What does Literature say about Signs of Safety? Making an Inquiry through Critical Literature Review
In child protection and welfare, Signs of Safety (SoS) provides a safety-organised, strength-based tactic. Owing to ever-increasing application of this approach in Ireland and elsewhere, SoS has come to be the national child protection practice framework for the Republic of Ireland. Even so, criticisms of SoS have been levelled toward its evidence base, which is arguably modest at best. This article presents findings of a critical literature review method with thematic analysis. The study’s central research question sought to establish how Signs of Safety (SOS) for child protection and welfare is represented in the academic literature. Findings offer critical insights for social work students, practitioners and policy makers. This includes evidence of wide usage and valuing of SoS, in the context of inadequate evidence in Ireland of its claimed effectiveness. Findings demonstrate that practitioners ought to exercise care in applying SoS as it is oftentimes being wrongfully implemented, including lack of consideration of context in its application. 
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Introduction 
Child protection and welfare (CPW) in Ireland has undergone significant policy and practice changes, most notably the adoption of Signs of Safety (SoS) as a framework for child protection casework (Flynn, 2021). In Ireland, Tusla Child and Family Agency has the statutory function to support and promote the development, welfare and protection of children (Tusla, 2018: 18). In 2017, Tusla adopted SoS as the national framework aiming to achieve a uniform assessment and intervention framework for child protection in Ireland (ibid). SoS is also the national child protection framework in Northern Ireland (Caffrey & Browne, 2022), and used by the majority of local authorities in England (Baginsky et al., 2019). The framework is widely used in Australia, Great Britain, Canada, and several other jurisdictions (Roberts et al., 2019). 	SoS started in the 1990s in Western Australia, designed by Steve Edwards and Andrew Turnell in partnership with over 150 practitioners (Turnell & Murphy, 2014). SoS is strength-based, and safety organised, having children and families at the centre of CPW (Flynn, 2021; van Staden & Malan, 2023). A unique feature of SoS is that it offers the family the opportunity to demonstrate their readiness and capacity to keep their children safe (Caffrey & Browne, 2022). Notwithstanding the rapid and pervasive spread of SoS, it has been criticized for practice limitations and for its evidence base (White et al., 2022).  SoS must also be integrated into diverse and highly complex child protection systems and social networks that are difficult to control and predict (Caffrey & Browne, 2023; Rojas, 2023). 
The purpose of this article is to present findings of an inquiry into SOS through critical literature review method with qualitative thematic analysis. In doing so, the article takes the following shape. First, key definitions and starting information on terminologies are provided. Thereafter, the method section outlines the critical literature review approach and how qualitative thematic analysis was undertaken. Next, findings are presented under ten themes which pertain to the nature of SoS, including evaluations of it, its evidence base, its focus on strengths and solutions, and its broad scope of usage. Finally, the paper concludes with critical discussion and parting messages.  

Key Definitions and Terminology 
Child protection is the practice of protecting children who are deemed to be suffering or likely to experience significant harm resulting from abuse or neglect (Health Service Executive, 2011). SoS is a framework for child protection casework. Its core constructs and practise elements involve the principles, disciplines and a central mapping process that entails several components. The first component refers to ‘working relationships’ (Turnell & Murphy, 2014: 49). Building a constructive working relationship between the child, parents, families, and practitioners and between professionals themselves is at the core of effective child protection practice (Salveron et al., 2015; Turnell & Murphy, 2017). This principle highlights that relationships are the base of human change and growth, however, accepting that this is true can provoke anxiety in the practice of child protection (Turnell & Murphy, 2017). 
Next, there is the component of ‘Munro’s Maxim’ which refers to thinking critically and fostering a stance of inquiry (Turnell & Murphy, 2014: 9). Here, child protection practice tends towards paternalism as practitioners determine what constitutes the truth in any given situation (Turnell, 2012). While maintaining this stance, the professional is no longer thinking critically but tending towards excluding or reinterpreting any new information that does not align with their original position (ibid). This principle holds that the fundamental factor for reducing errors in child protection is to acknowledge that you may be wrong (Munro, 2008). To validate Munro’s Maxim, SoS requires that all child protection practitioners and processes promote a questioning approach as the core professional stance (Turnell, 2012). 
