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A good practice guide to compiling chronologies

What is a Chronology?

A chronology is a record in date order of all the significant events and changes in a child or young person’s life.  
Effective chronologies enable us to see the ways in which an individual child or a family have functioned over time and to examine how families have managed their own circumstances, as well as how professionals have managed the case over time. Ideally, they should be started as soon as a case is open. 
They are a live tool for improving practice in any case. Its overall purpose is to support the analysis of the history of a case with reference to the current state of work on the case.  
It is acknowledged that some agencies, such as Education may use alternative electronic recording systems, which produce a different format of a chronology.  Wherever possible the information outlined within this guidance particularly the sections why you should write a chronology and what to include in a chronology should also be considered for inclusion.  

Why should you write a chronology?

There are three main reasons for writing a chronology.

1) It can be used in order to make sense of the life events which have been important for a child and their family, as part of any kind of assessment and to assist with decision-making and intervention.

2) It is a tool that allows the worker to identify, and make sense of, patterns of events or behaviour in the life of a child and their family.

3) It is a tool which can enable reflection and analysis on the part of the worker and others, sometimes in the midst of work on the case, identifying where there may have been ‘drift’ or planned actions not completed and sometimes after a serious incident in the case.

In addition, practitioners and their supervisors will find chronologies particularly helpful to use in supervision:

· When workers describe a “feeling of unease” about a case and are struggling to make sense of either events or what is happening within a family. This may be characterised by workers saying things like “they can’t see the wood for the trees” or that there is an atmosphere within the home or a phrase a child has uttered has given them given them a sense of unease.
· When previous decisions made about a child are being questioned because they appear to be inappropriate or the envisaged outcomes are not being achieved. 
· When considering escalation or de-escalation, a chronology can assist contextualisation of the issues and assist decisions.
When to write a multi-agency chronology
In some cases a multi-agency chronology may be appropriate, this could be done at a multi-agency meeting in order to share the task and so that any emerging patterns can be seen at the earliest opportunity.

What to include in a chronology
The function of a chronology is to assist the professionals in analysis and decision making, it is important to include positives in terms of the impact of changes in circumstances and outcomes of intervention.

Workers need to be familiar with the historical case information and be able to identify critical incidents and events in the child’s life.
Critical incidents and key decisions made about a child or family should always be included. There is often a temptation to “include everything” due to the fact that it is often only with hindsight that one can see which events in a child’s life have been significant. However, this temptation should be avoided in order to make the chronology a workable and useful document for both the child and family & professionals.
As important, as the events themselves are the actions that were taken as that helps pinpoint what has been effective or ineffective in the past.
The following list provides a guide to what should be included:
Family history, births, marriages, new partner, separations, bereavements, changes in household composition, employment/unemployment, moves of address & homelessness


Referral history & outcomes


Assessments undertaken and outcomes


Evidence of engagement or non-engagement with agencies


Education, behaviour, exclusions, change of school

Admissions to hospital, missed appointments, Emergency Department attendance,
Domestic abuse incidents


Substance misuse issues


Criminal Justice activity, parents, carer or Young Person


Statutory meeting i.e. Initial Child Protection Conference/Review CPC & outcome


Periods subject to Children Looked After process


Missing episodes of child or family member


Concerns regarding suspected specific issues (Child Exploitation - sexual/criminal, Trafficking etc) 
History relating to violence including convictions for such


Any concerns regarding Adults at Risk or in need of services and support


Child Protection enquiries & outcomes


Court appearances, hearings and orders


Key management decisions and brief reasons


Any other relevant concerns or positive improvements Sex Offender Registration – known to MAPPA or MARAC Disability, illness & mental 

The chronology should: 
· Focus on events and changes in circumstances that had a positive or negative impact on the child.

· Include home visits only if something significant happened or concerns identified. Unsuccessful home visits.

· Group significant events together e.g: Between April-June 2018 there were 23 incidents of absconding which

    increased in frequency and duration each week; rather than listing all 23 separate incidents.

· Highlight a response or explain if no response was made. 

· Bring together information from a variety of sources (identify the source).
· Note lack of engagement with services such as drug or alcohol services, missed appointment or positive /negative drug test results. 
· be regularly reviewed in order to improve analysis and reassess the relevance of recording an event in a child’s life. Sharing the chronology with the child and their family should be part of this review process. Chronologies should be routinely updated at multi-agency meetings to assist assessment and inform decisions and planning. 

The chronology should not:
· It should not include copied and pasted case notes or lists of dates of visits but rather brief bullet points. 
Other points to note:
The chronology should not include all telephone conversations and should focus on the main events.

Professional judgement is required to decide on the relevance of an event for a particular child or family.

The chronology should be a balanced document and should include parental strengths as well as weaknesses.

What is significant?

‘Significant’ means ‘considerable; noteworthy or important or having a particular meaning; indicative of something.

Regarding ‘Significant Harm’. (Bentovim) suggests “A compilation of significant events, acute and longstanding, which interact with the child’s on-going development…” and DoH (1991) that the significance of harm suffered by a child can lie either in the seriousness of the harm itself or in the effects of the harm.
Deciding what is important or significant is a matter of professional judgement.  Chronologies need to have a sense of purpose. There is a difference in recording “failed” home visits as part of a chronology in order to “cover the worker’s back”, as opposed to recording this as part of a pattern to evidence lack of parental engagement and co-operation.  
Using Chronologies

A chronology is only as useful as its accuracy and the frequency with which it is maintained. A good chronology will meet a wide range of needs if it can be used as a reflective tool to plan sensitive and helpful work with children and their families, considering the welfare of the child as paramount.

Below is a chronology template that can be used by individual agencies. This is the version used by Children’s Social Care and if necessary would allow the chronologies from different agencies to be easily merged. 

The purpose of a chronology is to record significant events that have had, or continue to have a significant impact (positive or otherwise) on the child.

Name of Child or Young Person:                                                                                      Date of Birth:

	Date or period of event
	Significant Event
	Source
	Impact (either positive or negative)
	Action Taken to mitigate adverse impact on child
	Date of Entry (when recorded on system) 

	The date/period of the significant event should be recorded here
	A brief description of the event should be recorded here. Children and their families will see this information. Language should be plain English and non-judgemental. Information should be clear, factual, accurate evidenced based and concise to support good decision-making. 

A significant event may include:-

1.Changes in the child’s wellbeing-health and development

2.Changes in the parent’s or carer’s wellbeing

3.Changes in the family structure or circumstances i.e. divorce/separation; new partner; bereavement; housing; unemployment

4.Changes in the child’s child protection or legal status

5.Events such as missing appointments; absence/exclusion from school; involvement in offending behaviour; running away/missing

6.Frequency of child concern reports; referrals; investigations.

7.Frequent changes in professional staff or services/agencies accessed by the child or family
	The source of the event should be recorded here i.e. who and what service/agency provided the information.
	Where known the impact, whether positive or negative, on the child should be recorded here.

If unknown say so.

The impact on the child may become clearer over time and may also change.


	Professional action or response taken to mitigate any adverse impact on the child should be recorded here.

This should include any single practitioner/service/agency response and multiagency responses.

If no action taken, specify why not.


	The date on which the entry is made should be recorded here as soon as possible after the significant event has been identified.

Also acknowledge any retrospective recording.
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