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My presentation
• Focusing on using Signs of Safety cross culturally work and with addictions
• Danish child protection context
• Overview of Signs of Safety Assessment and Planning Framework
• Purpose of the Signs of Safety
• A Danish Example and examples with addicted Parents
• Words and Pictures explanations
• Safety Planning – What is it and an example
• Safety Networks
• System-wide Implementation
• Conclusion: Key Messages



Key publications



Danish Children’s Services System

In Comparison to Other Countries



Country Population Children in Care #s Children-in-Care/Million

Sweden 10 mill 15 000 1 500

Ireland 5 mill 5 882 1 176

Denmark 5.8 mill 14 000 2 800

England 56 mill 57 350 1 024

Australia 26 mill 43 000 1 653



Signs of Safety: What’s it all about?



“

”

To enable child protection agencies to deliver all their services 
with a rigorous focus on child safety and wellbeing, and to set 
up their practice, policy, procedures and organisation so that 
the practitioners can do everything possible to put the 
parents, children, and everyone naturally connected to the 
children at the centre of the assessment and decision-making. 
To give the family every opportunity to come up with and 
apply their solutions before the professionals offer or impose 
theirs. Full involvement of family and network is always 
pursued, whether the child lives within or outside their family 
and kind, so that everything is done to sustain the child’s 
lifelong connection with their family, culture and community 
of origin throughout children’s services involvement.



Signs of Safety Assessment 
and Planning

An assessment framework that makes sense to Families 



Thinking about a child or teenager in your life that you feel worried about:
What’s working well?What are you worried about? What needs to happen?

0 10

STEP ONE: START HERE, BACK AND FORWARDS

STEP TWO: JUDGMENT

STEP THREE



What are we worried about? What’s working well? What needs to happen?

Thinking about the child/teenager and the family situation in this child protection case:

HARM: Past hurt, injury or abuse to 
the child (likely) caused by adults. Also 
includes risk-taking behaviour by 
children/teens that indicates harm 
and/or is harmful to them.

DANGER: The harm or hurt that is 
believed likely to happen to the 
child(ren) if nothing in the family’s 
situation changes. 

COMPLICATING FACTORS: Actions and 
events in and around the family and 
child and by professionals that make it 
more difficult to deal with the 
problems. 

EXISTING STRENGTHS: People, plans 
and actions that contribute to a child’s 
wellbeing. 
Also plans about how a child will be 
made safe when danger is present. 

EXISTING SAFETY: Actions taken by 
parents, caring adults and children to 
make sure the child is safe when the 
danger is present.

SAFETY GOALS: The behaviours and 
actions the child protection agency 
needs to see to be satisfied the child 
will be safe enough to close the case.

NEXT STEPS: The immediate next 
actions that will be taken to build future 
safety



The following is a Danish case example of using the Signs of Safety involving a 
caseworker we will call ‘Karin’. This case centres on an immigrant mother whose twin 
infants had recently been taken into care. The mother had previously lost custody of 
her first three children because of neglect. Children’s services had long involvement in 
the case and the backstory was very involved. However, the foundation for the twins’ 
reunification with their mother was laid when the supervisor and Karin were able to 
review and analyze a considerable volume of professional opinion contained in many 
assessment reports. Using the Signs of Safety assessment analysis, they identified the 
danger they believed the mother and the father (a recently arrived migrant, deemed 
to be violent toward the mother) posed to the twins. The supervisor and caseworker 
then distilled the opinion and the known facts into two, simple language statements 
that the mother and her partner could understand. 

A Danish Example



The Signs of Safety approach calls these ‘danger statements’ which read:

Karin and Danish social services investigative team are worried that if the twins Miriam 
and Usuf are returned to mother and father that they will not feed, clothe, play with and 
cuddle them, and make sure they get the medical care they need. Karin and SSI-team are 
worried about this because mother wasn’t able to provide the day-to-day care her first 
three children Mohamad, Zeinab and Husham needed, which was why they were placed 
into permanent foster care.

