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SAFETY PLANNING
Safety is a concern for all families of children with behavioral 
health needs. Safety planning is the ongoing process that families and 
service providers use to minimize risks and increase safety. 

The goal of safety planning is to develop a shared understanding of the 
situations that can lead to risk and crisis and those that can reduce risk 
and crisis. Family Partners play an important role in this process by helping 
families establish a family-driven, individualized plan for responding to 
safety challenges and using their current skills and strengths to increase 
protective factors, build safety networks, and reduce potential dangers. 

Safety plans are living documents that evolve as circumstances and needs 
change for the youth and family. They should be adjusted as more infor-
mation about the youth and family becomes available. A safety plan can 
address potential unsafe situations in many different areas of youth and 
family life (for example, home, school, community, out-of-home services, 
traveling, and when the youth is alone). In a safety plan, family voice is 
important, with caregivers saying how they would like their child to be 
supported when triggered and explaining how their own expertise can 
be used to manage their child’s behavior and circumstances. A good 
safety plan should be useful in any environment (e.g., the family’s home, 
treatment program, and the community).

Throughout the safety planning process, the Family 
Partner collaborates with other service providers to iden-
tify possible triggers and safety concerns and to plan for and prevent 
crises. To support this collaboration, Family Partners should have access 
to all existing safety plans and other relevant information. 

The Family Partner works with the family throughout the safety planning 
process to ensure that the family’s and youth’s voices are reflected in the 
safety plan. They support the caregiver in communicating their needs, 
points of stress, and their view of what safety looks like in their home as 
well as outside the home. The Family Partner also works with the family 
to understand and integrate the safety plan into their everyday lives and 
uses their own lived experience with purpose and intent in support of 
this process. 
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Review existing safety plans and other information that addresses safety and risk concerns

•	 Gather a history of the caregiver’s experience using formal and informal 
safety plans and supports, including natural supports and emergency 
psychiatric services.

•	 Ask about the child’s history of psychiatric hospitalization.

•	 Find out about settings and circumstances where safety plans are 
currently in place (e.g., school) and ask for permissions from the care-
giver to release these plans to you.

•	 Review the safety plans and all other information collected.

Explore the caregiver’s safety concerns about their child and family

•	 Assess the youth’s risk of harm to self and others (e.g., family members, 
siblings, pets), as well as their risk of harm by others.

•	 Educate the caregiver and other family members (as appropriate) about 
safe and developmentally appropriate behavior and about specific risks 
to their child, such as internet safety, destruction of property, etc. 

•	 Explore the concerns of the caregiver, family and youth, such as physical 
health and medical concerns, prescribed medications, fire safety, prob-
lematic sexual behavior, sexual exploitation, substance use, domestic 
violence, elopement, signs of depression or anxiety, potential sources 
of trauma or stress.

•	 Discuss previous situations that created unsafe situations for the youth 
or family and what was happening that contributed to these situations.

•	 Develop a shared understanding with caregiver about what they expe-
rience as moments of crisis, risk, and high stress.

•	 Explore the caregiver’s cultural and community norms that impact their 
child’s safety; approach these discussions with respect and recognize 
that families may have their own definitions about safety, signs of sexual 
exploitation, problematic sexual behaviors, and other areas of potential 
concern. 

Explore with the caregiver what safety looks like in the home

•	 Identify and write down situations in the home that trigger unsafe behav-
iors by family members. 

	» If possible, include all family members in this process.

•	 Identify and write down the youth’s, caregiver’s, and other family 
members’ current skills and strengths that help increase protective 
factors and reduce risks.
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Explore with the caregiver what safety looks like outside the home

•	 Identify and write down situations outside the home that trigger unsafe 
behaviors by family members.

	» If possible, include all family members in this process.

•	 Identify and write down the youth’s, caregiver’s, and other family 
member’s current skills and strengths that help increase protective 
factors and reduce risks/dangers.

Support the caregiver in communicating their safety concerns 

•	 Help the caregiver advocate for collaboration between providers to 
ensure that all safety plans are family-driven and accessible, and that 
the plans work together.

