p. 113. 
 
You need to know the father is a pathological liar and has a severe boarder-line personality disorder. We 
ÈÁÖÅÎȭÔ ÓÅÎÔ ÈÉÍ ÔÏ Á ÐÓÙÃÈÉÁÔÒÉÓÔ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ×Å ÄÏÎȭÔ ×ÁÎÔ ÔÏ ÌÁÂÅÌ ÈÉÍȢ 

Child protection social worker consulting with Andrew Turnell, 2005 
 
Whatever the assessment system, used in whatever context of human activity, whether that be sending 
rockets to the moon or making sense of violence, assessment systems are designed to shape and guide 
human decision-making. To explore the issue of assessment meaningfully therefore, requires careful 
consideration about how human beings arrive at judgments. This is the territory of the theory of human 
decision-making and has mostly been navigated in child protection assessment literature by drawing on a 
distinction between intuitive and analytical decision-making (for example see Munro 2008). Hammond 

                                                        
3
 The description of assessment as óthinking yourself into and through a situationô are the words of Julie Boffa, a child protection 

colleague from Melbourne, Australia. Julie was the principle architect of the Victorian Risk Framework (DHS 2000; Boffa and 
Podesta 2004). Much of my thinking about assessment was initially forged in many long, wonderful conversations about risk 
with Julie through the late 1990ôs. 
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ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÓ ÁÎÁÌÙÔÉÃÁÌ ÒÅÁÓÏÎÉÎÇ ÁÓ ȬÁ ÓÔÅÐ-by-ÓÔÅÐȟ ÃÏÎÓÃÉÏÕÓȟ ÌÏÇÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÄÅÆÅÎÓÉÂÌÅ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓȭ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÔÕÉÔÉÖÅ 
ÒÅÁÓÏÎÉÎÇ ÁÓ ȬÁ ÃÏÇÎÉÔÉÖÅ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÏÍÅÈÏ× ÐÒÏÄÕÃÅÓ ÁÎ ÁÎÓ×ÅÒȟ ÓÏÌÕÔÉÏÎ ÏÒ ÉÄÅÁ ×ÉÔÈÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÕÓÅ ÏÆ Á 
conscious, logically defensible, step-by-ÓÔÅÐ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓȭ ɉρωωφȡ Ðȟ φπɊȢ The concepts of intuitive and analytical 
decision-making were particularly brought into the helping professions through the work of Michael 
Polyani (1967) and Donald 3ÃÈĘÎȟ ɉρωψσȠ ρωωυɊȟ ÔÈÏÕÇÈ 0ÏÌÙÁÎÉ ÕÓÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÔÅÒÍ ȬÔÁÃÉÔ ËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅȭ ÒÁÔÈÅÒ 
than intuition. 
 
Every human being makes assessments every day. When we look outside each morning, all of us, with 
little conscious thought, take in and synthesise a considerable amount of information to quickly arrive at a 
judgment about whether we can go outside, for how long and what we should wear. Closer to child 
protection decision-making is the process of meeting someone new to us, perhaps at a party. In the first 
few minutes of this meeting, every human being processes an enormous amount of verbal and non-verbal 
information, again without much conscious thought, and in a very short period of time, usually within two 
minutes, the neurons in the decision-ÍÁËÉÎÇ ÐÁÒÔÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÂÒÁÉÎ ÆÉÒÅ ÁÎÄ ×ÅȭÖÅ ÒÅÁÃÈÅÄ Á ÊÕÄÇÍÅÎÔ ÁÂÏÕÔ 
our new acquaintance. The interesting thing about these instinctive ÏÒ ȬÉÎÔÕÉÔÉÖÅȭ ÁÓÓÅÓÓÍÅÎÔÓ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ 
ÍÏÔÈÅÒȭÓ ȬÂÌÕÅ ÄÏÇȭ ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÈÅÁÄ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÁÐÔÅÒ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÓȟ ÉÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÏÎÃÅ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÃÉÓÉÏÎ-making parts of 
the brain fire human beings have a strong tendency to organize all future information about that person 
(or situation) through the lens of the initial judgment. Con artists depend on this human trait and it also 
goes a long way to explaining the lemming-like behaviour of human decision-making around investment 
and the stock market (Haigh, 2009). 
 
This is a crucial insight in child protection work because whatever type of formal assessment framework 
an agency might adopt the fact is that by the time that tool is brought to bear in any particular case, 
practitioners (and service recipients on their side of the equation) have already formed their initial, 
instinctive judgments about the situation. A complication in all this arises because it is a cherished maxim 
ÆÏÒ ÍÏÓÔ ÈÅÌÐÉÎÇ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓ ÔÏ ÃÌÁÉÍ ÁÎÄ ÂÅÌÉÅÖÅ ÔÈÅÍÓÅÌÖÅÓ ÔÏ ÂÅ ȬÎÏÎ-ÊÕÄÇÍÅÎÔÁÌȭȢ ) ×ÏÕÌÄ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔ 
anyone claiming to be non-ÊÕÄÇÍÅÎÔÁÌ ÉÓ ÉÎ Á ÖÅÒÙ ÒÅÁÌ ÓÅÎÓÅ ÁÃÔÕÁÌÌÙ ÔÒÙÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÃÌÁÉÍ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ȬÎÏÔ ÈÕÍÁÎȭȟ 
since every human being is hard wired to make intuitive judgments and make them quickly. This is a key 
part of the reason that in chapter three I stake a claim for an underlying professional stance of humility 
about what professionals think they know, rather than assert a position of non-judgment. 
 
In child protection the decision-making stakes are very high, all judgments are made in a highly anxious 
environment about vulnerable children, which adult humans instinctively and naturally see as precious. 
Child protection judgments therefore will inevitably tend to be made quicker, more strongly and be more 
resistant to change than the average judgment humans will make in more normal situations.  
 
Intuitive decision-making is as necessary in the helping professions as it is in everyday life since it enables 
professionals to quickly process and synthesis a considerable amount of information, make a judgment 
and take action. CÈÉÌÄ ÐÒÏÔÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÄÅÃÉÓÉÏÎÓ ÁÒÅ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ ÍÁÄÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ȬÓ×ÁÍÐÙ ÌÏ×ÌÁÎÄÓȭ ɉÔÏ ÕÓÅ $ÏÎÁÌÄ 
SchönȭÓ ÔÅÒÍɊ ÏÆ ÅÖÅÒÙÄÁÙ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÁÃÔÉÏÎ ɀ and in the first instance they are always taken intuitively. 
The purpose not just of assessment systems but also of training and supervision is to bring this decision-
making and thinking out into the open. This is vital for many reasons, possibly the most critical reason 
being the issue of natural justice issue. Child protection professionals are constantly making judgments 
that impinge on the rights of parents to be with and relate to their children and the parallel rights of 
children to their parents. The stakes are high, and child protection decision-making needs to be as explicit 
as possible and be available for review and scrutiny. 
 
There are however many difficulties in bringing explicit rationality to intuitive decision-making including 
ÔÈÅ ÒÅÁÌÉÔÙ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ ÌÉÍÉÔÓ ÔÏ ÁÎÙÏÎÅȭÓ ÃÁÐÁÃÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÃÁÐÔÕÒÅ ÁÎÄ ÅØÐÒÅÓÓ ÅÖÅÒÙ ÎÕÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ 
intuitive thinking and action. This is a key point of Polyani and 3ÃÈĘÎÓȭ ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎÔÓȟ ÔÈÁÔ ÅÖÅÒÙÄÁÙ 
professional decision-making and action in real-life situations resists complete explanation even in 
seemingly technically precise professions as architecture. Within the complex territory in which helping 
professionals make decisions, not matter what professional tools and expert systems are brought to bear 
ÅÖÅÒÙ ÓÉÔÕÁÔÉÏÎ ÃÏÍÅÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÉÒÒÅÄÕÃÉÂÌÅ ȬÕÎÃÅÒÔÁÉÎÔÙ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÅÖÉÔÁÂÌÅ ÅÒÒÏÒȭ ɉ(ÁÍÍÏÎÄȟ ρωωφɊȢ )Ô ÏÎÌÙ ÔÁËÅÓ 
brief reflection to grasp tÈÅ ÔÒÕÔÈ ÏÆ 0ÏÌÙÁÎÉ ÁÎÄ 3ÃÈĘÎȭÓ ÐÏÉÎÔ ÂÕÔ ) ×ÏÕÌÄ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÈÅÌÐÉÎÇ 
professions and particularly social work have overplayed the argument. Social work, which is the 
dominant profession in the child protection field, brings a range of problematic habits to the explicit 
rendering of decision-making in practice: 
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Ɇ Social work, tends to do most of its theorizing abstractly, very little of its conceptual work is 

directed at what social workers actually do on an everyday basis (Ferguson, 2004; Gilgun, 1994; 
Marsh, 2003; OsÍÏÎÄ ÁÎÄ /ȭ#ÏÎÎÏÒȟ ςππτȠ Weick, 2000). Because of this social workers are rarely 
trained either in the academy or on-the-job to explicate their thinking in a phenomenological or 
behaviourally precise manner.  

 
Ɇ The social work profession tends to default toward one-to-one, I-thou relationships whether in the 

helping relationship or in supervision (Clark 2000; Healy, 2000). Social work does not have a 
culture of explicit collective decision-making that is an embedded part of the habits and disciplines 
of professions such as the medicine and law. As Rob Sawyer, a US child protection social worker 
ÁÎÄ ÁÄÍÉÎÉÓÔÒÁÔÏÒ ÉÓ ÆÏÎÄ ÏÆ ÓÁÙÉÎÇȟ Ȭ.!3! ÆÉÇÕÒÅÄ ÏÕÔ ÌÏÎÇ ÁÇÏ ÔÈÁÔ ÏÕÒ ÂÅÓÔ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÄÅÃÉÓÉÏÎ-
making is collective decision-making, but this is not the usual way of doing business for social 
×ÏÒËÅÒÓȭȢ 

 
Ɇ It is not that uncommon that social workers when asked to explain their actions will respond with a 

ÓÅÎÔÉÍÅÎÔ ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÌÉËÅȟ Ȭ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÔÈÉÎË ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÁÔȟ )ȭÍ ÍÕÃÈ ÍÏÒÅ ÉÎÔÕÉÔÉÖÅȭȢ 0ÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÁÓÏÎ ÆÏÒ 
ÔÈÉÓ ) ×ÏÕÌÄ ÁÒÇÕÅ ÉÓ Á ÌÏÎÇÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÁÃÁÄÅÍÉÃ ÍÉÓÕÓÅ ÏÆ 0ÏÌÙÁÎÉ ÁÎÄ 3ÃÈÏÎȭÓ ×ÏÒË ɉ4ÕÒÎÅÌÌȟ ςππχɊȢ 
There is about almost every social worker a tendency to wear this sort of perspective as a badge of 
honour and as an argument against having to make explicit their thinking and judgments. At worst, 
this sort of thinking can slide toward seeing intuition as something unchallengable and almost 
mystical. 

 
The whole purpose of every child protection assessment system is to direct judgment and render the 
decisions made about complex situations, explicit and available for review. The decisions child protection 
social workers make can impinge dramatically on the intimate relationships between children and their 
parents, who tell us in a considerable volume of research they consistently do not understand why social 
workers have intervened in their lives (see for example, Dale, 2004; de Boer and Coady, 2007; Cleaver and 
Freeman 1995; Farmer and Owen, 1995; Freymond, 20034). Principles of natural justice demand that 
social workers use assessment frameworks that make their thinking accessible not only to other 
professionals but most importantly to service recipients. A real-world example of doing exactly this is 
ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅÄ ÉÎ "ÁÒÂÒÏ ÁÎÄ -ÁÒÉÅȭÓ ÅØÐÌÉÃÉÔ ÁÓÓÅÓÓÍÅÎÔ ×ÏÒË ÔÏ create common-language danger 
statements in the case example that leads this chapter.  
 
Administrators and policy makers in the helping professions have long recognized the problems of 
intuitive decision-ÍÁËÉÎÇ ÒÅÆÌÅÃÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ×ÏÒËÅÒȭÓ ÑÕÏÔÅ ÕÓÅÄ above were the father has been 
ÆÒÁÍÅÄ ÄÅÆÉÎÉÔÉÖÅÌÙ ÁÎÄ ÕÎÃÒÉÔÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÁÓ Á ȬÐÁÔÈÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÌÉÁÒ ÁÎÄ ÓÕÆÆÅÒÉÎÇ ÆÒÏÍ ÂÏÒÄÅÒ-line personality 
ÄÉÓÏÒÄÅÒȭȢ 4Ï ÒÅÍÅÄÙ ÔÈÉÓȟ ÁÄÍÉÎÉÓÔÒÁÔÏÒÓ ÏÆÔÅÎ ÕÔÉÌÉÚÅ ÅØÐÅÒÔ ÁÓÓÅÓÓÍÅÎÔ ÓÙÓÔÅÍÓ ÔÏ ÏÖÅÒÒÉÄÅ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÒÒÅÃÔ 
for the biases and potential injustice of intuitive decision-making. It is vital however that those leading 
child protection agencies understand that it is never possible to exclude intuitive decision-making and in 
fact this instinctive human facility will always be the primary vehicle by which decisions are made and 
action taken in every case in every agency. No tool or expert system will erase this reality. Rather than 
seeing intuitive and analytical decision-making as functioning in two different hemispheres I believe 
intuitive thinking must be embraced and incorporated into expert decision-making processes if these 
systems are to have significant impact on everyday practice. I take great heart and inspiration in this 
ÒÅÇÁÒÄ ÆÒÏÍ %ÉÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÏÎȟ Ȭa new idea comes suddenly and in a rather intuitive way, but, 
ÉÎÔÕÉÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÎÏÔÈÉÎÇ ÂÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÏÕÔÃÏÍÅ ÏÆ ÅÁÒÌÉÅÒ ÉÎÔÅÌÌÅÃÔÕÁÌ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅȭ. Einstein it seems to me 
simultaneously locates intuition as a hopeful, essential part of human decision-making and also stakes a 
robust ÃÌÁÉÍ ÆÏÒ ÉÎÔÕÉÔÉÏÎÓȭ ÁÃÃÅÓÓÉÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÁÎÄ ÆÏÕÎÄÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÁÎÄ ÒÁÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÔÙȢ  
 
To restate then, the purpose of assessment is to simultaneously to educate, inform and guide those in the 
thick of the child protection action (both professionals and family members) and to help make intuitive 
thinking and judgment explicit, accessible, transparent and accountable. While most people would agree 
with this perspective, saying it is one thing, but quite another to enact. Seeking to make explicit the 
complex, pressurized decisions made by practitioners in the anxious environment of child protection, is 
almost always both threatening and painful. Enabling practitioners to do this careful intellectual work 

                                                        
4
 A comprehensive listing of child protection service recipient research is available at 

http://www.signsofsafety.net/servicerecipients 
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requires the sort of supportive, compassionate organizational environment discussed in the previous 
chapter.  
 
Two ways of viewing child protection assessment  
 
Assessment became a hot topic in the child protection world by the early to mid-1980s, primarily because 
child protection systems around the world were facing dramatically increasing caseloads (Corby, 2000; 
Tomison, 1995; US Department of Health and Human Services, 1997). The need for consistent 
assessments to guide practice and target limited resources became a major concern for administrators. 
The momentum toward formalized assessment processes became even stronger when researchers began 
finding significant inconsistencies in professional assessment and decision-making in child maltreatment 
cases (Giovannoni and Becerra, 1979; Birchall and Hallett, 1995). By-and-large, most of the assessment 
frameworks that the international child protection field uses have had their genesis in the different 
sensibilities that America and England bring to the child protection task.  
 
American focus on risk  
 
In the US, researchers and policy makers looking at the issue of child protection assessment have 
primarily focused on developing formal risk assessment instruments that usually provide judgments in 
the form of a numerical score or level of risk such as low, moderate, high, very high. (See CWLA 2005; 
Schene, 1996; Johnson, 1996; Wald and Wolverton, 1993 for a more detailed exploration of the US journey 
with risk assessment.) Since unaided professional judgment has been shown to vary widely and be 
significantly influenced by the biases and dispositions of the particular professionals undertaking the 
assessment (Munro, 1996; 1999 and 2008), risk assessment tools are designed to compensate for the 
limitations of professional judgment. In general terms, two types of risk assessment tool have been 
developed: actuarial and consensus-based.  
 
Consensus-based tools of which two well known examples include the Washington Assessment of Risk 
Matrix (available as an attachment in English et. al., 2002) and the Manitoba Risk Estimation System 
(Sigurdson, and Reid, 1996) seek to integrate a combination of professional expertise and experience 
alongside research findings.  Actuarial tools are developed through strict statistical procedures, analysing 
child protection cases to see which characteristics give the most consistent and accurate prediction of 
abuse recurrence and only use these risk factors predict likelihood of maltreatment (see #ÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ 
Research Center, 2008). While the ongoing debate about the different approaches has been so contested it 
ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ȬÒÉÓË ÁÓÓÅÓÓÍÅÎÔ ×ÁÒÓȭ ɉ*ÏÈÎÓÏÎ ςππυɊȟ ÁÃÔÕÁÒÉÁÌ ÔÏÏÌÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÐÒÏÂÁÂÌÙ ÂÅÃÏÍÅ 
the dominant paradigm in the field primarily because of evaluative research which asserts that these tools 
are significantly more accurate than professional judgment (Baird, et. al., 1999; Baird, and Wagner, 2000; 
Grove and Meehl, 1996). The intensity of the debate is well reflected by Scottye Cash in her dismissive 
2001 statement about consensus-ÂÁÓÅÄ ÉÎÓÔÒÕÍÅÎÔÓ ȬÁ ÒÉÓË ÁÓÓÅÓÓÍÅÎÔ ÉÎÓÔÒÕÍÅÎÔ not based on empirical 
ÆÉÎÄÉÎÇÓ ÉÓ ÎÏÔÈÉÎÇ ÍÏÒÅ ÔÈÁÎ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅ ×ÉÓÄÏÍ ÁÒÒÁÎÇÅÄ ÎÅÁÔÌÙ ÏÎ Á ÆÏÒÍȭ ɉ#ÁÓÈ ςππρȟ Ð ψρψɊȢ While the 
research findings that support actuarial tools are persuasive and those that advocate for them compelling, 
the findings and arguments are contested and the significance of the research evidence for actual practice 
is not as clear-cut as it might seem (see for example, BASSC, 2005; Baumann et. al., 2005 and 2006; CLWA 
2005; DOCS 2006; English et. al., 1998; Hughes and Rycus, 2007; Rittner, 2002). 
 