Karin and SSI-team are worried that if the twins are returned to mother and father, father 
will hit and hurt mother like the police told the SSI-team happened on March 17 and April 
5. If this happens, Karin worries the babies could be hurt or very scared, and mother and 
father will become so distracted by the fighting and hitting they won’t be able to pay 
attention to what Miriam and Usuf need to grow up happy and confident in their parents 
and themselves.

A Danish Example



This seemingly simple task took the supervisor and caseworker a week of reading and reflective 
work. The effort was well worth it because presenting the danger statements to the mother 
provided the initial breakthrough that enabled the professionals and both parents to start talking 
honestly with each other. The mother told Karin 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 yelling at and attacking the social workers and committed to working with Karin 
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. A year later (when independent follow up interviews were undertaken) there had 
been ups and downs in the mother’s life, including the process of leaving the children’s father, 
but with the ongoing help of the safety network, the mother had always maintained focus on 
keeping the children safe and well cared for.

A Danish Example

What is your biggest learning from this example? 



Thinking about the child/teenager and the family situation in this child protection case:

What are we worried about? What’s working well? What needs to happen?

HARM

On a scale of 0–10 where 10 means the child/teen is safe enough and we can close the case and zero means things are so 
bad for the young person we must remove them into care immediately, where do you rate this situation today? 

Put different judgment numbers on scale for different people, e.g. different professionals, child, parents etc.

0 10

EXISTING 
SAFETYComplicating 

Factors

Existing 
Strengths

Next Steps



Signs of Safety at Assessment

Using Danger Statements, Safety Goals, Safety Scales

Example of Renee and Kulilla



Thinking about the child/teenager and the family situation in this child protection case:

What are we worried about? What’s working well? What needs to happen?

HARM

On a scale of 0–10 where 10 means the child/teen is safe enough and we can close the case and zero means things are so 
bad for the young person we must remove them into care immediately, where do you rate this situation today? 

Put different judgment numbers on scale for different people, e.g. different professionals, child, parents etc.

0 10

EXISTING 
SAFETYComplicating 

Factors

Existing 
Strengths

Next Steps



Example Danger Statement with a long-term Addicted Mum
Sanjiv and Miriam at CPFS know Renee has made some really good changes lately like 
finding somewhere safe to live with supportive people to help her stop using drugs. At the 
same time Sanjiv and Miriam are still worried because the drug screens say that Renee is 
continuing to use meth (even though Rene has said the tests were wrong). Using meth is a 
big worry for CPFS because when she is using, or coming down Renee can get into punch 
up fights where she or other people sometimes get hurt. Like the time Renee attacked 
David and ended up in Bandyup prison guilty of unlawful wounding and aggravated 
indecent assault. If Renee keeps using meth and things like the punch up fights keep 
happening, CPFS are worried when the baby is born, baby might get caught in the middle 
of one of these fights and be badly hurt or even killed. CPFS also worry that when Renee is 
using or coming down she won’t be able to focus properly on her baby and then baby 
won’t get fed, kept clean and warm, get the love and cuddles and goes to all her health 
checks like she needs.



Thinking about the child/teenager and the family situation in this child protection case:

What are we worried about? What’s working well? What needs to happen?

HARM

On a scale of 0–10 where 10 means the child/teen is safe enough and we can close the case and zero means things are so 
bad for the young person we must remove them into care immediately, where do you rate this situation today? 

Put different judgment numbers on scale for different people, e.g. different professionals, child, parents etc.