Another key component refers to ‘landing grand aspirations in everyday practice’ (Turnell & Murphy, 2014: 10). The SOS framework is developed in partnership with practitioners in contrast to paternalistic approaches whereby decisions are often imposed on the child, family or professionals (Roy, 2022). This principle encourages practitioners to stay grounded in the day-to-day work right from early help to child protection. The SoS principles encourage workers to focus on safety and concentrate on what is working well and the next steps to follow (Lwin et al., 2014). 
Finally, another key component of SoS is the assessment tools used. The key tool of SoS is a risk assessment framework which is designed to receive inputs from everyone relevant to the child including the child, parents, family members and other professionals (Roy, 2022). This framework consists of four domains. There are three columns of: what are we worried about? Such as past harm, future danger and complicating factors; what is working well? These are existing strengths and safety; and, what needs to happen? This includes safety goals and next steps for the future (Turnell & Murphy, 2014: 26). A fourth domain then involves a scaling question which gives professionals and families the opportunity to assess the child’s safety on a scale of 1 to 10, where 10 means there are no existing concerns about the child’s safety (Baginsky et al., 2021). 

Theoretical Framework 
This article explores SoS from the lens of ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Rationale for this choice includes that the theory is reputable in social work including practice in CPW (Gray et al., 2012). As outlined in the core concepts above, assessment is at the heart of SoS and ecological systems is the most frequently used framework for conducting social work assessments (ibid). According to ecological systems theory, human development is based on the interactions between a person and the environment, and this interaction occurs at different levels or subsystems (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). This theory holds that a person interacts with, and exists in the context of, key environmental system layers of the microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem and chronosystem (ibid). 
From an ecological system lens, SoS interacts with the child across all the subsystems. Specifically, our focus is on the micro, meso and macro systems due to their selection as a theoretical frame for the study. The micro system refers to the child and his immediate environment such as home, family and family’s socioeconomic status. Studies show that social work intervention naturally occurs at this level (Snyder & Duchschere, 2022). The mesosystem looks at the interactions between close societal environments such as between the family and school or court. Finally, the macrosystem focuses on the influence of society such as culture, rule, laws, ideology and social norms on the family interactions.

Method 
Having outlined our theoretical frame, what remains to be considered is the study method, taking us farther toward a crystalline view of the research. Methodology connects, supports and gives direction to the activities and processes employed in research (Carey, 2013). The research question of this study is: How is Signs of Safety (SoS) for CPW represented in the academic literature?	
	This study employs critical literature review with qualitative thematic analysis. Thematic analysis entails the examination and interpretation of patterns in a set of qualitative data which involves systematic coding to develop themes (Braun & Clarke, 2022). This approach is chosen for the study because a thematic combination of ideas and theories in the chosen academic journals can contribute to the formation of a critical review theme (Saunders & Rojon, 2011). Critically reviewing the representation of SoS situates the current study within an overarching qualitative research strategy which posits that people create their own interpretation of their experience of their world (Lapan et al., 2012). 	
	The research method tells a story and enhances understanding of what is already known (Jesson & Lacey, 2006). In line with this, the current study tells the story of SoS and critically reviews what is already known as represented in the academic literature. The sample for documentary analysis in this study was drawn from peer-reviewed Irish and international academic journals published in the last ten years (2012 to 2022). The study was completed in 2022, meaning literature published after this date would not have been included. Only literature written in English were included. Books and non-academic journals were excluded. Data was accessed through systematic exploration of materials across a variety of sources (Whittaker, 2012). Database searches through a predetermined search strategy were undertaken by inputting search terms and strings associated with concepts and recording results retrieved. 