While the research promoting actuarial risk assessment contrasts the use of actuarial tools against 
professional judgment the fact is that both actuarial and consensus-based tools are very formal in 
structure and design and both are designed to guide and direct professional judgment. Child protection 
ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓ ×ÈÏ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ χπȭÓ ÁÎÄ ψπȭÓ ÁÒÅ ÐÅÒÈÁÐÓ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÓÔ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÔÉÏÎÅÒÓ ×ÈÏ ÕÎÄÅÒÔÏÏË ÔÈÅÉÒ 
work based solely upon the professional experience of those who were involved in the case. 
  
The literature debates about the relative merits of respective formal risk assessment approaches and tools 
are complex, it is difficult to fully understand all the issues let alone retain and distill the significance. 
Critical issues include:   
 
Ɇ Whether assessment tools can actually predict maltreatment, or simply classify levels of risk, 

(Baird & Wagner, 2000; DePanfilis and Zuravin, 2001; English and Graham, 2000; Shlonsky and 
Wagner, 2005). 4ÈÅ #ÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ 2ÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ #ÅÎÔÅÒ ÉÎ -ÁÄÉÓÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÁÒÃÈÉÔÅÃÔÓ ÏÆ SDM in child 
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ÐÒÏÔÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÁÒÅ ÖÅÒÙ ÃÌÅÁÒ ÔÈÅÉÒ $ÉÒÅÃÔÏÒ ÏÆ ͺͺͺ +ÁÔÈÙ 0ÁÒË ÓÔÁÔÅÄ Ȭ5ÓÉÎÇ ÁÎ 3$- ÊÕÄÇÍÅÎÔ ÔÏ 
ÒÅÍÏÖÅ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎ ÏÒ ÒÅÕÎÉÔÅ ÉÓ ÔÏ ÍÉÓÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÔÏÏÌȟ ÁÎ 3$- ÉÓ ÃÌÁÓÓÉÆÉÃÁÔÏÒÙ ÎÏÔ ÐÒÅÄÉÃÔÉÖÅȭ 
(Park, 2010). 

Ɇ Whether these tools are useful for and intersect with the issue of substantiation (English et. al., 
2002, Pecora 1991).  

Ɇ What any given level of identified risk actually signifies, (Wald and Woolverton, 1990). 
Ɇ Judgments generated by formal tools tend to be highly fixed and often change little during the 

timeframe a case will be open to child protection services because they are draw on relatively or 
ÃÏÍÐÌÅÔÅÌÙ ÉÍÍÕÔÁÂÌÅ ÆÁÃÔÏÒÓ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ ÐÁÒÅÎÔȭÓ ÁÇÅȟ ÐÁÓÔ ÁÂÕÓÅȟ ÍÅÎÔÁÌ ÉÌÌÎÅÓÓȟ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÙ ÁÎÄ 
intensity of drug/alcohol use, (Hart 1998; Doyle and Dolan, 2002).  

Ɇ What actually counts in building a comprehensive child protection risk assessment is broader 
than the factors that have been demonstrated to count by research (Ansay and Perkins, 2001; 
Munro, 2004 and 2008). 

Ɇ Tools generate significant and even unacceptably high rates of false positive and negative 
findings (Ansay & Perkins 2001; Child Death Review Team, 2004; Munro 2004; Parton, Thorpe 
and Wattam, 1997; Pecora 1991; Ruscio 1998; Wilczynski, 1997). 

Ɇ Risk assessment tools tend to privatize the problem of child abuse risk, focusing almost 
exclusively on the attributes and behaviours of parents or caregivers in the nuclear family. This 
ÉÓ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒÌÙ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍÁÔÉÃ ÆÏÒ ÔÒÁÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅÓ ×ÈÏ ÔÙÐÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÏÐÅÒÁÔÅ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÍÁØÉÍ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÉÔ 
takes a ÖÉÌÌÁÇÅ ÔÏ ÒÁÉÓÅ Á ÃÈÉÌÄȭ ɉNZCYPS, 1996a and b; Stanley, 1997; Stanley, 1999). It also 
overlooks the reality that risk is not simply located within the family or parents it is always 
contextual. In one family context who are involved with experienced child protection workers, 
well resourced services, a strong community and naturally occurring network around the family 
it is very possible to leave children in the care of problematic parents but in another equivalent 
family where the child protection staff are inexperienced, have limited resources and little to no 
service support and the family is isolated the children will probably have to be immediately 
removed into care. 

 
I would add an additional issue to this list that in my experience formal tools seem to subsume or overlook 
the sin qua non of child maltreatment risk assessment namely the fact that the best predictor of future 
maltreatment is a detailed description of past maltreatment. 
 
Finally the issue of implementation has to be mentioned. In the 199πȭÓȟ ÁÓ ÒÉÓË ÁÓÓÅÓÓÍÅÎÔ ÔÏÏÌÓ ×ÅÒÅ 
being created and implemented, it was often very difficult to get practitioners to use the tool at all, let 
ÁÌÏÎÅ ÃÏÎÓÉÓÔÅÎÔÌÙ ÁÎÄ ×ÈÅÎ ÔÈÅÙ ×ÅÒÅ ÍÅÁÎÔ ÔÏȢ !Ó 7ÉÌÌ *ÏÈÎÓÏÎ ɉρωωφɊ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÅÄ ȬÔÈÅ ÂÅÓÔ ÓÙÓÔÅÍ ÉÓ ÎÏ 
good if peÏÐÌÅ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÕÓÅ ÉÔȭȢ A key issue in implementing any child protection assessment approach or tool 
is that an agency will almost inevitably establish the task of timely caseworker completion as a key 
performance indicator. When this occurs there is a tendency for the significance and utility of the 
assessment process to be subsumed within proceduralisation. There is also broad consensus in the 
literature that, whatever the approach adopted, its efficacy in practice is dependent on skilled, well-
trained and suÐÐÏÒÔÅÄ ÓÔÁÆÆ ɉ$ÏÕÅÃË ÅÔȢ ÁÌȢȟ ρωωσ $ÏÕÅÃËȟ %ÎÇÌÉÓÈȟ $Å0ÁÎÆÉÌÉÓ ÁÎÄ -ÏÏÔÅ ρωωσȠ $ȭ!ÎÄÒÁÄÅ 
ÅÔȢ ÁÌȢȟ ςππυɊȢ )Î ÔÈÉÓ ÌÉÔÅÒÁÔÕÒÅ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÄ ȬÏÎÇÏÉÎÇȭ ÓÅÅÍÓ ÔÏ ÁÌÍÏÓÔ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÏÖÅÒÌÏÏËÅÄȢ -ÏÓÔ 
jurisdictions implementing any form of assessment usually develop effective training and support 
programmes in the early years. The difficulty arises when the momentum and enthusiasm of the initial 
implementation wanes, the training, support and supervision tends to diminish significantly as other 
organizational priorities are taken up and the use of formal assessment tools then tends to become far 
more procedural than informed and skillful. 
 
)ÍÐÌÅÍÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÓÓÕÅÓ ÇÏ ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ ÓÉÍÐÌÙ ×ÈÅÔÈÅÒ ÁÎÄ ×ÈÅÎ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÔÉÏÎÅÒÓ ÕÓÅ ÔÈÅ ÁÇÅÎÃÙȭÓ 
assessment system. I have had the privilege of being able to closely observe the implementation of a 
consensus-based risk assessment tool, the Risk Estimation System (CYFS, 2002) into Child Youth and 
Family Services in New Zealand. As the RES was rolled out across New Zealand it was met with 
considerable protest from practitioners who were worried that their professionalism was being 
questioned and they were being turned into form filling automatons. This lead to trainers and 
ÍÁÎÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ ÃÒÅÁÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÍÁÎÔÒÁ ȬÔÏÏÌÓ ÎÏÔ ÒÕÌÅÓȭȟ ÂÙ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÔÈÅ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÓÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÌÅÁÄÅÒÓ ÍÅÁÎÔ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ 
about forcing practitioners to simply complete the assessment system but to use the tool skillfully and 
ÉÎÔÅÌÌÉÇÅÎÔÌÙȢ -Ù ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔÁÒÙ ÏÎ ÔÈÉÓ ×ÁÓ ÔÏ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÅ ȰÐÅÒÈÁÐÓ ÔÈÅÎ ÉÔÓ ÂÅÔÔÅÒ ÔÏ ÓÁÙ ȬÉÔÓ ÎÏÔ ÔÈÅ ÒÕÌÅȟ ÎÏÒ 
the tool, ÆÕÎÄÁÍÅÎÔÁÌÌÙ ÉÔÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÏÌȢȭ 7ÈÁÔ ) ÍÅÁÎÔ ÂÙ ÔÈÉÓ ×ÁÓ ÔÏ ÓÁÙ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÔÏÏÌÓ ÁÎÄ ÒÕÌÅÓ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ 
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need to be targeted at growing the practice depth and intelligence of practitioners and all those in the 
organization. 
 
The literature explores the same issue and the point is made repeatedly that, professional judgment can 
never be eliminated from any risk assessment process within a child protection system and that there is a 
need to integrate formal tools with professional judgment (Shlonsky & Wagner, 2005; 2003; Fuller et. al., 
2001; Munro, 1999; 2008). Perhaps the most critical reason for this is that formal risk assessment tools 
tend to be created at a significant remove from everyday child protection case work and there is a 
tendency to frame assessment as a fairly static if not a set-piece undertaking. English child protection and 
social work academic, Anne Hollows makes the following observation:  
 

My concern about risk assessment has always been the ongoing management of risk and the 
integration of wider practice within it. I have long held the view that assessment is not a discrete 
phase of work but something akin to continual monitoring, (quoted in Dalgleish, 1998, p. 5). 

 
Although there is considerable debate about the efficacy of different risk assessment approaches and tools 
the international professional child protection community owe North American child protection 
academics, researchers, peak bodies and jurisdictions a huge vote of thanks for the sustained focus they 
have given to the issue of risk over more than 25 years. The North American research and development 
work, the debate and consequent intellectual journey has brought a critical depth of focus and 
ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÉÓÓÕÅ ÏÆ ÃÈÉÌÄ ÍÁÌÔÒÅÁÔÍÅÎÔ ÒÉÓË ÔÈÁÔ ÓÉÍÐÌÙ ×ÁÓÎȭÔ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ Æield 30 years ago.  
 
It is important to always remember that North American risk assessment tools were in the first instance 
designed to efficiently address the systems issue of classifying case seriousness and to enable the most 
effective allocation of agency and community resources to the highest risk cases. In my experience when 
any of the well-designed North American risk assessment tools are implemented alongside good ongoing 
staff training and support, backed by intelligent management these tools make a significant contribution 
to delivering an effective, well-targeted child protection system. The need for an efficacious line through 
ÔÈÅ ÅÎÔÉÒÅÔÙ ÏÆ ÁÎ ÁÇÅÎÃÙȭÓ ÃÁÓÅÌÏÁÄ ÉÓ ÉÎÖÁÌÕÁÂÌÅ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒÌÙ ÎÅÃÅÓÓÁÒÙ ×ÈÅÎ Á ÓÙÓÔÅÍ ÍÕÓÔ 
implement the tight concurrent planning mandates that apply in the USA (AFCARS 2005).  
 
However, assessment tools designed at the very least to classify child abuse risk, are not at all the same 
thing as mechanisms that will assist frontline practitioners and the family members they are working 
with, to think their way into and through the everyday complexities of trying to resolve situations of 
actual or suspected maltreatment most especially decisions about removal or reunification. As this 
chapter unfolds I will seek to articulate a different approach to risk assessment that draws upon the best 
thinking of the North American discourse and takes the issue of significantly further. The approach I will 
describes seeks to revision and rethink the risk assessment task, significantly shifting the paradigm of 
how risk is theorized and operationalised so that it responds more directly and rigorously to the needs of 
the most important people in the child protection enterprise, the service deliverers and recipients. Before 
I do this however it is important to shift to the other side of the Atlantic where the thinking and framing of 
child protection assessment is entirely different. 
 
English focus on needs 
 
English academics and policy makers have traditionally been wary of risk assessment, believing it to be 
reductionist and too incident-focused. On the British side of the Atlantic the North American emphasis on 
risk is seen to privatise the problem child abuse locating the cause of, and by consequence blame for the 
problem, solely with individual parents and care-givers, ignoring the broader social context and causes of 
child abuse such as poverty and social disadvantage. Though England and other European countries seek 
to operationalise this perspective in their child protection systems, probably the most well-known 
advocate of this ecological approach is in fact American, James Garbarino (see Garbarino 1977; Garbarino 
and Eckenrode, 1997). For an English treatment of the subject see, Sidebotham (2001) and Gill and Jack, 
(2007). 
 
Just as the international child protection community is in the debt of the North Americans who have 
developed such professional acuity around the issue of child abuse risk, the English government and 
academics have undoubtedly lead the way in researching chiÌÄ ÄÅÁÔÈÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÓÙÓÔÅÍÓȭ ÆÁÉÌÕÒÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÌÅÁÄ ÔÏ 
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these occurrences (see for example Department of Health, 2002). The English acuity toward context and 
ecology around child protection matters was captured by Peter Dale, Tony Morrison and their colleagues 
manÙ ÙÅÁÒÓ ÁÇÏ ×ÈÅÎ ÔÈÅÙ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÆÉÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÉÓÓÕÅ ÏÆ ȬÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌ ÄÁÎÇÅÒÏÕÓÎÅÓÓȭ ɉ$ÁÌÅ ÅÔȢ ÁÌȢ ρωψφɊȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÉÓ 
further reason the English are cautious about North American risk assessment tools, since those tools 
completely ignore the danger that quickly accrues and escalates around high-risk cases when many 
professionals become involved but are not communicating and working purposively. Drawing on this 
ÓÅÎÓÉÂÉÌÉÔÙȟ ÔÈÅ %ÎÇÌÉÓÈ ÈÁÖÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÅÄ ×ÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÏÆÔÅÎ ÐÒÏÕÄÌÙ ÐÒÏÃÌÁÉÍ ÔÏ ÂÅ ȬÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÊÏÉÎÅÄ-up child 
welfare sÙÓÔÅÍ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȭȢ 3ÁÄÌÙ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÇÏÏÄ ÅÖÉÄÅÎÃÅ ÔÏ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ %ÎÇÌÉÓÈ ÓÙÓÔÅÍ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÃÏÍÅ 
ÓÏ ÃÏÎÓÕÍÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓ ×ÏÒËÉÎÇ ÔÏÇÅÔÈÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇ ȬÃÏÒÒÅÃÔȭ ÐÒÏÃÅÄÕÒÅȟ ÔÈÁÔ ÆÒÏÎÔÌÉÎÅ 
practitioners have little time the to give to direct work with families (Audit Commission, 2002; Ferguson, 
2004; McKeigue, and Beckett, 2004; Munro, 2004b). This itself constitutes systemic professional 
dangerousness. 
 
The ecological perspective which has had longstanding currency in England led to framing the child 
welfare problem in terms of children-in-need, rather than children-at-risk and the resultant creation of 
the Framework for Assessment of Children in Need and their Families (Department of Health, 2000). The 
Ȭ.ÅÅÄÓ ÆÒÁÍÅ×ÏÒËȭ ÁÓ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÃÏÍÍÏÎÌÙ ËÎÏ×Îȟ ÌÏÃÁÔÅÓ ÉÔÓ ÅÃÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÁÓÓÅÓÓÍÅÎÔ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ Á ȬÎÅÅÄÓ ÔÒÉÁÎÇÌÅȭ 
ÕÔÉÌÉÚÉÎÇ ςπ ÃÒÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÉÎÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎ ÇÁÔÈÅÒÉÎÇ ÉÔÅÍÓ ÇÒÏÕÐÅÄ ÕÎÄÅÒ ÃÈÉÌÄȭÓ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȟ ÐÁÒÅÎÔÉÎÇ ÃÁÐÁÃÉÔÙ 
and family and environmental factors.     
 