0 10

EXISTING 
SAFETYComplicating 

Factors

Existing 
Strengths

Next Steps



Example Safety Goal with a long-term Addicted Mum
Sanjiv and Miriam from CPFS, Felicity from the Hospital and Mary and Carla from House of Hope all 
know that Renee loves and wants ‘baby girl’ very much and know Renee is working hard to make big 
changes. Sanjiv and Miriam want Renee to have the chance to have Kulilla with her. For this to happen 
CPFS need Renee and at least five support people who will act as a safety network that Renee invites to 
help her to:
• Create a story that explains to all the kids now and Kullila as she gets older why Renee hasn’t 

been able to have the kids living with her. 
• Create a detailed plan created with Sanjiv and Miriam that shows everyone that even if Renee 

is not coping, stressed or even if she does use again everything is in place so everyone knows 
who will do what so Kulilla, (and the other kids when they are with Renee), will always get 
everything she needs to grow healthy, happy and strong. 
To make sure the plan will work CPFS job will be to ask lots of hard questions about who will 
do what when mum gets a sick brain and is not coping. As part of creating this plan Renee also 
will have to discuss with CPFS and her support people whether this will be a no use at all or a 
safe use plan. CPFS will close the case when the plan has been working for 9 months.



Thinking about the child/teenager and the family situation in this child protection case:

What are we worried about? What’s working well? What needs to happen?

HARM

On a scale of 0–10 where 10 means the child/teen is safe enough and we can close the case and zero means things are so 
bad for the young person we must remove them into care immediately, where do you rate this situation today? 

Put different judgment numbers on scale for different people, e.g. different professionals, child, parents etc.

0 10

EXISTING 
SAFETYComplicating 

Factors

Existing 
Strengths

Next Steps



Example of Safety Scale with a long-term Addicted Mum
What are we worried about? What’s working well? What needs to happen?

0 10
On a scale of 0 to 10 where 10 means, if Kullila went 

home today with Renee, there is a plan in place created 
with Renee and her safety network that has been tested 

that everyone understands including Renee’s older 
children, that means Kullila will always be fed, kept clean, 

played with and cuddled and looked after so she don’t 
get hurt or sick, even if Renee does drink or use drugs

0 means there’s no plan and if the 
children went home today things would 
pretty mean they were dirty, not being 
fed and looked after properly. Where 
would you rate things on that scale if the 
children went home today?

Safety Scale: Ratings at First Meeting

Sanjiv & 
Miriam 

0.5
Renee 

6

Mary & 
Eileen 

4.5

Nana  
Tracey

4

Poppy 
Steve
7.5

What is most challenging and what’s your biggest 
learning from this example? 



Signs of Safety

My Three Houses



ʻMy Three Housesʼ Tool to use with Children and Young People

House of Worries House of 
Good Things House of Dreams



My Three Houses Example 
Heidi Hebditch, 
British Columbia

I like my mom when she is not 
drinking beer. She is happy. 

I feel safest when mom isn’t 
drinking.

My favorite memory is when 
my mom took me to a movie 
at the theatre and we got to 
eat popcorn

I like to watch TV with 
my mom when I visit her

My cat makes me happy. He lives 
with me at D and B’s house. He 

does funny things like when I saw 
him chase a bird…



I have to get myself 
dinner and put myself to 
bed when she is like that.

It makes me feel alone 
and I don’t like that, it 
makes me sad

I worry about my 
mom.

Sometimes she drinks 
too much beer and she 
goes to sleep on the 
floor and I can’t wake 
her up.

Sometimes I get scared 
because I think she 
might be dead and will 
never wake up.

This has happened 30 times… 



If my life was just as I 
wanted it to be… my mom 
would sleep in her bed 
every night.  She wouldn’t 
drink beer and go to sleep 
on the floor, she would 
drink coke like D & B do.

My mom wouldn’t be 
sad all the time and she 
would be able to spend 
more time with me.

My mom would never 
leave me alone like when 
she used to

I would get to live 
with B & D forever… 
I feel safe there. 

But my mom could 
visit me when she is 
feeling happy and 
isn’t drinking beer



Question:
What is your biggest learning from that example? 



Signs of Safety

Words and Pictures: Explanations for Children
Example from US Case working with Long-term Addicts



1. Before Caleb was born and when he was a little baby Mum Kim, and Dad Joe had lots of problems 
with drugs and drinking too much alcohol. Mum and Dad tried hard and for a while things were better. 