	Once a final sample of documents were available, the documents were analysed using Braun and Clarke’s model of thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This approach enabled the organisation and description of the data set in great detail (ibid). Thematic analysis followed the six-phase step-by-step guide provided by this model which entailed: making yourself familiar with your data; generating initial codes; searching for themes; reviewing themes; defining and naming themes; and write up (Braun & Clarke, 2006: 78-98; 2022). 
Limitations and Ethics
Some limitations applied to the study, including that it had to be executed within a set time frame. As a result, the researchers did not have the luxury of time to access and analyse larger samples. However, a suitably sized sample was accessed for the critical literature review in order to produce meaningful and rich findings. Ethics is an important aspect of a social research and every decision about the research process was made giving due regard to ethical judgements (Clough & Nutbrown, 2007). 
Findings 
The findings of this study are rich and illuminating. Findings derive from a critical review of twenty academic journals which presented different perspectives of SoS from stakeholders. Most of the chosen literature (nine) were studies from the United Kingdom, three from Ireland, two each from the United States and Australia, and one journal each from Finland, Netherlands, New Zealand and Canada. Below key themes were identified from the data analysis.
Strength-Based and Solution Focused: 
SoS was represented as based on the assumption that the family has the capacity, and a vital role, in resolving their own problems (Baginsky et al., 2021). The goal is to balance and strengthen the circumstances of the child and family to increase safety for the child (Lwin et al., 2014). In reality however, a strengths-based approach can fail owing to insufficient resources (Oliver & Charles, 2015). This suggests that SoS may succeed at the micro level of interactions with the child and family while the meso and macro ecological systems may limit its effectiveness.                                                                           
Evidence Base: 
A limited evidence base was found to be a weakness for SoS (Baginsky et al., 2017). This highlights the challenge that the evidence base is not sufficient to support the documented effectiveness of SoS (White et al., 2022). SoS argues to be based on what works for practitioners (Turnell & Murphy, 2017). However, Baginsky et al. (2019) holds that evidence is required rather than practice wisdom. The findings stress that SoS research has always been based on small samples that lack independence, and this calls for more comprehensive independent research (ibid).                                                                                                                
Contexts: 
The context in which SoS is used impacts the approach, implementation and outcome (Hetherington, 2016). For example, a child protection system context was found to adopt SoS differently from a family support context; while the former adopts a legalistic procedural approach, the later holds a more holistic view towards prevention, support and protection (ibid). This suggests the possibility of a mismatch if an approach fit for child protection is introduced in a family support context. From the ecological perspective, SoS views family in context but does not adequately address large-scale situations beyond the child’s immediate safety (Flynn, 2021). 
Evaluations: 
SoS has been evaluated in several countries with varying results (Baginsky et al., 2019). A study in the UK, for instance, showed that social workers and families appreciated SoS as a consistent framework for practice (Baginsky et al., 2019). On the other hand, findings from Netherlands shows that SoS did not improve parental insight or increase parental empowerment (Reekers et al., 2018). 
Risk Assessment: 
Risk assessment was represented as the core of SoS (Keddell, 2014; Roy, 2022). Risk was perceived as both predictable and avoidable and SoS came to address risk aversion in child protection (ibid). Risk aversion delivers poor relationships and controlling behaviour (Keddell, 2014: 71; Turnell, 2004). Assessments were found to be useful for managing and responding to risks but unable to address structural elements at the macro ecological level of the environment (Flynn, 2021).  
Implementation:  
Bureaucracy was highlighted as having an influence on implementation and the bureaucratic nature of child protection systems makes them vulnerable to external forces that may exert a positive or negative influence on the implementation of SoS (Amey et al., 2018). The implication here is that the meso and macro ecological systems can impact the implementation of SoS leading to negative or positive outcomes. Social workers need to operate at all levels of the ecological system to ensure better outcomes.
Widely Used: 
The findings of this study show that SoS is used in many jurisdictions (Baginsky et al., 2021; Caffrey & Browne, 2022; Flynn, 2021; Turnell & Murphy, 2017). This wide acceptance indicates that the approach will generally ensure a safe environment for children. Reports from some countries suggest that SoS is accurate, transparent and clearly phased (Reekers et al., 2018). Munro (2011) alludes that the popularity of SoS stems from its strength-based and safety-oriented attributes. Opponents argue that there is no clear reason why SoS has been so widely accepted except the reported simplicity of the approach (Baginsky, 2019). 