 
 
7ÈÅÎ Á ÃÁÓÅ ÉÓ ÒÅÆÅÒÒÅÄ ÉÎÔÏ ÓÁÆÅÇÕÁÒÄÉÎÇ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ service in England, statutory investigative workers 
have 35 days to complete a core (needs) assessment. One of my long-standing concerns with the needs 
framework is that English child protection workers, already pressed for time, have to gather such an 
extensive body of family-needs information that they are at risk of losing focus on the purpose of their 
ÉÎÖÏÌÖÅÍÅÎÔȢ 4ÅÒÒÙ -ÕÒÐÈÙ ɉςππςɊ ÆÒÏÍ 4ÅÅÓÉÄÅ 5ÎÉÖÅÒÓÉÔÙȟ ÉÎ -ÉÄÄÌÅÓÂÏÒÏÕÇÈȟ ÈÁÓ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÅÄȡ Ȭ4ÈÅ ÄÅÐÔÈ 
and elegance of the needs framework has to be respected, but using this framework in our social services 
ÓÙÓÔÅÍ ÉÓ ÁËÉÎ ÔÏ ÐÕÔÔÉÎÇ Á 2ÏÌÌÓ 2ÏÙÃÅ ÅÎÇÉÎÅ ÉÎÔÏ Á ÃÌÁÐÐÅÄ ÏÕÔ -ÉÎÉ -ÉÎÏÒȠ ÔÈÅ ÓÙÓÔÅÍ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÈÅ 
ÃÁÐÁÃÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÈÁÎÄÌÅ ÉÔ ÁÎÄ ÉÓ ÁÔ ÒÉÓË ÏÆ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÓÈÁËÅÎ ÁÐÁÒÔ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÐÏ×ÅÒ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÇÉÎÅȢȭ !ÎÏÔÈÅÒ difficulty of 
placing such a massive assessment task at the front-end of British child welfare services is that 
practitioners come to view the assessment process as an end in itself, as if completing a detailed 
assessment equates to delivering a service to the family. 
 
!Î ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔÁÌ ÁÓÐÉÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÉÎÔÒÏÄÕÃÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÎÅÅÄÓ ÆÒÁÍÅ×ÏÒË ×ÁÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÂÙ ÃÒÅÁÔÉÎÇ Á ȬÓÏÆÔÅÒȭ 
more holistic frame for child welfare practice it was hoped that this would create better collaboration 
between professionals and families ÁÎÄ ÌÅÁÄ ÔÏ ÌÅÓÓ ÓÔÁÔÕÔÏÒÙ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÅÎÔÉÏÎ ÉÎÔÏ ÆÁÍÉÌÉÅÓȭ ÌÉÖÅÓȢ 
Unfortunately, the evidence suggests the reverse has occurred (McKeigue, and Beckett, 2004). 
 
Many frontline English practitioners are dismayed by the amount of time it takes to complete the core 
assessment. Practitioners have described to me how their dismay with the needs framework turns to 
exasperation during the case conference that follows the completion of the core assessment when 
3ÁÆÅÇÕÁÒÄÉÎÇ #ÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ "ÏÁÒÄ ÃÏÎÆÅÒÅÎÃÅ ÃÈÁÉÒÓ ÔÁÂÌÅ ÂÕÔ Åffectively set aside the completed needs 
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assessment because it contains too much information to integrate into the conferencing process. The vast 
ÁÍÏÕÎÔ ÏÆ ÉÎÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÎÅÅÄÓ ÆÒÁÍÅ×ÏÒË ÃÁÌÌÓ ÆÏÒ ÈÁÓ ÁÌÓÏ ÌÅÄ ÔÏ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍ ÏÆ ȬÁÓÓÅÓÓÍÅÎÔ ÃÌÏÎÉÎÇȭ 
where practitioners under time pressures, use cut and paste functions to import the same or similar 
information from one assessment to the next.  
 
More seriously still, the needs assessment process can also obscure the day-to-day reality that workers 
constantly need to make assessments about the likelihood of a child being maltreated. The holistic focus of 
the needs framework can leave English workers adrift, trying to determine how they should go about the 
risk assessment task. As Gateshead child protection referral and assessment social worker Sharon Elliot, 
ÏÂÓÅÒÖÅÄȟ Ȭ×Å ÈÁÖÅÎȭÔ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÈÁÄ Á ÒÉÓË ÁÓÓÅÓÓÍÅÎÔ ÔÏÏÌ ÓÏ ×ÈÅÎ ÙÏÕȭÒÅ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÉÎÔÏ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÄÁÎÇÅÒÏÕÓ 
situations, while you have your skills, without something to really focus your thought you can be left in 
quite Á ÄÁÎÇÅÒÏÕÓ ÐÌÁÃÅȭ ɉ4ÕÒÎÅÌÌȟ %ÌÌÉÏÔ ÁÎÄ (ÏÇÇȟ ςππυɊȢ 4ÈÅ ,ÁÍÉÎÇ ÉÎÑÕÉÒÙ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÁÔÈ ÏÆ 6ÉÃÔÏÒÉÁ 
Climbié, the largest and most expensive inquiry of its type the world has seen, made precisely the same 
point, recommending that as a minimum, a careful chronology of past abuse should be standard risk 
assessment practice in all cases of serious abuse (House of Commons Health Commitee, 2003). The 2007 
death of Baby Peter and the sexual abuse of his two older sisters 3 and 5 and the subsequent inquiry 
(Lambing 2009), created enormous distress in England. Peter was killed and the sisters were abused in 
the same London borough as that in which Victoria Climbié died 7 years previously. As Sharon Shoesmith, 
Haringey Head of Service quickly and ironically (though she was in no way trying to be ironic) pointed out 
to the media all the procedures and protocols were followed in this case. The English wanted to believe 
the Laming inquiry had made a difference, that safeguarding organisation and practice had changed for 
thÅ ÂÅÔÔÅÒ ÂÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÓÉÔÕÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ 0ÅÔÅÒȭÓ ÃÁÓÅ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÈÁÄ ÐÒÏÂÁÂÌÙ ÇÏÔ ×ÏÒÓÅȢ  
 
My experience and the data from child protection systems around the world says that child protection 
work is becoming more and more reactive, more families are caught in heavier-handed statutory 
interventions, more children are taken into care for longer. Child protection systems are becoming 
increasingly expensive, alongside worsening outcomes for children, frontline staff are increasingly 
dissatisfied in their work, morale is low and turnover high. It is my contention that at the heart of this 
problem is a fundamental error, the child protection task has been dehumanized. The core of child 
protection work is risk assessment. Creating constructive change in child protection, practice and 
organization that goes beyond the latest fashions in models, data, tools policy and guidance requires a 
fundamental revisioning of both how we think about assessment and how we think about risk, and a 
unambiguous reclaiming and relocating of guided professional judgment at the heart of child protection 
decision-making. 
 
What is Actually Reckonable in Child Protection Assessment? Or . . .  
How to Minimise Anxiety and Learn to Love the Child Protection Life -university of Irreducible 
Uncertainty  
 
Frontline child protection practitioners will regularly describe the daily experience of worrying whether 
ÔÈÅÙ ÈÁÖÅ ȬÇÏÔ ÉÔ ÒÉÇÈÔȭȢ )Æ ÔÈÅÙ ÒÅÍÏÖÅÄ Á ÃÈÉÌÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÐÁÒÅÎÔÓ ÔÈÅÙ ×ÏÒÒÙ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÍÉÇÈÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ 
able to do more to keep the family together, if they return a child they worry what if I got it wrong and the 
child is hurt again? Child protection work is riddled with anxiety, much of it gets focused on the notion 
ÔÈÁÔ ×Å ÃÁÎ ȬÇÅÔ ÉÔ ÒÉÇÈÔȭ ×ÈÅÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÁÔ ÂÅ ÉÎ ÁÓÓÅÓÓÍÅÎÔȟ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÅÎÔÉÏÎȟ ÐÏÌÉcy, legislation and guidance. 
#ÈÉÌÄ ÐÒÏÔÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÉÓȟ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÔÅ 4ÏÎÙ -ÏÒÒÉÓÏÎ ɉρωωφɊ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÅÄȟ ÁÎ ȬÁÎØÉÏÕÓ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔȭ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÉÌÌ ÁÌÍÏÓÔ 
inevitably seek to blame an individual when something is perceived retrospectively to have gone wrong.  
 
In the risk averse, blame ascribing and increasingly litigious, sound-bite societies we live in, the pressure 
ÃÏÎÓÔÁÎÔÌÙ ÍÕÌÔÉÐÌÅÓ ÔÏ ÂÅÌÉÅÖÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÏÍÅÈÏ× ×Å ÃÁÎ ȬÇÅÔ ÉÔ ÒÉÇÈÔȭ ÁÓ #ÏÏÐÅÒ ×ÒÉÔÅÓȡ 
 

Whether or not we think there are absolute perpetrators and absolute victims in child abuse cases, 
ÁÎÄ ×ÈÅÔÈÅÒ ÏÒ ÎÏÔ ×Å ÂÅÌÉÅÖÅ ÉÎ Á ÓÉÎÇÌÅ ÕÎÃÏÎÔÁÍÉÎÁÔÅÄ ȬÔÒÕÔÈȭ ÁÂÏÕÔ Ȭ×ÈÁÔ ÈÁÐÐÅÎÅÄȭȟ ÐÏ×ÅÒÆÕÌ 
forces pull us towards enacting a script, which offers us these parts and these endings. (Cooper 
1995: vi) 

 
Beyond what is reckonable, there is always much in child protection and child welfare casework that is 
ÉÎÃÁÌÃÕÌÁÂÌÅȟ ÄÒÁ×ÉÎÇ ÁÇÁÉÎ ÏÎ (ÁÍÍÏÎÄ ɉρωωφɊȟ ȬÉÒÒÅÄÕÃÉÂÌÅ ÕÎÃÅÒÔÁÉÎÔÙȭ ÉÓ ÅÍÂÅÄÄÅÄ ÉÎ ÃÈÉÌÄ ÐÒÏÔÅÃÔÉÏÎ 
work.  
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This reality of the irreducible uncertainty at the heart of child protection practice is obvious to almost 
ÁÎÙÏÎÅ ×ÈÅÎ ÔÈÅÙ ÒÅÆÌÅÃÔ ÕÐÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÐÌÅØÉÔÙ ÏÆ ×ÏÒËÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ ÆÁÍÉÌÉÅÓ ÒÁÉÓÉÎÇ Á ÓÏÃÉÅÔÉÅÓȭ ÍÏÓÔ 
vulnerable children who inevitably live in disadvantage and at the margins of our societies. But while this 
is obvious, the propensity to try and erase this reality or somehow pretend this is not at the core of child 
protection is disingenuous and crazy-making for practitioners and only serves to escalate their anxiety. 
Before proceeding further I want to land the abstract idea of irreducible uncertainty in the child 
protection reality of a typical high-risk case. 
 

%ÖÅÒÙ ÃÈÉÌÄ ÐÒÏÔÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÓÙÓÔÅÍ ×ÉÌÌ ÒÅÇÕÌÁÒÌÙ ÅÎÃÏÕÎÔÅÒ ÃÁÓÅÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇ ÐÒÏÆÉÌÅȢ 4ÈÅ ÃÁÓÅ ÔÙÐÅ )ȭÍ 
thinking of involves a pregnant 17 year-old teenage mother-to-be, we shall call Annie, in her second 
trimester. Annie was raised in the care system, having been removed from her own mother in her younger 
years. She has moved through many foster care homes and most recently has been living on and off in 
instituÔÉÏÎÓ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÎÏ ÆÏÓÔÅÒ ÆÁÍÉÌÙ ÃÁÎ ÎÏ× ÂÅ ÆÏÕÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ ×ÉÌÌÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÁËÅ ÈÅÒȢ 5ÓÕÁÌÌÙ Ȭ!ÎÎÉÅȭ ÈÁÓ Á 
mild developmental delay and/or there are concerns about mental illness of some type and certainly she 
has not succeeded in her schooling. If Annie works at ÁÌÌȟ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÉÎ ÌÏ× ÐÁÙÉÎÇ ÊÏÂÓȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÓÈÅ ÕÓÕÁÌÌÙ ÉÓÎȭÔ 
able to keep. Annie has been running away from the institutions where professionals have been trying to 
stabilize her. Mostly she is living an itinerant lifestyle and is regularly using drugs or drinking to excess. 
Annie has had a series of brief casual relationship with men with problematic histories of their own, 
several have been violent to her. Annie has been in a relationship with a 20 year-old young man, Benji for 
about the same duration as her pregnancy and they both believe Benji is the father. Benji is a diagnosed 
schizophrenic and mostly itinerant and has a history of violence, including being imprisoned twice, once 
for assaulting a professional the other for domestic assault. The workers have never seen Annie happier, 
she says Benji has never been violent to her. The couple both say they love each other and want to settle 
down and have the baby. 
 
The probability that this baby could suffer from unexplained injuries (often called shaken baby syndrome) 
is vastly higher than a baby born to the average family and the probability that this baby will be neglected 
in some significant way, i.e., not properly clothed, fed, stimulated and have its health needs met are even 
higher than the likelihood of unexplained physical injuries. Any child protection tool (actuarial or 
consensus) worth its title will tell the same story but when the professionals run the risk assessment 
ÔÈÅÙȭÌÌ ÐÒÏÂÁÂÌÙ ÔÅÌÌ ÙÏÕ ÔÈÅ ÔÏÏÌ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÔÅÌÌ ÔÈÅÍ ÁÎÙÔÈÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÁÌÒÅÁÄÙ ËÎÏw5. The critical point 
though, is that neither the outcomes of physical abuse nor neglect is in any way certain. Professionals can 
say without question that this baby is at high risk, but cannot say with certainty this baby will  definitely be 
physically injured or neglected. More than that, professionals have very limited capacity to predicting the 
severity of any abuse or neglect that might happen, though none would be very surprised if this baby was 
severely neglected, hurt or even killed. At the same time, every experienced child protection worker can 
also tell you case histories of parents like Annie and Benji who turned their lives around and made a go of 
successfully raising a child. 
 
Though virtually every formal risk assessment tool assesses this situation as if risk is solely generated by 
the attributes of the parents-to-be, the risk equation also shifts significantly, depending on factors that are 
beyond the individual characteristics of the mother and father. The risk equation shifts significantly 
depending on just some of the following types of contextual factors:  
 
Ɇ Whether there are professionals who have good working relationships with couple and have the 

time, skill and confidence to work with them on the child protection issues.  
Ɇ Whether there is a good home-visiting, health nurse service that will work with the couple.  
Ɇ Whether the social services agency can help access appropriate housing for the couple and/or 

whether they could pay for it. 
Ɇ Whether there is a 24 hour residential support and monitoring facility where the couple could live 

ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÏÎÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÒÅÅ ÍÏÎÔÈÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÂÁÂÙȭÓ ÌÉÆÅ ÔÏ ÌÅÁÒÎ ÇÏÏÄ ÐÁÒÅÎÔÉÎÇ ÓËÉÌÌÓ ÁÎÄ ÍÏÎÉÔÏÒ 
whether they can deliver the requisite care. 

Ɇ Whether the child protection agency has the capacity and uses their authority to utilize some sort 
of pre-birth family group conferencing process to gather a network of informed, supportive friends 
and extended family around the couple to deal with the challenges they will face. 

                                                        
5
 As Len Dalgleish, one of my countryôs leading authorities on child protection risk assessment often observed when he still 
worked in Australia; high risk cases are almost always very obvious you donôt need a tool to pick them. 
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The point here is that both the Americans and the English are right but neither is exclusively so ɀ risk is 
both located in the parents and the context, and a genuinely comprehensive risk assessment must 
incorporate both. To focus on one and not the other is an exercise in professional dangerousness. 
However, throughout the life of this case and whatever professionals and the parents do, everyone is 
ÄÅÁÌÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ ÕÎÃÅÒÔÁÉÎÔÙȢ )Æ !ÎÎÉÅ ÁÎÄ "ÅÎÊÉȭÓ ÂÁÂÙ ÉÓ ÔÁËÅÎ ÉÎÔÏ ÃÁÒÅȟ ÎÏ ÍÁÔÔÅÒ ×ÈÁÔ ÁÓÓÅÓÓÍÅÎÔ ÓÙÓÔÅÍ ÉÓ 
used, the professionals are doing so because the baby is at risk, not because they know with certainty the 
infant will be injured or neglected. In like manner, irreducible uncertainty is enmeshed and embedded in 
every child protection case.  

 
Exploring the notion of risk as a social and political phenomenon, Nigel Parton (1998) argues that 
uncertainty and ambiguity is inherent in all assessment and proposes that rather than inducing anxiety, 
this recognition can serve as a cornerstone for creativity in response to risky situations. Parton writes: 
 

Rather than seeing uncertainty as undermining and lying at the margins of practice, I would suggest 
it lies at the heart, and that this recognition provides an opportunity for valuing practice, 
practitioners and the people with whom they work. Notions of ambiguity, complexity and 
uncertainty are the core of social work and should be built upon, not defined out. (p. 23). 

 
In the assessment literature on both sides of the Atlantic over the past 30 years professional or clinical 
judgment has come to be framed as something hugely problematic and seemingly relegated to a bygone 
era of social work. The reality though is that no matter what legislation, policy, model of practice or 
assessment system child protection systems adopt, irreducible uncertainty is always at the heart of the 
work and practitioners will always make their primary case management judgments through instinctive, 
intuitive decision-making. To deal with this, to make a meaningful change in child protection organization, 
culture and practice requires that policy makers, administrators, supervisors, academics and frontline 
practitioners to not just accept this as a difficult problem but actively embrace this reality, since it reflects 
exactly what life and child protection practice always is ɀ a risky business.  
 
The Signs of Safety risk assessment framework and system I will describe is grounded in the reality that 
professionals constantly traffick in and negotiate uncertainty (Teoh et. al., 2003). This approach to risk 
assessment revisions and reclaims the task as a constructive, solution-building undertaking, a process that 
incorporates the idea of a win, as well as loss. This is an approach that embraces and negotiates 
uncertainty aiming to create a simultaneously hopeful and rigorous engagement with risk. The approach 
incorporates the best North American thinking and knowledges about parental and caregiver risk and the 
ecological factors clearly demonstrated by the British. The Signs of Safety approach does not set problems 
in opposition to a strengths and solution-focus, nor does it frame forensic, rigourous professional inquiry 
as something that diminishes or erases the possibility of collaborative practice. Quite simply, the best 
child protection assessment practice is always both forensic and collaborative. It demands that 
professionals are sensitised to and draw upon every scintilla of strength, hope and human capacity they 
ÃÁÎ ÆÉÎÄ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÕÇÌÙ ÃÉÒÃÕÍÓÔÁÎÃÅÓ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎ ÁÒÅ ÁÂÕÓÅÄȢ 0ÒÁÃÔÉÔÉÏÎÅÒÓȭ ÍÉÎÄÓ ÍÕÓÔ ÁÌÓÏ ÔÏ 
operate as a steel trap for all the typical indicators of danger and they need to do all this from a stance of 
humility about what they think they know and can achieve. The Signs of Safety approach reclaims and 
relocates disciplined professional judgment at the core of the assessment task because ultimately this is 
the only thing that can navigate the level of complexity child protection cases always bring. 
 