Then one day when Daddy had been drinking lots of alcohol there was a big scary fight. There was a 
lot of yelling and pushing and Daddy hurt Mummy. Mummy Kim rang the police saying that Daddy Joe 
had “smacked” her. The police said this was very serious and Daddy had to talk to a Judge. The judge 
said Daddy shouldn’t hit Mummy and said Daddy must live with a friend, while Mummy and Daddy 

get help to sort out arguments with no fighting or hitting.

This is a story for Caleb and Dylan so that they know why they haven’t been living with or seeing 
Mum Kim and Dad Joe



3. The doctors at the hospital also did tests on Caleb and found he had traces of adult’s drugs in him. The 
social workers were even more worried about Caleb. They took their worries to a different Judge. The 

Judge said Caleb should live with Lucy and Chris, and Dylan should not visit Kim and Joe at home until all 
the worries with the fighting, drugs and alcohol are sorted out.



4. When the social workers talked to Kim and Joe’s doctors they were even more worried. The doctors 
said they had been trying to help Kim and Joe sort out their drug and alcohol difficulties. In the past 

things had been better but nothing seemed to help very much recently. Kim and Joe had told the social 
workers they didn’t have big problems with drugs and alcohol, and everything was fine.



5. The social workers were worried but they had also seen good things in Caleb and Dylan’s family. When 
Joe and Kim visited Caleb at Lucy and Chris’s house they saw that Mummy Kim cuddled Caleb in a really 
loving way and that Daddy Joe fed Caleb in a really good way. Dylan also told the social workers he liked 

going to the park with Kim Joe and Caleb. It made the social workers think we must try to work with 
Dylan and Caleb’s family, and try to help sort out the worries.



6. There was a big meeting, where the social workers told everyone about the worries, the yelling and 
fighting, collapsing, and worries about drugs and alcohol for Mummy, Daddy and Caleb. Everyone at the 

meeting said, “We want to help”, and Mummy and Daddy said they wanted everyone’s help to make 
things better.



Signs of Safety

Safety Planning 
Example from US Case working with Long-term Addicts



This is a Safety Plan for Caleb and Dylan when he is visiting, so that everyone knows that Caleb and 
Dylan will be safe in the future.

The most important rule in this safety plan is that there will always be a safe, sober, adult who has not 
used drugs or been drinking to look after Caleb and Dylan. That can be Mom Kim, Dad Joe, or any of the 
Network people.



Mom Kim and Dad Joe have 
agreed to keep going to the 
Helpful (AA) group at the 
Church. They have said they 
will not drink alcohol in their 
house when they are caring 
for Caleb or when Dylan is 
visiting. They have said they 
will tell their friends who drink 
alcohol/beers they must stay 
away from the home (the 
trailer). 



In the past Mom Kim and Dad Joe have 
had illness’s which have given them pains 
in their back and legs and arms. The 
doctor has given them medicine to help, 
Mom Kim and Dad Joe have said they will 
take only the number of pills the doctor 
has said is OK. Mom Kim and Dad Joe 
have said they will have tests every 
month to show they are taking the right 
amount.



Jenny also wants Mom Kim and Dad Joe to keep all medicines safely locked away. It is dangerous for 
children to have adult drugs or medicine. Mum and Dad have said they will not let anyone with drugs 
or extra medicine come to the home.



Mom Kim and Dad Joe have said when 
they disagree they will sort things out 
by talking. Dad Joe and Mom Kim will 
write the times they do this in the 
safety journal. 



If Dad Joe and Mom Kim start “arguing” and then it turns to shouting. Dad says he 
will ring a Network person to come round. He says he will go for a walk round the 
block, Mom will let him go. Mom says she will put on a DVD for Caleb, (Shaun the 
Sheep is his favorite right now) and get her book and read whilst she waits for Cindy, 
George, Bonnie, or Pastor Heather.