Beyond Social Work and Combined with other Approaches: 
This study found that SoS is also used outside of social work and may be combined with other frameworks. The need to understand how SoS is used outside of social work was highlighted as this may contribute to how it is implemented in those organisations or agencies (Roy, 2022). It was noted that practitioners outside of social work may not record the same benefits as practitioners that use SoS within social work (ibid).
Strengths and Limitations: 
The reviewed literature indicated that SoS is highly valued by social workers as it increases their professional efficiency and confidence and therefore has a positive impact on practice (Roy, 2022; Turnell & Edwards, 1999). Also, the US, Australia, and Netherlands record positive effects of SoS (Gibson, 2014; Skrypek et al., 2012). In the midst of the reported effectiveness, there is a challenge to see these positives reflected in all contexts of SoS and backed with robust evidence base. 
Partnership and Relationship: 
SoS was represented as being underpinned by the principles of collaborative and cooperative partnership with the aim of parental empowerment and child safety (Turnell & Murphy, 2014). The above position suggests that SoS emphasises family involvement and harnesses the natural support network of the family to build a concerted safety network for the child. Getting the parents involved in planning safety for their child will naturally make them want to cooperate as opposed to when the plan is imposed on them.           
Discussion 
Strength-based and solution-focused practice is a key attribute of SoS and builds upon the family’s potentials and possibilities. In this approach, practitioners working within the SoS framework engage the child and family in a collaborative relationship with a focus on child safety (Reekers et al., 2018). Reflecting on this, the collaborative relationship is presented as totally harmless and appreciated by the family but in reality, there may be a power issue here. The question prompted will be whether the collaborative relationship is really working and if the family perceive it as good for them. 
Evidence base is an issue for which SoS has been criticised in several studies (Baginsky et al., 2019). The most comprehensive evaluation of SoS to date suggests that SoS is based on practice wisdom, not on evidence (ibid). This questions the claimed effectiveness of SoS.  Furthermore, context influences the implementation and outcome of the approach. For example, SoS in a child protection context will be implemented differently from SoS in a family support setting. Socio-economic and socio-cultural factors also impact SoS implementation and outcomes (Hetherington, 2016). This implies that in order for SoS to deliver effective child protection, the approach should be backed with organisational and human capacity. From the theoretical lens, all levels of the child’s ecological environment are needed to support the implementation of SoS in order to keep the child safe.
Risk assessment tools are embedded in SoS and the framework has several strengths (Gibson, 2014). Regardless of these strengths, SoS is also criticised for numerous flaws. SoS has been widely accepted and studies on the approach have been conducted in several countries. Although SoS is often seen as a social work approach, it is also used in non-social work agencies such as children’s social care. Lastly, SoS is used in combination with other frameworks in the US, Canada, Australia and other countries (Baginsky, et al., 2021). The current study was carried out at a time when alternative approaches to CPW were gaining popularity internationally. The push was towards what works for workers and service users (Turnell, 2012). This links to Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) focus on the ecological interactions of human needs with the social environment. These needs bring about changes, however, the changes should be appropriate to cater for the need. The question is whether SoS is meeting the needs of children and families, and without enough large-scale comprehensive studies, a conclusive answer remains distant and unattainable. 
Conclusion 
This article presents findings from a critical literature review method on SoS in CPW. Ecological systems theory was used as the theoretical lens of the study. The study cautions that although social workers highly value SoS (Turnell & Edwards, 1999; Roy, 2022), their attention should be drawn to the diverse perspectives on the approach to ensure they are not too optimistic or narrow-focused in their uptake and application of SoS. Social work upholds social justice at its core, and therefore it is imperative that social workers evaluate if SoS actually promotes justice for the vulnerable children and families they serve.
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