Revisioning Assessment  
 

 
Louise Wallskog, a child protection worker from Olmsted County Child and Family and Services (OCCFS), 
Rochester, Minnesota, made a home visit to a family she had previously worked with. The case involved 
ongoing exposure of young children to incidents of domestic violence. /##&3ȭÓ actuarial risk assessment 
tool had been used previously to analysÅ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÓÅȟ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÆÙÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÓÉÔÕÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÂÅ ȬÍÏÄÅÒÁÔÅÌÙ ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎÉÎÇȭ 
but not sufficiently so to require ongoing involvement given that the parents had refused services. 
 
In the latest incident, the father had become angry, brandishing a gun in the family home. In the presence 
of his two preschool children, the father had pointed the weapon first at his wife, then he placed the gun in 
his own mouth, saying he was going to kill himself. The mother (who we will call Gayle), pleaded with him 
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not to shoot himself. After a short time the man pointed the gun at the floor between Gayle and the 
children and fired the weapon twice, then hurled it against the wall and left. A neighbour came to comfort 
Gayle and the children, and also called the police. The police in turn contacted OCCFS.  
 
'ÁÙÌÅ ×ÁÓ ÖÅÒÙ ÄÅÆÅÎÓÉÖÅ ÉÎ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅ ÔÏ ,ÏÕÉÓÅȭÓ ÖÁÒÉÏÕÓ ÁÔÔÅÍÐÔÓ ÔÏ ÃÏÎÖÉÎÃÅ ÈÅÒ ÈÏ× ×ÏÒÒÙÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ 
problematic this, and the previous incidents, must be for the children. As she had experienced on previous 
visits, Louise found herself becoming very frustrated with Gayle, who deflected and dismissed the idea 
that the children were affected by the incident. Louise was aware that as her frustration heightened she 
became more forceful in trying to convince Gayle of the rightness of her perspective. The more she tried to 
ÐÅÒÓÕÁÄÅ 'ÁÙÌÅȟ ÔÈÅ ÇÒÅÁÔÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÉÓÔÁÎÃÅ 'ÁÙÌÅ ÄÉÓÐÌÁÙÅÄ ÔÏ ,ÏÕÉÓÅȭÓ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎȢ !Ô ÔÈÉÓ ÐÏÉÎÔȟ ,ÏÕÉÓÅ ÃÏÕÌÄ 
see herself returning to her office and writing a report that would document her concerns in a similar 
manner to her earlier reports. Louise could envision that her agency would offer counseling and anger 
management to the parents ɀ that perhaps the court would make attendance at these services mandatory 
- but that essentially nothing much would change to protect the children. 
 
Feeling she needed to change direction, Louise asked Gayle to retell the story. While Gayle expressed 
annoyance at having to describe the incident again, she revisited some of the details of the situation. After 
listening as carefully as she couldȟ ,ÏÕÉÓÅ ÁÓËÅÄ 'ÁÙÌÅȡ Ȭ&ÒÏÍ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÍÉÄÄÌÅ ÏÆ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÉÓȟ ×ÈÁÔ ×ÁÓ ÔÈÅ 
ÓÃÁÒÉÅÓÔ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÉÔ ÆÏÒ ÙÏÕȩȭ 'ÁÙÌÅ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÆÉÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÈÏÒÒÉÂÌÅ ÍÏÍÅÎÔ ÈÁÄ ÂÅÅÎ ×ÈÅÎ ÈÅÒ ÈÕÓÂÁÎÄ ÈÁÄ 
placed the gun in his mouth, telling her to stay back and that if she came near him he would pull the 
ÔÒÉÇÇÅÒȢ ,ÏÕÉÓÅ ÔÈÅÎ ÁÓËÅÄ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÅÒÖÅÄ ÔÏ ÍÁËÅ ÏÖÅÒÔ 'ÁÙÌÅȭÓ Ï×Î ÒÉÓË ÁÓÓÅÓÓÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 
ÓÉÔÕÁÔÉÏÎȢ 3ÈÅ ÁÓËÅÄȡ Ȭ/Î Á ÓÃÁÌÅ ÏÆ ÚÅÒÏ ÔÏ ÔÅÎ ×ÈÅÒÅ ρπ ÍÅÁÎÓ ÔÈÅ ËÉÄÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÁÂÓÏÌÕÔÅÌÙ ÔÅÒÒÉÆÉÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÚÅÒÏ 
being they were not aÆÆÅÃÔÅÄ ÁÔ ÁÌÌȟ ÈÏ× ÓÃÁÒÅÄ ÄÏ ÙÏÕ ÔÈÉÎË ÔÈÅÙ ×ÅÒÅȩȭ 'ÁÙÌÅ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔ ÆÏÒ Á ÍÏÍÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ 
ÁÎÓ×ÅÒÅÄ ȬÐÒÏÂÁÂÌÙ ÁÎ ÅÉÇÈÔȭȢ  
 
Louise was further heartened and a little surprised when Gayle suddenly changed direction and began to 
talk about never wanting to marry her husband. She felt she was forced into the marriage because she was 
pregnant. Louise described how, as the conversation continued to open up, she began to feel she was in a 
completely different relationship with Gayle. By listening more carefully and focusing on asking questions 
rather than trying to convince Gayle of her professional judgment, Louise had initiated a change in their 
×ÏÒËÉÎÇ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓÈÉÐȢ ,ÏÕÉÓÅȭÓ ÓÅÎÓÅ ÏÆ ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎ ÂÅÇÁÎ ÔÏ ÌÅÓÓÅÎ ÁÓ 'ÁÙÌÅ ÅØÐÒÅÓÓÅÄ ÍÏÒÅ 
of her own concerns abÏÕÔ ÈÅÒ ÐÁÒÔÎÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÈÅÒ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȢ ,ÏÕÉÓÅ ÆÏÕÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ 'ÁÙÌÅȭÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÈÅÒ Ï×Î 
were not nearly as far apart as she had earlier believed. Louise felt that the risk levels reduced further 
when, in response to additional questions, Gayle began to articulate her own ideas about dealing with her 
ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÅØÐÏÓÅÄ ÔÏ ÈÅÒ ÈÕÓÂÁÎÄȭÓ ÖÉÏÌÅÎÃÅȢ 
 

  
Assessment as Naturalistic Inquiry  
 
!Ó ÁÎ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÄ ÃÈÉÌÄ ÐÒÏÔÅÃÔÉÏÎ ×ÏÒËÅÒȟ ,ÏÕÉÓÅ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÏÏÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÅÒ ÁÇÅÎÃÙȭÓ ÁÃÔÕÁÒÉÁÌ ÒÉÓË ÁÓÓÅÓÓÍÅÎÔ 
tool was used to provide various case management thresholds. Beyond this, Louise felt the assessment 
had limited relevance to the situation she faced. One of my chief concerns about most child protection 
assessment approaches is that they primarily reflect policy makers, researchÅÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÁÃÁÄÅÍÉÃÓȭ 
perspectives about what the assessment task should be and about how it should be undertaken. By this 
sort of process, assessment is usually constructed as a professionalized undertaking, generally presented 
in expert language, primarily for professionalized audiences and contexts and carried out at some 
distance from those who are being assessed. 
 
By contrast, the case example we have just followed points toward the dynamic and interactional nature 
of assessment as it is undertaken in the field. While there is a strong tendency to view assessment as an 
objective, scientised process, I see assessment is better and more constructively seen as a process of 
naturalistic inquiry (this term was brought to prominence by Lincoln and Guba, 1985, and Rodwell, 1987 
also linked it with assessment). I am using the term naturalistic inquiry to point to the idea of assessment 
as an ongoing, working practice, that is undertaken together with the service recipient, often in naturally 
occurring settings of cÌÉÅÎÔÓȭ ÌÉÖÅÓ ÁÎÄ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÍÅÁÎÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÊÕÄÇÍÅÎÔ ÉÓ ÎÅÇÏÔÉÁÔÅÄ between the 
professional and service recipient.  
 
7ÈÉÌÅ ,ÏÕÉÓÅ ×ÁÓ ÁÔÔÅÍÐÔÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÉÍÐÏÓÅ ÈÅÒ ȬÅØÐÅÒÔȭ ÖÉÅ× ÏÎ 'ÁÙÌÅȟ ÔÈÉÓ ÌÅÄ ÔÏ ÐÏÌÁÒÉÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ 
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defensiveness between them, reinforcing the view that Gayle was unprotective. In this way, the 
professional view of the risk worsened. When Louise stepped away from trying to impose her assessment, 
and changed the direction of her discussions with Gayle, this allowed space for Gayle to find her own voice 
about the problems. With Louise inviting Gayle to reconsider the incident and to offer her own assessment 
about the impact of the violence on the children, the relationship took a more constructive turn and the 
possibility of positive action increased. In this way, the risk in the situation diminished slightly (its 
ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÔÏ ÁÄÄ ÈÏ×ÅÖÅÒ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÕÎÔÉÌ 'ÁÙÌÅ ÅÎÁÃÔÓ ÈÅÒ ÉÄÅÁÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÓÔÁËÅ Á 
claim that the risk had diminished significantly).  
 
Framing assessment as a relational, meaning-making process also brings centre stage the importance of 
the worker-ÃÌÉÅÎÔ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓÈÉÐ ÉÎ ÃÒÅÁÔÉÎÇ ÇÏÏÄ ÁÓÓÅÓÓÍÅÎÔȢ 4Ï ÄÒÁ× ÕÐÏÎ .ÉÃËÉ 7ÅÌÄȭÓ ×ÏÒÄÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÂÅÇÉÎ 
this chapter; by adopting an inquiring stance of listening and questioning, Louise not only saw risk, but 
also risked hearing and seeing in ways that led to different responses from Gayle. This different way of 
relating to Gayle changed the calculus and trajectory of the assessment, as worker and mother actively 
inquired together into the situation. 
 
Revisioning Risk Assessment  
 
Child protection practice is probably the most demanding, contested and scrutinised of work within the 
ÈÅÌÐÉÎÇ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÓȟ ÐÒÉÍÁÒÉÌÙ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÄÅÁÖÏÕÒ ÆÏÃÕÓÅÓ ÏÎ ÏÕÒ ÓÏÃÉÅÔÙȭÓ ÍÏÓÔ ÖÕÌÎÅÒÁÂÌÅ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȢ 
In whatever way child protection practice is analysed, risk assessment is the cornerstone of the 
professional role. 0ÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓ ÍÕÓÔ ÃÏÎÓÔÁÎÔÌÙ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÄÅÃÉÄÅ ×ÈÅÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÍÉÌÙȭÓ ÃÁÒÅ ÏÆ Á ÃÈÉÌÄ ÉÓ 
safe enough for the child to stay within the family or whether the situation is so dangerous that the child 
must be removed. If the child is in the care system, the practitioner must constantly review whether there 
ÉÓ ÅÎÏÕÇÈ ÓÁÆÅÔÙ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÉÌÄ ÔÏ ÒÅÔÕÒÎ ÈÏÍÅ ÁÎÄȾÏÒ ×ÈÅÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÒÃÕÍÓÔÁÎÃÅÓ ÓÕÒÒÏÕÎÄÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÉÌÄȭÓ 
family of origin has become so problematic that permanency arrangements should be pursued.  
 
All of these decisions are risk assessments and these examples demonstrate that the task is not a one-off 
event or periodic undertaking rather, it is something the worker must do constantly, after and during 
every successive contact, with every case. Risk assessment is the defining motif of child protection 
practice. 
 
Reclaiming and re -visioning risk assessment as a constructive practice  
 
One of the key reasons that more hopeful, relationally grounded approaches have often failed to make 
significant headway within the child protection field is that they have failed to seriously engage with the 
risk assessment task. Child protection risk assessment is often dismissed as too problematic an activity, 
too judgmental, too forensic and too intrusive by proponents of strengths and solution-focused practice 
(for example, see Berg and Kelly, 2000; Ryburn, 1991). This usually leaves the frontline practitioner who 
hopes to practice collaboratively caught between strengths-based, support-focused aspirations and the 
harsh, problem-saturated, forensic reality that they have ultimate responsibility for child safety. In this 
situation a risk-averse interpretation of the forensic child protection imperative consistently leads to 
defensive intervention and the escalation of a defensive case culture (Barber 2005).  
 
Risk does not just define child protection work in isolation. It is in fact an increasingly defining motif of the 
social life of western countries in the late 20th and early 21st centuries (Beck 1992; Giddens 1994; 
Wilkinson 2001). The crucial issue in all this is that risk is almost always seen negatively, as something 
that must be avoided. Put simply, everyone is worried about been blamed and sued for something. Thus 
our institutions have become increasingly risk-averse to the point of risk-phobia. This was brought home 
very firmly to me on an occasion when I was writing a case study together with a practitioner and 
supervisor. )Î Á ÒÅÃÏÒÄÅÄ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ× ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒËÅÒ ÈÁÄ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÅÄ Ȭ×ÈÅÔÈÅÒ ÉÔÓ ÄÅÃÉÄÉÎÇ Á ÃÈÉÌÄ ÉÓ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÈÏÍÅ 
ÏÒ ÃÏÍÉÎÇ ÏÕÔ ×Å ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏ ÔÁËÅ ÒÉÓËÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÊÏÂ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÅ ÔÉÍÅȭȢ ) ÓÏÕÇÈÔ ÔÏ ÕÓÅ ÔÈÉÓ ÑÕÏÔÅ ÉÎ Á ÐÕÂÌÉÓÈÅÄ 
ÄÏÃÕÍÅÎÔ ÂÕÔ ÈÁÄ ÔÏ ÒÅÍÏÖÅ ÉÔ ×ÈÅÎ ÔÈÅ ÁÇÅÎÃÙȭÓ ÓÅÎÉÏÒ ÁÄÍÉÎÉÓÔÒÁÔÏÒ ÒÅÁÄ ÉÔ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔÅÄȟ ȬÍÙ 
×ÏÒËÅÒÓ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÔÁËÅ ÒÉÓËÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ ÓÁÆÅÔÙȭȢ 7ÈÉÌÅ ÔÈÅ ÁÄÍÉÎÉÓÔÒÁÔÏÒȭÓ ÖÉÅ× ÉÓ ÃÏÍÐÌÅÔÅÌÙ 
understandable in the risk-ÐÈÏÂÉÃ ×ÏÒÌÄ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ςπππȭÓ ÔÈÉÓ ÓÅÎÔÉÍÅÎÔ ÁÌÓÏ ÐÒÏÍÏÔÅÓ Á ÃÒÁÚÙ ÓÏÒÔ ÏÆ 
thinking that it is possible to erase risk from the social interactions of human beings. Life is always risky. A 
big part of the problem of the burgeoning climate of risk-phobia is that risk is almost always only seen in 
terms of the BIG loss or the BIG failure, almost never in terms of the BIG win.  
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If we change the lens to sport its easier to see things differently (sport being such a core part of the 
!ÕÓÔÒÁÌÉÁÎ ÐÓÙÃÈÅɊȢ 2ÏÇÅÒ &ÅÄÅÒÅÒ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÒÕÎ ÆÒÏÍ 7ÉÍÂÌÅÄÏÎȟ 5ÓÁÉÎÅ "ÏÌÔ ÁÎÄ $Á×Î &ÒÁÓÅÒ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÒÕÎ 
from the Olympics in Beijing and Tokyo. These players champ at the bit to get themselves into these 
contexts because while they may fail spectacularly, on the biggest stage, in front of millions, it is also very 
ÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅ ÔÈÅÙ ×ÉÌÌ ÓÕÃÃÅÅÄ ÇÌÏÒÉÏÕÓÌÙȢ 4ÈÅ ÁÎÁÌÏÇÙ ÉÓÎȭÔ ÅØÁÃÔȟ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ for the most part no one dies at the 
Olympics6 and certainly not at Wimbledon and no matter how successful, the outcomes in a high-risk child 
abuse case are rarely glorious. But in sport we can clearly see the vision of the BIG win. In child protection 
work, that vision, the possibility of success, is so often extinguished. With the erasure of a vision of success 
×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÒÉÓË ÅÑÕÁÔÉÏÎȟ Á ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌȭÓ ÏÎÌÙ ÈÏÐÅ ÉÓ ÔÏ ÁÖÏÉÄ ÆÁÉÌÕÒÅ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ËÅÙ ÍÏÔÉÖÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÅÎ ÒÅÁÄÉÌÙ 
defaults to the oft-repeated maxim, ËÎÏ×Î ÔÏ ÃÈÉÌÄ ÐÒÏÔÅÃÔÉÏÎ ×ÏÒËÅÒÓ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȟ ȬÁÂÏÖÅ 
ÅÖÅÒÙÔÈÉÎÇȟ ÐÒÏÔÅÃÔ ÙÏÕÒ Ï×Î ÂÁÃËÓÉÄÅȦȭ 
 
Reclaiming (Guided) Professional Judgment as the Heart of Constructive Risk Assessment  
 
The Signs of Safety approach seeks always to bring together the seeming disjunction between a problem 
and solution focus within its practice framework by utilising a comprehensive approach to risk that: 
 
Ɇ  Is simultaneously forensic in exploring harm and danger while at the same time eliciting and 

inquiring into strengths, existing and future safety. 
Ɇ Brings forward clearly articulated professional knowledge while also equally eliciting and 

drawing upon family knowledge and wisdom. 
Ɇ Is designed to always undertake the risk assessment process with the full involvement of all 

stakeholders, both professional and family; from the judge to the child, from the child protection 
worker to the parents and grandparents.  

