Basic Principles to Assure Personal Safety

Safety issues have always been a crucial component of social work practice, especially with the recognition that every Child Welfare case has the potential for confrontation. At times, workers unintentionally discount the nature of DCS intervention and the client's view of their role when confronting child protective services issues. Difficulties may occur at any point in the process. Threats and volatile situations, however, are more likely to occur during the CPS assessment process, during crisis situations, and when a significant action is taken (e.g., removal of a child or the decision to take a case to court).

With a worker's safety and well-being as a primary goal in the threatening situations which are confronted on a day-to-day basis, each office should take responsibility for assuring safety for all staff. This includes:

· Strengthening the awareness of job-related safety precautions

· Teaching work-related, as well as personal self-protection skills

· Broadening the understanding of law enforcement's role as it relates to DCS

· Familiarizing DCS workers with the importance of attitude and professionalism as it relates to safety.

The first step in ensuring worker safety is to assess the risk of the situation before the initial contact. Before workers conduct the first contact with a client they need to assess the risk to themselves. Questions workers should consider include the following:

· Is there a previous history of domestic violence or other violent behavior toward others?

· Does the intake report indicate the possibility of a family member being mentally ill, being physically aggressive, or using drugs?

· Are there firearms or other weapons noted in the intake report?

· Is the family's geographic location extremely isolated or dangerous?

· Is this a second or multiple intake report involving the family?

· Is the initial contact scheduled after normal working hours?

· Are there any vicious animals on or near the premises?

All of the preceding questions can be asked during the initial screening process and should be documented on the intake report. After answering these questions, a decision should be made as to whether or not to call upon law enforcement or another worker for assistance with initiating the contact.

A worker's appearance, verbal and nonverbal statements, and demeanor can impact on the client's response. In confrontational situations, if the worker appears calm (both verbally and nonverbally), has control of the situation without being intimidating, and uses anger reduction techniques, he or she will probably be able to defuse the situation. The following information should provide some direction in these situations.
· Remain calm.
· Introduce yourself and explain your presence in a supportive, matter-of-fact manner, reassuring the family that your purpose is to assure the child's protection and help the family, and that you are interested in working collaboratively with the family to do this.
· Use "talk down" strategies and Interactional Skills to defuse hostility and resistance.  Acknowledge the client's expressions of anger or fear, and provide reassurance. Do not challenge the family or make accusatory statements.
· Interview the family members in a room that is near an exit. Always be aware of accessible exits to enable you to leave the premises if you must.
· Disband groups of people. Eight against one are not good odds. Take the primary “interviewee" to your car, to the yard, or to the porch. Ask to speak to people alone to "maintain their privacy."
· Do not behave defensively or threaten the client. Always retain a calm, matter-of-fact and supportive demeanor, regardless of the threat. "I understand how angry you are, Mr. Jones. Most people are. I would be too, at first. Even so, I would like to try to work with you. You're an important part of this family, and I need your help. Let's sit down, shall we?"
· Recognize body language indicating potentially volatile behavior.   
· Recognize signs of escalation and learn de-escalation techniques.
· Use law enforcement as back up.
· Use the buddy system with another caseworker.
· Always tell someone where you are going and approximately when you will be back.
· IMPORTANT: If "talk down" does not help to defuse the client's anger, and hostility appears to escalate, take steps to leave. In the event of escalating anger and hostility, temporarily discontinue the interview. Tell the client quietly that you'll come back at another time when they aren't so upset. Then leave. Return as soon as possible with police protection. In most circumstances, don't tell the client you're getting the police. It may be interpreted as a threat and provoke an already volatile client to hurt you or the child.
(Adapted from the North Carolina and Pennsylvania Child Welfare Training Programs.)