•	 Help the caregiver find out which types of first responder (for example, 
firefighters, police, crisis response teams) will arrive if a crisis happens. 
Coach the caregiver and other family members (as appropriate) on how 
to engage with the responders in each case.

•	 Coach the caregiver on how to explain their safety concerns to service 
providers, the youth’s school, and other important people in the family’s 
life.

•	 Respect the family’s choices about what they’d like to share.

•	 Support the caregiver during safety planning meetings in expressing 
their concerns, needs, and goals for safety planning, both out loud and 
in writing.

•	 Support the caregiver in organizing their thoughts and staying focused 
when communicating their safety concerns by preparing a clear, written 
description of the series of events, history, needs, and strengths.

•	 Discuss with the caregiver whether they would like you to do any prep 
work with other service providers before safety planning meetings; if 
so, agree on how that will be done.
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Assist the caregiver in finding and building safety networks

•	 Discuss the pros, cons, and any hesitation the caregiver may feel about 
involving others in their safety network, such as service providers, the 
youth’s psychiatrist, school, crisis support services, first responders, 
family, or the youth’s pediatrician.

•	 Use your lived experience to help the caregiver understand how finding 
natural and community supports and building a safety network can help 
their child and their family in situations where the youth’s or caregiver’s 
safety is a concern and during times of crisis, risk, and high stress.

•	 Identify people the caregiver is comfortable reaching out to in times of 
crisis such as extended family members, friends, neighbors, or other 
trusted community supports.

•	 Ensure that the safety network and trusted contacts are described in 
the safety plan.

•	 As part of creating the safety plan, explore the family’s views, biases, 
barriers, and experiences with police and other community interven-
tions, especially for BIPOC families or families of other marginalized 
communities.

	» Proactively address family concerns about calling 911. Explore with 
the caregiver opportunities to build more collaborative relation-
ships with local law enforcement agencies. 

	» Develop alternatives to calling 911.
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Collaborate with the caregiver and service providers to develop a safety plan

•	 Remind the family that all voices are necessary in the process of devel-
oping a safety plan. 

•	 Encourage caregivers to understand the importance of actively engag-
ing the youth in the development of their safety plan. 

•	 Discuss with the caregiver and service providers the strategies the care-
giver can use in different environments to address the youth’s safety 
challenges and minimize risk. Make sure these strategies draw upon the 
strengths of the youth and the caregiver, and that they include building 
skills that can reduce unsafe behaviors.

•	 Develop a shared understanding and agreement with the caregiver and 
the providers/team on the techniques and strategies that the family will 
use in times of crisis or in situations where safety is a concern. 

•	 Work to develop a shared understanding between the caregiver and 
their child, and empower the caregiver to be a leader in prioritizing 
safety.

•	 Ensure that the strategies are meaningful to the youth.

•	 Incorporate these strategies and techniques into the safety plan. 

•	 Ensure that the voices of the caregiver and the youth are used when 
writing the safety plan.

•	 Ensure that the plan clearly describes when and how the family will use 
outside supports (e.g., on-call vs. crisis vs. 911). 

•	 Ensure that natural supports and any others who may be part of a crisis 
response understand and are ready for their role. 

•	 Provide contact information for on-call/after-hours services, mobile 
crisis services, and individuals in the family’s safety network; discuss 
when to contact each one, and what their typical response might be in 
different situations.

•	 Remind the caregiver and providers/team, as needed, that an overar-
ching goal of safety planning is to build self-efficacy.

•	 Role-play or practice actions in the safety plan with the caregiver and 
relevant supports identified in the family’s safety network.

•	 Ensure that the caregiver and youth have the safety plan or know how 
to find it.
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Assess changes that impact the safety plan

•	 Regularly review and discuss with the caregiver how the safety plan is 
working for them and their family and if there are any new circumstances 
or needs that affect the plan or raise new safety concerns. Examples 
might include new stresses in the family’s life such as loss of job, birth of 
baby, change in school for the youth, or anniversaries of trauma.

•	 Support the caregiver in bringing this information to service providers/
team and discussing how to change the safety plan accordingly.

•	 Help caregivers consider other team members’ feedback about how 
the safety plan is working.
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