Ɇ Is naturally holistic since it brings everyone, (both professional and family member) to the 
assessment table. 

 
This makes for a comprehensive, participatory, guided professional judgment approach to risk 
assessment: 
 

 
Comprehensive Child Protection Risk Assessment  

 
The Signs of Safety approach grounds these aspirations in a one-page assessment and planning protocol 
that maps the harm, danger, complicating factors, strengths, existing and required safety and a safety 
judgment in situations where children are vulnerable or have been maltreated. The Signs of Safety 
assessment and planning protocol (and the questioning processes and inquiring stance that underpins it) 

                                                        
6
 The ultimate risk is of course embedded in sport as in life, at the time of writing Nodar Kumaritashvili, a Georgian luge 

competitor died at the Vancouver Olympics. 
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is designed to be the organising map for child protection intervention from case commencement to 
closure. 
 

 
At its simplest this framework can be understood as containing four domains for inquiry: 
 
1  What are we worried about? (Past harm, future danger and complicating factors) 
2  7ÈÁÔȭÓ ×ÏÒËÉÎÇ ×ÅÌÌȩ ɉ%ØÉÓÔÉÎÇ ÓÔÒÅÎÇÔÈÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÁÆÅÔÙɊ 
3  What needs to happen? (Future safety) 
4  Where are we on a scale of 0 to 10 where 10 means there is enough safety for child protection 

authorities to close the case and 0 means it is certain that the child will be (re) abused (Judgment)7. 
 
In 2004/5 while working with Child Youth and Family New Zealand, the questions of the practitioners 
there prompted me to more clearly identify the four domains operating in the Signs of Safety assessment 
ÁÎÄ ÐÌÁÎÎÉÎÇ ÆÒÁÍÅ×ÏÒËȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÉÎ ÔÕÒÎ ÌÅÄ ÍÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÅ Á ȬÓÉÍÐÌÅÒȭ ÖÅÒÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÆÒÁÍÅ×ÏÒËȟ ÁÓ ÆÏÌÌÏ×Óȡ 
 

                                                        
7
 Zero on this safety scale is often also described as meaning the situation is so dangerous the child must be permanently 
removed. 
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4ÈÉÓ ÓÅÃÏÎÄȟ ȬÔÈÒÅÅ ÃÏÌÕÍÎÓȭ ÁÌÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÖÅ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÎÏÔ ÂÅ ÓÅÅÎ ÁÓ Á ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ framework to the earlier one ɀ it 
is simply a different version of the same framework. The first provides a more formal structure and is 
often more suited to court and other more formal contexts. It is also usually more impressive for 
administrators and policy makers because it looks and is more formal when considering the sort of risk 
assessment systems they might choose for organizing practice in their agency or jurisdiction. The three 
columns variation however gets the vote with the majority of practitioners since this is the framework 
most will use most easily in all jurisdictions that are implementing the approach across four continents. 
The three column version has the added advantage that it functions well as a strategic planning tool 
providing a very clear and focused map not only for reviewing case practice in supervision, case crises or 
child deaths but also for strategizing any organizational strategic planning task8. Alongside these two 
versions of the Signs of Safety framework, several additional versions of the same framework have been 
created that are specifically designed to involve children and young people in assessment and planning 
which will be explored in detail in the next chapter. 
 
Case Example 
 

The following example is an amalgamation of two fairly equivalent West Australian cases. In both cases 
the Signs of Safety assessment was completed together with the mother while the infant was in hospital9.  
 
In this case, the statutory child protection agency became involved for a second time whÅÎ Á ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ 
hospital social worker made a notification that John was hospitalised suffering from a fracture to the 
cheek and severe bruising around the face and shoulder. This case had been previously investigated two 

                                                        
8
 Where managers and directors use the three columns tool as a strategic planning framework within the broader organisation 

this provides a powerful and compelling parallel process in implementing the Signs of Safety. 
9
 Billig (1998) describes the process of ódepopulationô where individual actors identities are erased in the name of objective 

professional writing. This I believe has a dehumanising impact on how the helping professions think and act. Seeking to 
populate my writing, most case examples in this book identify the worker and agency, for various reasons, this is not possible in 
this example 
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months earlier, following contact from a neighbour, who had seen Mary hit John with sufficient force that 
he was knocked to the ground. This first investigation, although it raised concerns for the agency, had 
proved inconclusive and the case had been closed with no further action to be taken.  
 
Following the latest notification by the hospital, a child protection worker (who we will call Richard) met 
with Mary three times over several days and the following information was elicited. Mary acknowledged 
injuring John when she had struck him with the back of her hand to the side of this face, knocking him 
ÓÅÖÅÒÁÌ ÆÅÅÔ ÉÎÔÏ Á ×ÁÌÌȢ 3ÈÅ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÓÏÍÅÔÉÍÅÓ ȬÇÅÔÔÉÎÇ ÉÎ Á ÒÁÇÅȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÌÏÓÉÎÇ ÉÔȭ ×ÉÔÈ *ÏÈÎ ×ÈÅÎ ÓÈÅ 
became overwhelmed and frustrated. Mary also recalled four other such incidents where sÈÅ ÈÁÄ ȬÌÏÓÔ ÉÔȭ 
and struck John during the previous month. Further Mary, who was isolated from familial and other 
supports, had also been diagnosed with depression for which she was under psychiatric care. However, 
Mary often did not take the prescribed anti-depressants and also frequently avoided appointments with 
the psychiatrist.  
 
Of major concern was the fact that Mary was not acknowledging the seriousness the pediatrician saw in 
the situation. The pediatrician had warned that another such incident might lead to John being 
permanently brain damaged. Mary deflected this assertion each time the doctor and Richard had 
ÁÔÔÅÍÐÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÒÁÉÓÅ ÉÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÈÅÒȢ &ÅÅÌÉÎÇ ÈÅ ×ÁÓ ÍÁËÉÎÇ ÌÉÔÔÌÅ ÈÅÁÄ×ÁÙ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÄÏÃÔÏÒȭÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎÓȟ 2ÉÃÈÁÒÄ 
had asked Mary what concerned her ÍÏÓÔ ÁÂÏÕÔ ȬÌÏÓÉÎÇ ÉÔȭ ×ÉÔÈ ÈÅÒ ÓÏÎȩ -ÁÒÙ ÒÅÐÌÉÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÔÈÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ 
upset her most was that after hitting John he became very scared of Mary and would recoil from her for 
some time afterwards when she tried to go near him. This made her feel unbearably guilty. 
 
From this information there are very clear indicators of danger and harm and a pattern of abuse that 
ÓÅÅÍÓ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÅÓÃÁÌÁÔÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÉÔÓ ÓÅÖÅÒÉÔÙȢ 4ÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ ÁÌÓÏ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÏÒÓ ÏÆ ÓÁÆÅÔÙ ÔÈÁÔ ÂÁÌÁÎÃÅ ÔÈÅ ÅÑÕÁÔÉÏÎȡ -ÁÒÙȭÓ 
willingness to bring John to the hospital and her acknowledgement that she has injured John. The 
relationship created between Mary and Richard that is allowing her to discuss her difficulties is also 
another important sign of safety. When Richard had the chance to observe Mary with the toddler, he was 
ÓÔÒÕÃË ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÅØÃÉÔÅÍÅÎÔ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÙÏÕÎÇÓÔÅÒȭÓ ÆÁÃÅ ÏÎ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÓÅÅÉÎÇ -ÁÒÙȟ ÔÈÅ ÐÈÙÓÉÃÁÌÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÔÈÅÒ-child 
interaction and that John seemed well fed and cared for. 
 
At one point in the interviews, Richard decided to lead the conversation into an overt discussion of safety 
ÁÎÄ ÁÓËÅÄ -ÁÒÙȡ Ȭ(ÁÖÅ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÔÉÍÅÓ ×ÈÅÎ ÙÏÕ ×ÅÒÅ ÉÎ Á ÒÁÇÅ ×ÉÔÈ *ÏÈÎ ×ÈÅÎ ÙÏÕ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÈÁÖÅ ÌÏÓÔ ÉÔ 
ÁÎÄ ÈÉÔ ÈÉÍ ÂÕÔ ÉÎÓÔÅÁÄ ÙÏÕ ÄÉÄ ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔȩȭ )ÎÉÔÉÁÌÌÙȟ -ÁÒÙ ÄÉÄ ÎÏÔ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎ ÂÕÔ 
after Richard had repeated his question two more times, Mary described an incident during the previous 
week. Mary had prepared some slices of cut fruit for John to eat at the kitchen table and she left him eating 
while she went into the back yard to hang out some nappies (diapers). When she returned a few minutes 
later she found the boy using a knife to stuff pieces of the fruit into the cavity in her video player and there 
was juice dripping out of the machine onto the carpet.  Mary said that at that moment she knew if she 
wenÔ ÎÅÁÒ ÔÈÅ ÂÏÙ ÓÈÅ ×ÏÕÌÄ ȬÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÌÁÙ ÉÎÔÏ ÈÉÍȢȭ )ÎÓÔÅÁÄ ÓÈÅ ÔÕÒÎÅÄ ÏÎ ÈÅÒ ÈÅÅÌÓȟ ÒÕÓÈÅÄ ÏÕÔ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ 
backyard and collapsed on the ground under the clothesline and cried. It is evident that in getting this 
detailed and authentic answer to his question, Richard had discovered a little more safety that slightly 
changed the overall assessment of the risk.  
 
It is also worth noting that in identifying a time when Mary controlled her urge to lash out at her son, she 
had simultaneously left the toddler unattended, in circumstances where he was at risk of electrification. 
This poignantly underlines the frequent intertwining of strengths and dangers in day-to-day life where 
strengths rarely are as clear-cut as they might appear in the strengths-based literature. It ÉÓ ÔÏ 2ÉÃÈÁÒÄȭÓ 
ÃÒÅÄÉÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÅ ÍÁÉÎÔÁÉÎÅÄ Á ÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÎ -ÁÒÙȭÓ ÓÕÃÃÅÓÓ ÉÎ ÃÏÎÔÒÏÌÌÉÎÇ ÈÅÒ ÁÎÇÅÒȢ )Ô ×ÏÕÌÄ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÖÅÒÙ ÅÁÓÙ 
ÔÏ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÁËÅÎ Á ÍÏÒÅ ȬÐÒÏÂÌÅÍ-ÓÁÔÕÒÁÔÅÄȭ ÔÕÒÎ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÖÅÒÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÂÙ ÁÓËÉÎÇ ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÌÉËÅȟ Ȭ3Ï ÈÏ× ÏÆÔÅÎ 
do you leave John unsuperviÓÅÄȩȭ 
 
Richard went on in his discussions with Mary, asking her what led her to feel so frustrated that she would 
lash out at John who she clearly loved?  She described often feeling very alone and very sad and that she 
would often wake up crying in the moÒÎÉÎÇÓȢ -ÁÒÙ ÓÔÁÔÅÄ ÓÈÅ ×ÁÓÎȭÔ ȬÍÅÎÔÁÌȭȟ ÓÈÅ ÈÁÔÅÄ ÔÁËÉÎÇ ÁÎÔÉ-
ÄÅÐÒÅÓÓÁÎÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÈÅ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÔÈÉÎË ÓÈÅ ÎÅÅÄÅÄ ÔÈÅÍȢ -ÁÒÙ ÓÁÉÄ ÓÈÅ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÅ ÐÓÙÃÈÉÁÔÒÉÓÔ ÓÈÅ ×ÁÓ 
ÓÕÐÐÏÓÅÄ ÔÏ ÓÅÅȢ -ÁÒÙ ÁÌÓÏ ÒÅÖÅÁÌÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÈÅ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ×ÁÎÔ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÌÉËÅ ÈÅÒ ÍÏÔÈÅÒ ×ÈÏ ÓÈÅ ÓÁÉÄ always took 
ÍÅÄÉÃÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÔÏ ÄÅÁÌ ×ÉÔÈ ÈÅÒ ÆÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÖÉÏÌÅÎÃÅȢ 2ÉÃÈÁÒÄ ÁÓËÅÄ ×ÈÁÔ ÓÈÅ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÈÅÌÐ ÈÅÒ ×ÉÔÈ ÈÅÒ 
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feelings? After some further discussion, Mary stated that she needed someone to talk to that understood 
ÈÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÊÕÓÔ ÔÅÌÌ ÈÅÒ ×ÈÁÔ ÔÏ do. 
 
From this work Richard wrote up a first draft of the following Signs of Safety risk assessment and then 
brought it to Mary and it was redrafted as follows:  

 

 
 
Indicators of safety and danger are both risk factors  
 
When professionals think risk assessment, risk factors are almost always conceived of as negative 
ÁÔÔÒÉÂÕÔÅÓ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÉÖÅ ÏÆ ÄÁÎÇÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÈÁÒÍȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÆÒÁÍÉÎÇȟ ÍÁËÅÓ ÒÉÓË ÁÓÓÅÓÓÍÅÎÔ ÁÎ ÉÒÒÅÄÅÅÍÁÂÌÙ ȬÐÒÏÂÌÅÍ-
ÓÁÔÕÒÁÔÅÄȭ ɉ7ÈÉÌÅ ÁÎÄ %ÐÓÔÏÎȟ ρωωπɊ ÕÎÄÅÒÔÁËÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÉÓ Á ÎÁÒÒÏ×ȟ ÕÎÂÁÌÁÎÃÅÄ ×ÁÙ ÏÆ ÃÏÎÃÅÉÖing of risk. 
Drawing on a sporting analogy to underline again the point that the Signs of Safety approach draws upon a 
ÒÅÖÉÓÉÏÎÅÄ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÏÆ ÒÉÓË ÌÅÔȭÓ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒ Á ÇÁÍÂÌÅÒ ÁÔ Á ÒÁÃÅÃÏÕÒÓÅȢ 4ÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÌÌÉÇÅÎÔ ÇÁÍÂÌÅÒ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÎÅÖÅÒ 
dream of assessing a horse on which they were about to risk money, solely on everything that was 
problematic about the animal. The gambler knows well that their risk assessment must involve looking at 
ÔÈÅ ÎÅÇÁÔÉÖÅÓ ɉÐÅÒÈÁÐÓ ÔÈÅ ÈÏÒÓÅ ÉÓÎȭÔ ÆÁÖÏÕÒÅÄ ÏÖÅÒ ÔÈÉÓ ÄÉÓÔÁÎÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÈÁÓ Á ÈÉÓÔÏÒÙ ÏÆ breaking down after 
too many runs), but also the positives (the horse likes a heavy track, performs well with the jockey that is 
riding it and has won it its last three starts).  
 
To make a balanced assessment about the future likelihood of adverse or positive outcomes requires a 
careful analysis of relevant negative and positive attributes in the past since the best predictor of future 
behaviour arises from detailing the prior pattern of that same behaviour. In creating risk assessment 
frameworks that canÖÁÓ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÖÅ ÁÓÐÅÃÔÓ ÏÆ ÃÌÉÅÎÔȭÓ lives and in training practitioners to carefully inquire 
ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÄÉÍÅÎÓÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÌÉÆÅȟ ÔÈÅ 3ÉÇÎÓ ÏÆ 3ÁÆÅÔÙ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÎÁÉÖÅÌÙ ÓÅÅËÉÎÇ ÅÁÓÙ ÏÒ ȬÈÁÐÐÙȭ ÁÎÓ×ÅÒÓ 
to problematic cases. When a child protection worker undertakes a careful inquiry into positive aspects of 
ÔÈÅÉÒ ÃÌÉÅÎÔȭÓ ÌÉÖÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÆÉÎÄÓ ÕÓÅÆÕÌ ÉÎÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÒÉÓË ÅÑÕÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÍÐÒÏÖÅÓȢ #ÏÎÖÅÒÓÅÌÙ ×ÈÅÎ ÌÉÔÔÌÅ ÏÆ ÖÁÌÕÅ 
relative to the maltreatment is found, the risk estimation worsens. In either case a careful exploration of 
strengths deepens the understanding of danger. Conceiving of the notion of risk as an estimation that 
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exists somewhere on a continuum between total danger and complete safety, demonstrates that both 
dangers and strengths are risk factors10. 
 
Local knowledges 
 
The key attribute of constructive, comprehensive assessment involves the exploration and use of local 
knowledges (Geertz, 1983 and 2000) alongside professional knowledges, privileging and integrating both 
into the assessment process. This is the cutting edge of developing assessment processes that are closer to 
the practice experience and needs of front-line child protection workers. The extent to which the 
assessment process and the worker focus on strengths, resources and future safety is interwoven with the 
capacity to elicit the local knowledges of child protection clients within the assessment relationship. 
Service recipient studies repeatedly find that child protection clients will much more readily engage with 
the practitioner when they feel the professional is approaching them in a balanced way. This balance takes 
ÆÏÒÍ ÆÏÒ ÓÅÒÖÉÃÅ ÒÅÃÉÐÉÅÎÔÓ ×ÈÅÎ ÔÈÅÙ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒËÅÒ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ȬÇÏÏÄȭ ÓÉÄÅÓ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ 
ÁÓ ÔÈÅÉÒ ȬÂÁÄȭȟ ÁÎÄ ×ÈÁÔ ÎÅÅÄÓ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÁÃÈÉÅÖÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÕÔÕÒÅȟ ÎÏÔ ÊÕÓÔ what went wrong in the past 
(Cashmore, 2002; Dale, 2004; McCallum, 1995; MacKinnon, 1998; Trotter, 2002). 
 