Dylan has chosen a small plastic shark 
as the ‘safety object’ for him and 
Caleb. If Dylan, (or Caleb when he is 
older) have a worry and haven’t felt 
able to tell someone Dylan will give 
the shark to Dad Brian or it to school 
and put it on his teacher’s desk. If this 
happens Dad Brian or Dylan’s teacher 
will talk to Dylan find out what he is 
worried about and make sure the 
worries are sorted out. 



When Dylan comes to visit, Grannie Bonnie will call in. She and April will take the boys to the park on 
a Saturday afternoon, so that Mom Kim and Dad Joe can go shopping. Dylan knows he can give April 
or Bonnie his Safety Object (a small plastic shark) if he is worried about anything. Bonnie and April 
will check with him and record what it was and how it was sorted out in the safety journal. 



Mom Kim and Dad Joe have said 
they want Caleb and Dylan to tell 
them if they are worried. Or to 
talk to one of the Network 
people. Everyone wants to show 
Jenny and the Judge how they 
will work together to keep Caleb 
and Dylan safe 



Naturally-connected Safety Networks

It takes a 
village to raise 
a child . . .



Safety Networks
• As child abuse and neglect involves a syndrome of secrecy, involving a network is 

used to create openess
• The network of people naturally connected to the child are there more often and 

for the long term (family, friends, neighbours — but also including some 
professionals such as teachers — who will be there after the case closes) 

• They know the strengths and worries about the families from a different 
perspective and can bring these into the assessment and plan

• A network around the child(ren) makes for more eyes on the child(ren)
• Critically, the safety network maintains and monitors the changes in everyday living 

arrangements for the children that we want to see to be satisfied that they are safe
• A safety network does not just happen, the caseworker’s role is work with everyone 

with natural connections so they become an active and focused safety network for 
the children



Safety Planning and the Light Globe

This light globe seems faulty



The Context for Safety Planning

This light globe still seems faulty . . .

. . . but now we’ve 
installed a whole 
new lighting system!

Graphics by Seren Gill



Implementation

Culture Eats Strategy for Breakfast!



We failed to see that you can’t grow roses in 
concrete. Human service reformers and 
educators alike thought the challenge was to 
develop new ideas, not to change 
institutions. They assumed an innovation or 
a ‘good product’ would become part of a 
mainstream system because of its merit, 
unconstrained by the system’s funding, rule 
making, standard setting and accountability 
requirements – all of which are likely to be 
inconsistent with the innovation.

Schorr, L. (1998).

The problem



Culture eats strategy (practice models 
and good intentions) for breakfast so . . . 

Better practice and better outcomes for families 
and children requires:

• Detailed whole system vision of wanted change 
• Enacted through transformed funding 

arrangements, policy, practice guidance, 
leadership, supervisory and learning systems –

especially the IT system 
• Sustained effort over years



Key Messages



Key Messages
• Focus on child safety and give the family and everyone naturally connected to them 

every support to think through the problems and come up with and enact their plans 
before imposing professional plans and services

• Child abuse is a syndrome of secrecy – the foundation of safety is speaking openly 
about the concerns so that everyone including the children understands  

• Sobriety and/or a service plan is NOT a safety plan
• A Safety Plan is a detailed plan with clear rules that describes who will do what to make 

the children safe when the danger is present (e.g., Father is drunk, Mum is psychotic.)
• All CP systems in all developed countries focus way too much on professional services. 

The Danish system does this even more than other countries 
• Models of practice change nothing. Change requires the transformation of 

organisational culture and systems.



To Finish



Danish Book
Publisher 
Hans Reitzels Forlag

Website 
www.signsofsafety.net



Facebook
www.facebook.com/SignsOfSafety
Twitter
@signsofsafety

Website
www.signsofsafety.net

Instagram
@signsofsafety

Facebook Group
www.facebook.com/groups/SofSCSSG/