Distilling professional knowledges and assessment down to simple straightforward language like that 
presented in the Signs of Safety assessment above and all the earlier case examples is the key professional 
discipline that structures professional judgment in this approach to risk assessment. Success in this 
endeavour depends entirely on the professional communicating the seriousness of what they see without 
minimizing the seriousness, while simultaneously creating the assessment so that parents and the 
children understand the professional perspective, whether the service recipients agree or not.  
 
Considering the Signs of Safety assessment presented in the case of Mary and John, the reader should see 
that everything in the assessment is written in everyday language. While the above assessment looks 
simple, it is a form of simplicity that synthesises considerable complexity11 that demands skillfulness 
rigour and considerable analytical discipline. Some of the key disciplines involved in creating this 
assessment include:  
 
Ɇ A clear and rigourous understanding of the distinction between, past harm (these are 

shaded yellow in the above example), future dang er (shaded red) and complicating factors.   
 

This way of analysing the danger information is informed by a significant body of research 
regarding the factors that best predict the abuse and re-abuse of children considered earlier in this 
chapter. The first focus in any child protection risk assessment must be actual harm/maltreatment 
to the children under assessment since the best predictor of future abuse is past abuse. Clear 
simple, behavioural descriptions of the harm is then used to inform and create the danger 
statements. Danger statements articulate the worst outcomes the professionals believe could 
realistically happen to the children if nothing changes in their family. Complicating factors are then 
described, being the key aspects of parental, family and professional functioning that make the 
situation more complicated to resolve. As is demonstrated in the Danish example that begins this 
chapter, getting clear simple danger statements are the heart of the matter since they are the 
guiding south star of the Signs of Safety risk assessment. Danger statements define the key issues 
that the subsequent safety planning work must address.  

 
 Here are several other examples of danger statements from three different types of case: 
 
 Case of suspected Factitious Induced Illness (Munchausen Syndrome by Proxy)12 0ÁÒÅÎÔÓ Ȭ-ÁÒÇÅȭ ÁÎÄ 

Ȭ(ÏÍÅÒȭ 
 

                                                        
10

 New Zealand Social Worker Craig Smith helped me clarify this framing of risk. 
11

 Oliver Wendell Holmes, an American Supreme Court Judge known for his pithy insights into complex situations, offers the 
following idea that is particularly poignant in the child protection context; óI wouldnôt give a fig for the simplicity on the near side 
of complexity, but I would give my right arm for the simplicity that can be found on the far side of complexity.ô 
12

 This example drawn from casework of Tracee Bosch (supervisor), Sarah Brandt and Andrea Robideau, Carver County 
Community Social Services, Minnesota 
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Tracee and Sarah, Doctors Smith and Jones and Mary Black the Guardian-ad-Litem are worried that 
Bart (6 months), Lisa (2) or future children will become seriously sick and/or not develop properly 
ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ -ÁÒÇ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÇÉÖÅ ÔÈÅÍ ÆÏÏÄ ÏÒ ÍÅÄÉÃÉÎÅÓ ÔÈÅÙ ÎÅÅÄ ÏÒ ÇÉÖÅÓ ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎ 
that makes them ill. 

 
Tracee and Cindy, Doctors Smith and Jones and Mary Black the Guardian-ad-Litem are worried that 
Homer will not recognize or ÉÎÔÅÒÖÅÎÅ ÔÏ ÐÒÏÔÅÃÔ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎ ÆÒÏÍ ÓÉÔÕÁÔÉÏÎÓ ×ÈÅÒÅ -ÁÒÇȭÓ ÁÃÔÉÏÎÓ 
are making the children sick or hurting them.   
 
Case involving couple with drug problems, mental illness and domestic violence. The father has 
separated from mother and stopped using drugs. The girls have been in care for three years.13  
 
Katrina (Department for Child Protection) is worried that when Jilly (5) and Jeni (7) come back to 
live with Dad he may not be able to cope with the stress and challenges of looking after Jilly and Jeni 
and that he will become very controlling maybe even get and angry and aggressive and then Jilly 
and Jeni will become very, very scared and feel like they are trapped. 
 
Kat and Kylie from DCP are worried that because of the past history of really bad fighting and 
violence that Jilly and Jeni saw three years ago and the foster parents have talked to them about a 
ÌÏÔȟ ×Å ÄÏÎȭÔ ËÎÏ× ×ÈÅÔÈÅÒ *ÉÌÌÙ ÁÎÄ *ÅÎÉ ÁÎÄ $ÁÄ ÁÒÅ ÒÅÁÄÙ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÂÁÃË ÔÏÇÅÔÈÅÒ ÁÇÁÉÎ ÙÅÔȢ 
 

 Case involving mother Lucy who suffers from bi-polar disorder, has had previous children removed 
from her care and has recently separated from a long term violent relationship14.  

 
Glenda and Garry (OHF supervisor and Worker) are worried that Lucy will become so 
ÏÖÅÒ×ÈÅÌÍÅÄ ×ÈÅÎ ÓÈÅ ÉÓ ÃÁÕÇÈÔ ÉÎ ȬÆÒÅÁËÉÎÇ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇȭ ÁÎÄ ÂÅÃÏÍÅÓ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÓÁÄ ÁÎÄ ÆÅÅÌÓ ÕÓÅÌÅÓÓ 
that she will not be able to feed, clothe, cuddle, play with Bradley (6 months) like he needs. 
 
Glenda and Garry (OHF supervisor and Worker) are worried that when Lucy feels really sad, 
worried and useless, and that she will start thinking about killing Bradley again and may even hurt 
or kill him. 
 
Glenda and Garry (OHF supervisor and Worker) are worried that Chris will keep coming back into 
,ÕÃÙȭÓ ÌÉÆÅ ÁÎÄ ÍÁËÅ ÈÅÒ ÆÅÅÌ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÓÁÄȟ ×ÏÒÒÉÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÕÓÅÌÅÓÓȟ ÍÁÙÂÅ Åven hit and hurt her again and 
make it much harder for her to look after Bradley properly. 

 
Ɇ Rendering all statements in straight -forward rather than professionalised language that can 

be readily understood by service recipients.  This practice is based on an understanding that the 
parents and children are the most crucial people to think themselves into and through (assess) the 
situation and that the best chances of change arise when everyone (professionals and family) can 
readily understand each other.  

 
 The significance of the seemingly simple discipline of rendering typical professional descriptions 

into straightforward language that is meaningful to the parents can be seen in the following two 
examples15: 

  
 Example One16: Original Vague Danger Statements Father and Teenagers Unlikely to Accept  
 
 BJZD is worried that Aaban and Aamir will go to prison if they continue threatening and humiliating 

other children and adults. 
  

BJZD is worried that father is hitting Aaban and Aamir so hard that they are getting seriously hurt 
or even killed. 

                                                        
13

 Taken from the casework of Katrina Etherington, Department for Child Protection Western Australia 
14

 Taken from the casework of Open Home Foundation New Zealand. 
15

 An extensive list of typical simple language danger and some harm statements and other signs of safety mapping examples is 
available at www.signofsafety.net/mapping 
16

 This example is drawn from the work of Miriam van Eijsden from Bureau Jeugdzorg Drenthe in the Netherlands. 

http://www.signofsafety.net/mapping
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 Revised Danger Statements that Family Accepted 
 

Miriam from BJZD is worried because the father punched Aaban in the face and knocked him to the 
ground in front of the police and told them that he will kill Aaban,16 if he is stealing and arrested 
ÁÇÁÉÎȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÍÁËÅÓ -ÉÒÉÁÍ ×ÏÒÒÙ ÔÈÁÔ &ÁÔÈÅÒ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ËÎÏ× ÁÎÙ ÏÔÈÅÒ ×ÁÙÓ ÔÏ ÃÏÎÔÒÏÌ !ÁÂÁÎ ÅØÃÅÐÔ 
hitting or threatening him and that things could easily get out of control between father and Aaban 
where either of them could get very badly injured. 

 
Miriam from BJZD is worried that Aaban and Aamir will keep fighting and bullying other kids, 
threatening and insulting teachers and then they will not be able to go to school, get a good 
ÅÄÕÃÁÔÉÏÎȟ ×ÏÎȭÔ ÇÅÔ ÏÎ ×ÉÔÈ ÏÔÈÅÒ ËÉÄÓ ÁÎÄ ÅÎÄ ÕÐ making a mess of their own lives and what they 
want for themselves. 
 
Example Two17: Original Generalised, Professionalised Danger Statements Parents Unlikely to 
Understand or Accept  
 
The kindergarten teachers are worried that Karim and Fadila are behind in their language and 
social development. 
  
Danger Statements Parents Likely to Understand and Work With  
 
The kindergarten teachers Mette and Matilda are worried that three year-old twins Karim and 
&ÁÄÉÌÁ ÁÒÅÎȭÔ ÓÐÅÁËÉÎÇ $ÁÎÉÓÈ ÌÉËÅ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÅ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÂÏÙÓ ÁÎÄ ÇÉÒÌÓ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÁÇÅ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÆ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÌÅÁÒÎ 
ÔÏ ÓÐÅÁË ÂÅÔÔÅÒ ÔÈÅÙ ×ÏÎȭÔ ÂÅ ÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÌÅÁÒÎ ÐÒÏÐÅÒÌÙ ÁÎÄ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÔÁÌË ÍÕÃÈ ÔÈÅÙ ×ÏÎȭÔ ÂÅ 
able to be friends with the other kids and the other kids might treat them like they are stupid. 

 
Ɇ All statemenÔÓ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÎ ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃȟ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÁÂÌÅ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÕÒÓ ɉÅȢÇȢ Ȭ-ÁÒÙ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÔÁËÉÎÇ ÐÒÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ 

ÍÅÄÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÒ ÁÔÔÅÎÄÉÎÇ ÁÐÐÏÉÎÔÍÅÎÔÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÐÓÙÃÈÉÁÔÒÉÓÔȭɊ ÁÎÄ ÁÖÏÉÄ ÍÅÁÎÉÎÇ ÌÁÄÅÎȟ 
judgment -ÌÏÁÄÅÄ ÔÅÒÍÓ ɉÅȢÇȢȟ ȬÓÈÅ ÉÓ ÃÏÎÔÒÏÌÌÉÎÇȭȟ ȬÈÅ ÉÓ ÉÎ ÄÅÎÉÁÌȭȟ ȬÓÈÅȭÓ ÁÎ ÁÌÃÏÈÏÌÉÃȭɊȢ The 
process of judgment is held over, to be brought forward in a straight-forward fashion within the 
safety scale. 

 
Ɇ A clear, rigourous, operational distinction is made between strengths and protection, based 

ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒËÉÎÇ ÄÅÆÉÎÉÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÓÁÆÅÔÙ ÉÓ regarded as strengths demonstrated as protection 
ɉÉÎ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÎÇÅÒɊ ÏÖÅÒ ÔÉÍÅȭȢ This will be explored in more detail later in this chapter. 

 
Rendering the assessment in common language is the core discipline required to reclaim and relocate a 
ȬÇÕÉÄÅÄ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌ ÊÕÄÇÍÅÎÔ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈȭ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÃÅÎÔÒÅ ÏÆ ÃÈÉÌÄ ÐÒÏÔÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÒÉÓË ÁÓÓÅÓÓÍÅÎÔȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÁÌÓÏ 
provides the motif force, discipline and rigour to make intuitive decision-making explicit and accessible.  
  
Identifying and privileging equally both the distillation of professional knowledge into understandable 
language alongside local knowledge as central to comprehensive assessment, also has a balancing effect 
on the power differential between professional and service recipient. Professionals can and must access 
considerable expert knowledge that is vital to assessing situations of child maltreatment. For example, 
professionals can readily draw upon knowledges about dynamics that commonly surround child 
maltreatment, research findings about the likelihood of re-abuse, how the child protection and court 
system functions and the like. However, professionals have no intelligence regarding local knowledges 
until they ask the service recipient. In the example we are following, Richard is unlikely to know how Mary 
views anti-ÄÅÐÒÅÓÓÁÎÔÓ ÕÎÔÉÌ ÈÅ ÁÓËÓȢ ,ÉËÅ×ÉÓÅȟ ×ÈÁÔ -ÁÒÙ ÉÓ ÍÏÓÔ ×ÏÒÒÉÅÄ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÆÒÏÍ ȬÌÏÓÉÎÇ ÉÔȭ ×ÉÔÈ *ÏÈÎȟ 
what she thinks will most assist her in staying calm with John in the future, and how she has avoided 
ȬÌÏÓÉÎÇ ÉÔȭ ×ÉÔÈ ÈÉÍ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÓÔȢ  
 
Cherie AppÌÅÔÏÎȟ Á ÌÏÎÇ ÔÉÍÅ ÃÈÉÌÄ ÐÒÏÔÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÍÁÎÁÇÅÒ ÆÒÏÍ .Å× :ÅÁÌÁÎÄȭÓ .ÏÒÔÈ )ÓÌÁÎÄȟ 
has a saying that I think is very apt to this way of doing assessment. Cherie states that for her a good child 
ÐÒÏÔÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÔÉÏÎÅÒ ÉÓ ÓÏÍÅÏÎÅ ×ÈÏ ÃÁÎ ȬÈÏÌÄ Á ÓÐÉÒÉÔ ÏÆ ÉÎÑÕÉÒÙ ÏÖÅÒ Á ÄÉÆÆÉÃÕÌÔ ÓÉÔÕÁÔÉÏÎȭȢ )Ô ÉÓ ÔÈÉÓ 

                                                        
17

 Danish example from Borough of Copenhagen 
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spirit of inquiry that is required from the professional if the client is to be a genuine partner in the 
assessment process. Positioning local knowledge as pivotal to child protection assessment does not 
diminish the knowledges the professional brings to the equation. Instead, a relational approach 
emphasizes the need for strong professional capacity in assessment process, as well as content. For a 
relational approach to assessment to be effective, it is important that practitioners have confidence and 
skills in sensitive and perceptive methods of questioning and inquiry. This is needed alongside sound 
professional knowledge about significant indicators of risk together with an acute awareness that local 
knowledges of the service recipient are essential in generating a comprehensive assessment and any 
meaningful change. 
 
Risk assessment as a dynamic process 
 
Earlier I identified the problem that most assessment systems are designed and implemented as too much 
of a set piece exercise to respond to the fluidity of every day casework. The Signs of Safety approach, 
drawing on the comprehensive, relational framing to risk assessment described earlier is more responsive 
to the everyday reassessment and decision-making imperatives the practitioner must respond to. The 
case example we are following is illustrative. The fact that Mary had a psychiatric history of depression, 
was not attending psychiatric appointments or taking prescribed medication would in most risk 
assessment frameworks be judged to increase the likelihood of re-abuse. In these circumstances, it is 
fairly common that child protection case plans would be drawn up that would require Mary to regularly 
attend psychiatric appointments and take the medications as prescribed. Faced with such a case plan 
Mary would ɀ given her views about medications and the psychiatrist ɀ most likely end up being seen as 
being non-compliant and a greater risk to her child.  
 
4ÈÉÓ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÃÏÒÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ 2ÉÃÈÁÒÄȭÓ ×ÏÒË ÉÎ ÄÒÁ×ÉÎÇ ÏÕÔ -ÁÒÙȭÓ Ï×Î ÉÄÅÁÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÄÅÁÌÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ 
×ÈÁÔ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÔÙÐÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅ ÁÓ ÄÅÐÒÅÓÓÉÏÎ ÂÕÔ ÓÈÅ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÁÓ ȬÆÅÅÌÉÎÇ ÓÁÄ ÁÎÄ ÁÌÏÎÅȭȢ 
With Mary acknowledging her emotions in this way and bringing forward ideas to deal with them the 
danger to John decreases somewhat. If Mary had denied the emotional distress she was experiencing 
and/or had no ideas about dealing with it, this would have increased the danger posed to her son. 
 
This begins to demonstrate the manner in which a naturalistic approach is better able to bring expert and 
local knowledge to life within the helping relationship where that knowledge must land if John is to return 
ÔÏ -ÁÒÙȭÓ ÃÁÒÅȢ (Ï×ÅÖÅÒȟ ÇÏÏÄ ÓÏÌÕÔÉÏÎÓ ÔÏ ÄÉÆÆÉÃÕÌÔ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍÓ ÎÅÅÄ ÔÉÍÅ ÔÏ ÇÒÏ×Ȣ )Î ÌÏÃÁÔÉÎÇ ÃÌÉÅÎÔ 
knowledges centrally, it is important to identify that strengths-based, safety-organised, collaborative 
ÁÓÓÅÓÓÍÅÎÔ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÔÉÎÇ ÑÕÉÃË ÓÏÌÕÔÉÏÎÓȢ 4ÈÅ ×ÏÒËÅÒȭÓ ÓÕÃÃÅÓÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÁÓÓÅÓÓÍÅÎÔ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ 
arises through their sustained capacity to ask questions (which paradoxically tends often to lead more 
readily toward solutions) not through the nature of the answers they receive. By asking questions the 
worker is providing every opportunity for the service recipient to contribute meaningfully to the 
assÅÓÓÍÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÐÌÁÎÎÉÎÇȢ )Î ÔÈÉÓ ×ÁÙ ÔÈÅ ÃÌÉÅÎÔȭÓ ÁÎÓ×ÅÒÓȟ ×ÈÅÔÈÅÒ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÉÖÅ ÏÆ ÄÁÎÇÅÒ ÏÒ ÓÁÆÅÔÙȟ ×ÉÌÌ 
inevitably deepen the assessment. 
 
-ÏÓÔ ×ÅÓÔÅÒÎÅÒÓ ÁÒÅ ÒÁÉÓÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÅÄÕÃÁÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅ ÁÓ ÉÆ ÉÔ ÓÏÍÅÈÏ× ÄÅÆÉÎÉÔÉÖÅÌÙ ÅØÉÓÔÓ ȬÏÕÔ 
ÔÈÅÒÅȭ ÉÎ ÓÐÁÃÅȢ By contrast the comprehensive approach to assessment I am advocating operationalises a 
different, interactional orientation toward knowledge (de Shazer, 1991; Iversen, Gergen and Fairbanks, 
ςππυȠ 0ÁÒÔÏÎ ÁÎÄ /ȭ"ÙÒÎÅȟ ςπππ). To reflect this thinking in the comprehensive risk assessment diagram, 
ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÔÅÎÔ ÁÓÐÅÃÔÓ ɉÄÁÎÇÅÒȟ ÓÁÆÅÔÙȟ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÌÏÃÁÌ ËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅÓɊ ÁÒÅ ÃÏÎÔÁÉÎÅÄ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ Á Ȭ×ÏÒËÉÎÇ 
ÃÏÁÌÉÔÉÏÎȭ ÏÒ ȬÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎ-ÓÅÒÖÉÃÅ ÒÅÃÉÐÉÅÎÔ ÐÁÒÔÎÅÒÓÈÉÐȭ ÃÉÒÃÌÅȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÓÔÁÎÃÅ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÄÅÁÓ 
have little or no power until they come alive within a relationship. It is one thing, for example, for a 
professional to understand the dynamics that commonly surround child abuse, but it is not until these 
ideas can be made meaningful with family members that they have any potential to make a difference. In 
like manner, while Mary knows that she dislikes the psychiatrist and hates medications, this is unlikely to 
make any constructive difference until it is known about in her relationship with Richard. This 
interactional way of thinking can also create awareness that while ideas can come to life in professional-
client relationships in ways that create possibilities and hope, they can also gain influence in ways that 
oppress and create fear. 
 
Both these possibiliÔÉÅÓ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÓÅÅÎ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÃÅ ÁÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÔÏ -ÁÒÙȭÓ ÖÉÏÌÅÎÃÅ ÔÏ×ÁÒÄ *ÏÈÎȢ &ÏÒ ÍÏÓÔ 
ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓ ÁÎÄ ÃÅÒÔÁÉÎÌÙ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÐÅÄÉÁÔÒÉÃÉÁÎȟ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÉÎÇ ÓÅÖÅÒÉÔÙ ÏÆ -ÁÒÙȭÓ ÖÉÏÌÅÎÃÅ ÒÁÉÓÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÖÅÒÙ 
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real possibility that the next incident might lead to brain injury or perhaps death. Mary was unable or 
ÕÎ×ÉÌÌÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÁÃËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅ ÔÈÉÓ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÉÓ ȬÄÅÎÉÁÌȭ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅÄ 2ÉÃÈÁÒÄȭÓ ÁÓÓÅÓÓÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÎÇÅÒ 
John faced (hence it was placed on the danger side of the assessment). This issue had the potential to be a 
ÖÅÒÙ ÒÅÁÌ ÓÔÉÃËÉÎÇ ÐÏÉÎÔ ÉÎ -ÁÒÙȭÓ ÃÁÓÅȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ 2ÉÃÈÁÒÄ ÈÁÎÄÌÅÄ ÓËÉÌÌÆÕÌÌÙȢ )ÎÓÔÅÁÄ ÏÆ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÁÓÓÅÒÔ ÔÈÅ 
ÐÅÄÉÁÔÒÉÃÉÁÎȭÓ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ×ÈÁÔ ×ÁÓ ÍÏÓÔ ×ÏÒÒÙÉÎÇȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÖÅÒÙ ÌÉËÅÌÙ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÈÁÖÅ ÃÁÕÓÅÄ -ÁÒÙ ÔÏ 
withdraw further, Richard shifted the conversation to ask Mary what it was that most worried her about 
ÔÈÅ ÉÎÃÉÄÅÎÔÓȢ %ØÐÌÏÒÉÎÇ -ÁÒÙȭÓ ÌÏÃÁÌ ËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÍÁÎÎÅÒ ÌÅÓÓÅÎÅÄ 2ÉÃÈÁÒÄȭÓ ÁÎØÉÅÔÙȢ 7ÈÉÌÅ ÉÔ 
ÓÅÅÍÅÄ -ÁÒÙ ×ÁÓ ÎÏÔ ÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÁÃËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅ ÔÈÅ ÐÅÄÉÁÔÒÉÃÉÁÎȭÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎÓȟ ÓÈÅ ÈÁÄ ÖÅÒÙ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔ ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎÓ 
of her own about the seriousness of the situation and she could see her violence toward John was 
frightening him. 
  
Thinking carefully about safety  
 
The extensive body of research most of it arising out of the North American focus on child protection risk 
assessment explored earlier in this chapter provide a strong evidence-base for identifing indicators of 
danger and harm which increase the likelihood of re-abuse. However, little research exists regarding 
factors that increase safety relative to any given indicators of danger and harm. Given this, it is important 
for child protection practitioners to be aware that when assessing the significance of safety factors, they 
are relying almost entirely on professional judgment. This makes it all the more crucial that indicators of 
safety are articulated as specific, detailed and behavioural descriptions, and that they be carefully weighed 
in relation to the indicators of danger and harm. Without this careful specificity regarding safety factors, 
relative to similarly detailed descriptions of the danger and harm, a strengths-based, safety-organised 
approach is at risk of fostering naïve practice and/or professional dangerousness (Dale et al, 1986; 
Dingwall,  Eekelaar, and Murray, 1983).   
 
Faced with the need to be rigorous and clear about the significance of strengths relative to danger and 
harm, the Department for Human Services adopted the following definition of safety in the development 
of the Victorian Risk Framework: safety is seen as strengths demonstrated as protection, over time. This 
definition was developed from the work of Victorian practitioners Noel McPherson and Lynne Macnamara 
(see McPherson, Macnamara, and Hemsworth, 1997). This definition and its operational use is described 
in greater detail in Turnell and Essex (2006).  
 
Utilising this definition provides increased capacity to think carefully through the issue of safety in the 
case we are considering. Working from this definition, all the safety factors listed above can be seen 
essentially as strengths, which while important, have yet to consistently provide protection in relation to 
the danger and harm. At present there is only one known instance of existing safety (shaded blue)ȟ -ÁÒÙȭÓ 
ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ȬÆÒÕÉÔ-in-the-ÖÉÄÅÏȭ ÉÎÃÉÄÅÎÔȢ /Î ÔÈÉÓ ÏÃÃÁÓÉon, Mary demonstrated protection when she 
could easily have been violent toward her son.  
 
Sufficient safety to close the case 
 
One of the difficulties front-line workers often mention in undertaking risk assessment is that while the 
process usually providÅÓ ÔÈÅÍ ×ÉÔÈ Á ÔÈÏÒÏÕÇÈ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÁÎÄ ÊÕÄÇÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍȟ ÔÈÉÓ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ 
necessarily guide them regarding what to do about the carefully assessed problem. The signs of safety 
approach seeks to close this assessment ɀ intervention gap by integrating a co-created 
professional/service recipient exploration of the nature and likelihood of future safety within the 
assessment process. As well as the definition of safety just mentioned, both approaches also pragmatically 
conceive of safety as the behaviour that the statutory agency needs to see to be willing to close the case. 
This provides the worker with language and a way of thinking that usually makes good sense to both 
themselves and to service recipients (since service recipients very commonly describe getting child 
protection services out of their lives as their primary goal). The link between assessment and planning is 
forged in both frameworks by the simple logic that if service recipients are willing to discuss solutions and 
how to create them relative to the concerns (usually in child protection work the solution involves safety 
created in relation to the identified danger and harm) then the level of risk to the child begins to diminish.  
 
Richard was informed by this way of thinking about safety in working the case we are considering. After 
telling Mary that John would be taken into care, Richard naturally had to spend a lengthy period 
discussing the ramifications of this with Mary. During these discussions, Richard made it clear to Mary 
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that his agency wanted she and John to be reunited which created a context from which he was able to 
ÍÏÖÅ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÖÅÒÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ×ÁÒÄ ÆÕÔÕÒÅ ÓÁÆÅÔÙȢ 2ÉÃÈÁÒÄ ÓÔÁÔÅÄȡ Ȭ4Ï ÂÅ ÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÒÅÕÎÉÔÅ ÙÏÕ ÁÎÄ *ÏÈÎ ×Å ÎÅÅÄ 
to be confident that you can always deal with your frustration and anger without hitting John. For 
ÅØÁÍÐÌÅȟ ×ÅȭÄ ×ÁÎÔ ÔÏ ËÎÏ× ÙÏÕ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÓÔÏÐ ÙÏÕÒÓÅÌÆ ÌÏÓÉÎÇ ÉÔ ÌÉËÅ ÈÏ× ÙÏÕ ÁÃÔÅÄ ×ÈÅÎ ÙÏÕ ÆÏÕÎÄ ÈÉÍ 
jamming the fruit into the video. Perhaps even better would be, when you meet with a counsellor who 
understands you, and you ÔÁÌË ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÒÅ ÍÁËÉÎÇ ÙÏÕ ÆÅÅÌ ÓÁÄ ÁÎÄ ÁÌÏÎÅȟ ×ÅȭÄ ÈÏÐÅ ÔÈÉÓ 
might reduce your feelings of anger and frustration that have caused you to lash out at John. These are the 
sorts of things I think we would want to see to be able to return John ÉÎÔÏ ÙÏÕÒ ÃÁÒÅȢȭ  
 
4ÈÅÓÅ ÄÅÆÉÎÉÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÓÁÆÅÔÙ ÃÒÅÁÔÅÄ Á ÃÏÎÔÅØÔ ×ÈÅÒÅ -ÁÒÙȭÓ ÌÏÖÅ ÏÆ *ÏÈÎȟ ÈÅÒ ×ÉÌÌÉÎÇÎÅÓÓ ÔÏ ÅÎÇÁÇÅ ×ÉÔÈ 
Richard and the incident where she was able to control her anger is not over-rated but is interpreted 
carefully in relation to protection for John. Long-term safety and ultimately case closure was achieved in 
this case by focusing on building conditions and circumstances that enabled Mary to control her 
frustration in part like she did on the morning of the fruit-in-the-video situation. 4ÈÒÏÕÇÈ 2ÉÃÈÁÒÄȭÓ 
ÃÁÒÅÆÕÌ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅȟ -ÁÒÙȭÓ ÉÄÅÁÓ ÆÏÒ ÍÁËÉÎÇ *ÏÈÎ ÓÁÆÅÒ ×ÅÒÅ ÉÎÔÅÇÒÁÔÅÄ ÉÎÔÏ Á ÐÌÁÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÆÌÏ×ÅÄ ÏÕÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÉÒ 
joint assessment. Given Mary proposed to deal with her loneliness by seeing a counselor who could 
understand her, the key safety isÓÕÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÃÁÓÅ ÂÅÃÁÍÅȠ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÃÏÕÎÓÅÌÌÉÎÇ ÄÉÍÉÎÉÓÈ -ÁÒÙȭÓ ÓÅÎÓÅ ÏÆ 
isolation and sadness and thereby decrease her frustration and violence toward John? Further, if the 
counseling was beneficial for Mary, how would she and Richard recognize this so that reunification could 
proceed? 
 
Mary was able see a counsellor she felt comfortable with, a community worker from the area where Mary 
lived. This enabled Mary to feel understood and to talk and work through her sense of isolation and 
sadness. Mary also came to identify that she wanted to build up her social network and with help from the 
community worker Mary built-up connections with a local church and a support group for young mothers. 
Mary also approached her maternal Aunt to support her. Toward the end of the case Mary identified that 
all of these things reduced her levels of frustration and anger with her son.  
 
When Farmer and Owen (1995) analysed transcripts from 120 child protection cases they found that the 
ȬÐÒÅÏÃÃÕÐÁÔÉÏÎ ×ÉÔÈ ÒÉÓË ɉÏÆ ÍÁÌÔÒÅÁÔÍÅÎÔɊ ÍÅÁnt there was simply too little time (in case conferences) - 
nine minutes on average - ÔÏ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÎÅÅÄÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÍÉÌÙ ÏÒ ×ÈÁÔ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÄÏÎÅȭȢ This finding rarely 
surprises front-line child protection workers. Most are aware that too much of their time is consumed 
focusing on everything that is wrong and too little is spent focusing purposefully on safety and 
reunification questions. Part of the problem for statutory practitioners trying to identify what sufficient 
safety might look like is that this typically provokes some level of anxiety. Workers almost inevitably 
ÂÅÇÉÎ ÔÏ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÅÍÓÅÌÖÅÓȡ Ȭ(ÁÖÅ ) ÇÏÔ ÍÙ ÊÕÄÇÍÅÎÔ ÁÂÏÕÔ ×ÈÁÔȭÓ ÒÅÑÕÉÒÅÄ ÒÉÇÈÔ ÁÎÄ ÉÆ ) ÄÏÎȭÔȟ ×ÉÌÌ ÔÈÅ 
ÃÈÉÌÄ ÂÅ ÉÎÊÕÒÅÄ ÁÇÁÉÎȩȭ  
 
Faced with this sort of anxiety, professionals have a tendency to talk amongst their own and gather more 
ȬÅØÐÅÒÔȭ ÏÐÉÎÉÏÎÓ ÉÎ ÔÒÙÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÄÅÔÅÒÍÉÎÅ ×ÈÅÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÅÎÏÕÇÈ ÓÁÆÅÔÙ ÔÏ ÃÌÏÓÅ ÏÒ ÒÅÕÎÉÆÙ ÁÎÄ ×ÈÁÔ 
sufficient safety might constitute. To implement a relational practice of assessment and planning however, 
the most crucial task is to bring the dilemma out in the open as topic for discussion between the family 
ÍÅÍÂÅÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓȢ )Î -ÁÒÙ ÁÎÄ *ÏÈÎȭÓ ÃÁÓÅȟ 2ÉÃÈÁÒÄ ÄÉÄ ÔÈÉÓȟ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÉÎÇ ÏÐÅÎÌÙ ×ÉÔÈ -ÁÒÙ 
how she and he would know that the talking with the community worker (and the other things she was 
doing) had reduced the chances she would lose it with her son. As this conversation progressed, they 
deepened their shared understanding of safety relative to the problem and jointly planned for 
reunification.  
 
Richard monitored the case over a six month staged reunification ɀ Mary and John were separated for just 
over 8 months in all. Within this reunification process, both Richard and Mary were able to monitor 
-ÁÒÙȭÓ ÃÁÐÁÃÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÃÏÎÔÒÏÌ ÈÅÒ ÆÒÕÓÔÒÁÔÉÏÎ ×ith John when under stress and to implement other safety 
ÇÏÁÌÓ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÉÎÇ ÉÎÖÏÌÖÉÎÇ Ô×Ï ÏÔÈÅÒ ȬÓÁÆÅÔÙ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȭ ɉÔÈÅ !ÕÎÔ ÁÎÄ Á ÆÒÉÅÎÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÇÒÏÕÐɊ ×ÈÏ 
-ÁÒÙ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÃÁÌÌ ÉÆ ÓÈÅ ×ÁÓ ÆÅÅÌÉÎÇ ÃÌÏÓÅ ÔÏ ȬÌÏÓÉÎÇ ÉÔȭȢ  
 
This example highlights very clearly ÔÈÅ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÉÎÔÅÇÒÁÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÒÖÉÃÅ ÒÅÃÉÐÉÅÎÔȭÓ ÐÅÒÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅÓ 
regarding the concerns and their own ideas for creating change and safety within the assessment process 
at every opportunity. I would argue that risk assessment can only truly be called comprehensive when it 
balances both concerns and strengths, past problems and future solutions and creates a privileged space 
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ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÒÖÉÃÅ ÒÅÃÉÐÉÅÎÔÓȭ ÖÏÉÃÅÓ ÁÌÏÎÇÓÉÄÅ ÔÈÏÓÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓȢ   
 
Integrating the Signs of Safety with Other Assessment Ap proaches 
 
I have no difficulty in using formal assessment tools in tandem with guided professional judgment 
approach of the Signs of Safety. Indeed most of the international jurisdictions that are implementing the 
Signs of Safety approach do just that. The only jurisdiction where the Signs of Safety is the sole risk 
assessment protocol for organizing all child protection decision-making is the state of Western Australia, 
but this has only been the case since 2008 (DCP, 2008). Seeking to assist practitioners and jurisdictions I 
have been involved in integrating the Signs of Safety protocol together with other formal child protection 
assessment systems. These include the Victorian Risk Framework (DHS 2000) and the now defunct 
Western Australian Risk Analysis and Risk Management Framework or RARM (DCD, 2002). Both these 
frameworks integrated the risk assessment criteria from the Manitoba Risk Estimation System 
(Sigurdson, and Reid, 1996) together with the Signs of Safety protocol. The central organizing matrix from 
the RARM is presented as Attachment One at the end of this chapter. Working with child protection 
professionals in Kirklees England and Helsingborg in Sweden I have also been involved in integrating the 
Signs of Safety framework with the English needs assessment process. The matrix and a protocol for using 
the matrix together with families can be found as Attachment Two. Other jurisdictions have created 
adapted versions of the Signs of Safety framework to suit their local circumstances see for example 
Attachment Three the Olmsted Child and Family Services, Building Safety and Strengthening Families 
Practice Framework. Chin et. al. (Submitted for publication) describe efforts within the Massachusetts 
Department of Children and Families to integrate the Signs of Safety with an actuarial risk assessment 
tool. 
 
The Goal of Child Protection Risk Assessment: Practice Depth  
 
Imagination is more important than knowledge 

Albert Einstein in Isaacson, 2007 p. 7 
 
Over the past few years when consulting with workers on high risk cases, I have often found myself saying 
ȬÉÔÓ ÎÏÔ ÊÕÓÔ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÓÅȦȭ 7ÈÉÌÅ ÉÔÓ ÅÁÓÙ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÃÁÐÔÕÒÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÉÄÅÁ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÈÉÌÄ ÐÒÏÔÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÁÓÓÅÓÓÍÅÎÔ ÉÓ ÁÌÌ 
about getting best decision in any given case (and this is important), in my view the ultimate goal in the 
whole assessment enterprise, of whatever type or hue, is to grow the intelligence of professionals 
responsible for the direct practice. I have argued here that all critical decision-making is in the first and 
last instance, intuitive and instinctive. To create improvement in child protection practice, organization 
and culture depends on creating a workforce with a rich, grounded comprehensive intelligence about 
child protection risk that they can bring to bear in the myriad of complex case situations frontline 
workers, their supervisors and manager must think themselves into and thru everyday. While this 
intelligence will in the first instance show up in intuitive decision-making these decisions and thinking 
must be able to be made explicit. For this child protection organizations need re-embrace professional 
judgment as the heart of the matter and simultaneously utilise strong systems for guiding professional 
judgment and making it explicit. 
 
In 2007 Megan Chapman and Jo Field (then working iÎ ÔÈÅ #ÈÉÅÆ 3ÏÃÉÁÌ 7ÏÒËÅÒȭÓ ÏÆÆÉÃÅ ÉÎ #ÈÉÌÄ 9ÏÕÔÈ ÁÎÄ 
Family, New Zealand) wrote a paper, in part to articulate the lessons learnt during an eighteen-month 
implementation of strengths-based practice and the Signs of Safety approach work within the Tauranga 
and Otara offices between 2003-05. This paper describes some of the organisational and strategic issues 
in shifting a child protection agency toward relationship-grounded, safety-organised practice and 
ÉÎÔÒÏÄÕÃÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÎÏÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȬÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅ ÄÅÐÔÈȭȢ  
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Too often child protection organisations fall into perpetuating what Chapman and Field are describing as 
ȬÃÏÎÖÅÙÏÒ-ÂÅÌÔȭ ÏÒ ȬÐÒÁÇÍÁÔÉÃȭ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅȢ 0ÒÁÃÔÉÃÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÆÏÒÍ ÍÁÙ ÓÅÅÍ ÅØÐÅÄÉÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÎÅÃÅÓÓÁÒÙ ÆÏÒ ÁÌÌ 
sorts of pragmatic reasons but it rarely makes a sustainable, significant difference in the lives of 
vulnerable children and it inevitably ignores the experience of the practitioner. When frontline workers 
and supervisors become solely focused on the immediate case, the anxiety of worst outcomes and the 
delivery of key performance outcomes their working life in child protection will inevitably be short or 
their work will be overtaken by a hard-bitten cynicism. Practice depth is about grounded not abstract 
ÉÎÔÅÌÌÉÇÅÎÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÖÏÌÖÅÓ ÇÒÏ×ÉÎÇ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÔÉÏÎÅÒÓȭ ÉÍÁÇinations, compassion and emotional intelligence as 
well as their capacity for analysis and critical thinking. While the magic bullet allure of the latest, tool, 
practice, procedure or policy is seductive for politicians and administrators, ultimately practice depth 
delivered through a stable, energized workforce is the only thing that can make a meaningful difference in 
child protection. It is only the creation of increased practice depth that will enable all staff to reclaim pride 
and confidence in their work and enable a child protection agency to deliver services that are valued more 
highly by service recipients (even where intrusive statutory interventions are necessary) and that will 
deliver transparently safer outcomes for vulnerable children. 
 
Conclusion  
 
In this chapter I have sought to describe a comprehensive, relational, expert approach to child protection 
risk assessment. I have framed risk assessment as an interactional and ongoing process that integrates a 
rigorous and disciplined focus on harm, danger, complicating factors, existing strengths, existing and 
future safety. This is a broader conceptualization and a revisioning of risk compared to the more narrowly 
ÄÅÆÉÎÅÄȟ ȬÐÒÏÂÌÅÍ-ÓÁÔÕÒÁÔÅÄȭ ÎÏÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÒÉÓË ÕÔÉÌÉÚÅÄ ÉÎ ÍÏÓÔ ÆÏÒÍÁÌ ÃÈÉÌÄ ÐÒÏÔÅÃÔÉÏÎ risk assessment 
systems.  
 
The naturalistic perspective I have advocated seeks to rehumanise assessment and planning, locating the 
social worker and the client as actors at the centre of meaning making process. Thinking about 
assessment in this way is challenging, in part because the professional is not hidden behind the 
instrument, but active in the sense making process alongside service recipients. This framing of 
ÁÓÓÅÓÓÍÅÎÔ ÁÌÓÏ ÌÏÃÁÔÅÓ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓÈÉÐ ÂÕÉÌÄÉÎÇ ÓËÉÌÌÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ×ÏÒËÅÒȭÓ ÃÁÐÁÃÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÓÕstain an inquiring 
stance at the centre of the assessment process. This approach to assessment relocates and reclaims 
disciplined or guided professional judgment as the heart and soul of all child protection assessment and 
practice. 
 
For some, these sorts of ideas may seem fanciful in the context of the burgeoning demands and pressure of 
day-to-day statutory child protection organisation. Perhaps it is an impossible dream to envision a child 
protection system restructured around explicit, rigorous and disciplined professional thinking and 
decision-making. However I believe it is impossible to resile from advocating this vision. Situations where 
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children are known, or are thought to be in danger, are highly complex, uncertain and often contested at 
both professional and family levels. To think that there are easy answers, whether in casework, 
assessment or procedure is I believe a form of professional dangerousness. Rather than seek solutions in 
the magic of the a tool, expert system, restructure, policy or procedure, I am convinced it is essential to 
describe practice and practices that can meet the challenges of day-to-day statutory child protection 
practice. 
 
4ÈÅ 3ÉÇÎÓ ÏÆ 3ÁÆÅÔÙ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ×ÁÓ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÃÒÅÁÔÅÄ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ρωωπȭÓ ÉÎ 7ÅÓÔÅÒÎ !ÕÓÔÒÁÌÉÁÎ ×ÈÅÎ 3ÔÅÖÅ 
Edwards (a child protection worker of 16 years experience) and I collaborated with over 150 child 
protection workers in successive six-month learning projects. By the mid nineties our work had begun to 
draw broader attention and in 1998 we had the opportunity to present our ideas to a small group of 
invited international experts at a Risk Roundtable organized in Auckland, ahead of the 12th International 
Congress on Child Abuse and Neglect. For this presentation we had created the comprehensive child 
protection risk assessment circle diagram presented earlier in this chapter on pXX to diagrammatically 
capture our revisioning of the concept of risk. At that time we called that diagram a 'Comprehensive Risk 
Assessment Process' As I presented, a New Zealander commÅÎÔÅÄȟ Ȭ,ÏÏË ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÁÃÒÏÎÙÍȭȟ !Ó ) ÓÐÅÌÌÅÄ ÏÕÔ 
the acronym in my mind (C.R.A.P.) I blanched, not sure how to respond. Steve however did not miss a beat, 
×ÉÔÈÏÕÔ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ×ÉÔÈÏÕÔ ÁÎÙ ÓÕÂÓÅÑÕÅÎÔ ÅÍÂÁÒÒÁÓÓÍÅÎÔ ÈÅ ÑÕÉÐÐÅÄ ͻÙÅÁÈ ×ÅÌÌ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ͻÃÁÕÓÅ ÉÔ ÇÏÏÄ 
shit!'  
 
For some, professionals this might seem an inappropriate story to retell here, but I believe it has 
important significance. As well as reflecting the very Australian sensibilities of Steve and I this story 
speaks to a more critical issue. The Signs of Safety approach and the framing of risk that informs it has 
been created and refined by practitioners over more than 20 years. Frontline child practitioner have to 
face and indeed embrace the smell, taste and indeed the venacular of direct work everyday. Most often the 
ÆÏÒÍÁÌ ÔÏÏÌÓ ÃÒÅÁÔÅÄ ÂÙ ÐÏÌÉÃÙ ÍÁËÅÒÓȟ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈÅÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÁÃÁÄÅÍÙ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÓÐÅÁË ÔÏ ÏÒ ÍÅÅÔ ÔÈÅ ÎÅÅÄÓ ÏÆ 
practitioners and this is a central reason why staff morale is low and burn out high. If child protection 
organization and practice is to be reformed the child protection field needs the best possible professional 
research, theorizing, expert systems and tools and these things need to be grounded in the smell of 
practice and be able to embrace the language of the streets.  
 
The positions I have articulated and framework of child protection risk assessment are a paradigm shift in 
how the activity is typically framed and undertaken. One of the biggest potential objections to the 
positions and framework I have offered in this chapter goes to a philosophy of science debate concerning 
inductive and deductive reasoning18. Deductive reasoning, which is commonly regarded as the superior, 
ȬÏÂÊÅÃÔÉÖÅȭ ÍÅÔÈÏÄ ÆÏÒ ÂÕÉÌÄÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÁÎÄ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌ ËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅ ÐÏÓÉÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃ ÓÉÔÕÁÔÉÏÎ ÍÕÓÔ 
always be understood based on universal principles and knowledge. For example, if it is true that all 
parents who injure and abuse their children are dysfunctional, then it must be true that a particular father 
who has shaken his infant son is dysfunctional. The arguments I have offered in this chapter and the Signs 
of Safety expert system for assessing child abuse itself, has been developed first by inductive processes. 
The theory for the Signs of Safety has been built from particular cases and particular experiences of 
particular practitioners outwards towards a generalisable practice and then on to a reframing and 
revisioning of the task of risk assessment based on what actually works in the field. Throughout this 
chapter and book therefore I have grounded all my arguments in actual practice and specific case 
examples.  
 
The deductive/inductive issue should not I believe be an either/or argument pitting universal knowledge 
against local or specific knowledge. Good assessment and professional knowledge building requires both 
inductive and deductive practices. When working with a situation of sexual abuse, a practitioner must be 
aware of all the typical dynamics and behaviours of grooming that professionals typically see in most 
cases of this type of abuse. The practitioner then needs to be acutely sensitive to the particular situation of 
the family and its individuals and bring those generalisable knowledges to the particular case. Ultimately 
though, in my view the value of generalisable knowledge is only as useful as the extent to which it can be 
brought to bear and make a difference in the particular case and particular family for that particular 
practitioner. For some however this is flawed thinking and a fundamentally flawed way to build theory 
and an expert assessment system. 

                                                        
18

 My thanks to Adri van Montfoort for prompting me on this matter. 
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I am not the first to promote a relational, strengths-based, safety-organized vision of constructive child 
protection assessment and planning. One of the reasons these sorts of ideas are often seen to be naive is 
that the vision has been seÅÎ ÔÏ ÈÁÖÅ ÌÉÍÉÔÅÄ ÃÏÎÎÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÁÎÄ ÓÅÅÎ ÁÓ ȬÔÏÏ ÓÏÆÔȭ ÆÏÒ ÃÈÉÌÄ ÁÂÕÓÅ ÃÁÓÅ×ÏÒËȢ 
For this reason throughout this chapter (and book) I have sought to ground all the ideas within the 
specificities numerous case examples. Given risk assessment is the cornerstone of child protection 
practice and given practitioner skill is central to constructive assessment, the next three chapters will be 
devoted to exploring how these ideas can and have been translated into practice with children and 
teenagers as well as their families and in detailed safety planning that builds on the assessment processes 
described in this chapter.  
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Attachment One: 
Signs of Safety integrated with the Assessment Categories of the Manitoba Risk Estimation System 
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Attachment Two:  
 Signs of Safety and Needs Framework, Matrix and Protocol 
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The Kirklees/Helsingborg Strategy:  
 Focusing on Safety and Building Partnership and Collaboration within the UK Framework for the 

Assessment of Children in Need and their Families.  
 

Andrew Turnell  
Resolutions Consultancy, PO Box 56 Burswood WA 6100 Australia.  

aturnell@iinet.com.au  

 
Preamble/history 
 
This method and strategy of implementing the needs framework arose through Andrew coming across 
a now defunct team of child protection social workers from Kirklees Social Services Department 
(headed by Deborah Glover). This was in 2000 when the use of the needs framework was still 
formative. This group told myself and Nigel Parton that they were experimenting with bringing together 
signs of safety and solution-focused ideas with what they knew of the needs framework, since this 
group knew this would be the required assessment process they would have to use and they wanted 
to make it manageable abd user friendly. I simply asked this team how were they implementing the 
needs framework where they had been able to successfully utilize it with families? The Kirklees ideas 
formed the basis of the method I describe below and later refined and developed further, jointly with 
some senior members of staff and social workers at Helsingborg City Social Service Department, 
Sweden in March 2001. The Helsingborg professionals had been trained in the needs framework in 
the UK and were seeking to implement the framework but were very unhappy with the level of 
paperwork involved with the process. This strategy also draws on the experience and lessons learnt in 
the collaborative action research development involving over 120 Western Australian child protection 
workers which created the signs of safety approach to child protection case work (Turnell and 
Edwards, 1997 and 1999). 
 
The Kirklees/Helsingborg Strategy 
 
The Kirklees/Helsingborg approach to the needs framework proposes the following steps in utilizing 
the framework with families: 
 
i Clarify the initial matter that brought matter to the attention of the local authority social 
workers. 
 
ii  Clarify any pattern and history of concerning or harmful behavior by these parents to any 
children. 
 
iii  Catagorise and analyze all the information you have using the Needs 3x7 items. 
 
Å Regard all 3x7 items as 0-10 continuum. 
Å Gather and analyse both strengths and weaknesses in regards to the 3x7 items. 
Å Consider and chose 3 or 4 crucial items that need priority attention first, (do not approach the 

family about a vast multitude of issues). Consider what items are or contain non-negotiable 
issues. 

Å Carefully think through what you as the local authority want to see to address the key 3x7 
items. 

 
iv Preparation 
 

Find specific, clear and honest, non-jargonised language for 1, 2 and 3 that the worker can 
communicate to family members. 

 
v  Meet with parents and child(ren). 
 
Å Explain honestly and succinctly who you are and what brings you to meet them. 
Å Based on strengths gathered above find some things to compliment the parents and child 

about to begin. 

mailto:aturnell@iinet.com.au
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Å Determine what their perspective is about steps 1 and 2, describe your opinion/you 
supervisors/the doctors/schools opinion. 

Å Explain the Needs triangle and 3 x 7 items and tell them their local authority requires that 
families be assessed using this approach. Explain we want to do this together and weôre 
looking for concerns and strengths. We do it together with you to let you know how weôre 
seeing it and hear how you see your situation and your childôs needs. 

Å Ask them to highlight 3 or 4 items they have most concerns about and/or would like to 
improve.  Tell them which 3 or 4 items are most concerning to you/your supervisor/the doctor.  
Perhaps use 0 ï 10 scaling questions regarding each chosen item. 

Å Explore what children and parents would want to see regarding each item of concern, to solve 
the problem. Tell them what you/your supervisor want to see.  Negotiate and discuss 
differences in perspective openly. In making any plans check their willingness, confidence and 
capacity to implement any plans.  

Å Think about all plans in terms of actual demonstrations of positive behaviours over time that 
specifically address the concerns/needs rather than a list of services family should attend. 

 
vi Recording assessment. 
 
Å Record information by 3x7 items including professional view, parentôs view, childôs view.  

Document information in terms of concerns/problems, strengths and what is required to solve 
problems/meet the needs of the child against each significant item. Preferably do most of this 
recording with the family. 

Å Once finalized, provide the service recipients with a copy of the assessment and plans. 
 
I am not asserting that the Kirklees/Helsingborg strategy is the way to use the needs framework or 
implement a holistic approach. I simply offer it is an alternative, one that has the major benefit that it 
was developed upwards from the field. It is developmental rather than definitive. It has some 
significant features: 
 
Å Arising out of actual practice, more readily implementable. 
Å Reduces amount of paperwork and focuses what can otherwise be an overwhelming framework. It is 
more realistically doable. 
Å It honours the notion of the value of both professional and local family knowledge and enacts an 
interactional approach to generating the assessment. 
Å It sees professional knowledge and frameworks as situated and partial rather than expert and 
definitive. Therefore enacting an interpretive sensibility that builds from a sense of humility about what 
we as professionals think we know.  The strategy provides more scope for honouring the complexities 
and ambiguities of child protection social work, seeing decisions and assessments as moral 
judgements rather than definitive truths (Parton 1998, Parton, & O'Byrne, 2000). 
Å Allows for more partnership and creativity while also provides a structure that guide professional 
judgement in assessment and planning. 
Å While enacting a partnership perspective this strategy also makes overt and contextualises the 
unavoidable and necessary coercive aspects of child protection practice (Munro 1998, Healy 1998, 
Turnell 1998) rather than simply seeing partnership as focused solely on building a relationship. This 
is done by continually making overt to the family the exact nature of the concerns and the social 
service position about them. 
Å It bridges the assessment - planning divide commonly experienced by workers that so frequently 
bedevils practice. It does this by moving from assessing the past/present to overtly requiring in the 
strategy that workers address in their dialogue with family members what both professional and family 
members see needs to be done to address the issues, thus embedding a ófuture focusô within the 
strategy. 
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Attachment Three:  
 Olmsted County Child and Family Services 

Building Safety & Strengthening Families Practice Framework  
 

 
 
 
 


