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This tool is aimed at practitioners and managers. It provides an overview of 
the importance and purpose of recording, with resources and case studies 
to support reflection and professional development. The tools support:

> preparation for recording

> professional writing

> note-taking and recording outcomes-focused conversations

> recording analysis, rationale, decisions and actions.

The main focus is on recording assessment conversations. However, the 
principles apply to all professional recording.

ripfa_practice_tool_recording_may17.indd   2 16/06/2017   10:45:53



3©Research in Practice for Adults 3

PRACTICE TOOL

Good recording

Why is recording important and what is its purpose?

Recording is the process by which we set down information about something which has taken place so that it is 
available for future reference. This might be, for example, information about a person, a place, a conversation, 
a physical action, a decision or a thought process. 

Recording can be viewed as an administrative task that needs to be done but gets in the way of the day job. 
However, we must remember that, in a social care context, information is collected - for example, to evidence 
need, deliver outcomes and make decisions.  

Social care recording has a direct impact on people’s lives. If not recorded, or not recorded well, the 
information is effectively rendered useless and unable to fulfil its purpose.

 

Evidence-informed Practice Pointer

It is easy to lose sight of the importance of recording and view it as a chore; a time-
consuming activity which can divert us away from the job of social work. It can be frustrated 
or hampered by the systems and processes which underpin it (Lynch,2009; O’Rourke, 2010; 
SWIAS, 2010). It can also be viewed as a process necessary for performance or management 
information requirements rather than a tool to promote improved quality of life.
(Johnstone and Page, 2014)

Exercise/Reflection point  

Thinking about the last piece of recording you did, what importance did you place on the process of recording? 
What were your thoughts and feelings about it?

Recording is a professional requirement and practitioners are personally responsible for, and must be able to 
justify, their decisions and recommendations (HCPC, 2017). Practitioners should:

> be able to maintain records appropriately
> be able to keep accurate, comprehensive and comprehensible records in accordance with applicable 

legislation, protocols and guidelines
> recognise the need to manage records and all other information in accordance with applicable 

legislation, protocols and guidelines.
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Evidence-informed Practice Pointer

O’Rourke (2010) advocates that recording is important for three main reasons:

> Evidence policy, process and practice have been followed appropriately, 
demonstrating professionalism and competency.

> Provide the rationale behind professional judgement, making it clear how a decision 
was arrived at and being accountable for why a particular course of action was taken 
(or indeed not taken). 

> Give a clear picture of the person’s story, their wishes, views and preferences 
which can be used by them and/or others to empower and better understand their 
situation and any care or support needs.

Social care assessment is a critical intervention in its own right, which can help people to understand their situation 
and the needs they have and to help them understand their strengths and capabilities (Department of Health, 
2016). The record of the assessment, which the person must be given by law, is an essential element of the 
intervention.

Effective recording, and effective use of the information recorded, is central to good social work practice 
regardless of the level of need or risk.

The quality of recording has implications for:

> individuals
> practitioners
> organisations.

Exercise/Reflection point 
 
Individually, or as group, identify the impact good recording might have for: 

> individuals
> practitioners
> organisations.
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How can we identify good practice in recording?

Recording is done for different purposes and audiences. Being mindful of this is important – you should always 
stay focused on what it is you are recording, why you are recording it and who you are recording it for.

Records might range from case notes to court reports, and will certainly include multiple kinds of assessments 
and plans. The different audiences will each need different things from the content.

This tool mainly concentrates on recording in the context of assessment of need but the principles and learning 
are applicable to all records, not only those relating to the case or person but also supervision notes and 
administrative documents. All are professional documents with a specific purpose and all need to be a clear 
and accurate reflection of what was discussed, decided or done.

Any record is only as good, or as useful, as the information it contains. The quality of the information gathered 
and how well it is written up is central to this. Writing should be treated as a professional activity; practitioners 
should aim to develop their writing skills in the same way they would any other professional requirement.

Evidence-informed Practice Pointer

When recording, you should:

> know the standards expected of you
> develop your capabilities to ensure standards are met or exceeded
> set time aside to write
> plan what you will write
> write clearly, concisely and accurately
> consider the audience, or audiences, you are writing for
> proofread and review your work
> sign and date your work.

(Aberdeen City Council and Robert Gordon University, 2009)

Exercise/Reflection point 

What do you think are the characteristics of good, professionally written, records?

There are a number of characteristics, or hallmarks, consistent with good recording practice and professionally 
written records. These are (see opposite page):

continued on following page

ripfa_practice_tool_recording_may17.indd   5 16/06/2017   10:45:53



6©Research in Practice for Adults 6

PRACTICE TOOL

Good recording

Ethical 
Non-judgemental in tone; uses respectful language; considers 
the person’s rights, consent and confidentiality as well as that 
of other people or professionals involved or referred to within 
it; doesn’t label, stereotype or put people into boxes.

Lawful  
Adheres to the requirements of the Care Act 2014; takes 
account of other relevant legislation such as that around 
mental capacity, mental health, equalities and human rights; 
follows relevant national and local guidance, policy and/or 
procedures.

Person-centred 
Accurately reflects the persons circumstances, tells their story; 
shows person was as fully involved as they wanted to be/as 
possible; considers capacity; clearly states the person’s views, 
wishes, feelings, beliefs and their desired outcomes.

Strengths-based 
Looks at the person’s individual strengths, resilience, capacity 
and networks, as well as needs and risks; takes account of 
strengths and assets which may be available via the person’s 
immediate network, family, friends, neighbours and those 
available in the wider community.

Appropriate 
Information is gathered and recorded in a way which is suited 
to the person’s circumstances in terms of their needs and 
preferences; involves the person as much as they want to be 
involved and allows them to lead the process as much as 
possible.

Holistic 
Looks at the person’s life as a whole, all areas of their 
wellbeing, and any interdependence between different areas 
of this; considers whether, and to what extent, the person’s 
needs impact on their wider support network - for example, 
family and friends.

Joined-up  
Involves other relevant people, for example, professionals 
where appropriate; takes account of, and references, other 
relevant assessments, reports and information which may be 
available.

Proportionate 
Reflects the person’s view of what’s important and what 
is needed; the number of needs and people involved; the 
complexity of the situation; the likelihood of change; the 
likelihood and consequence of risk; the likelihood of dispute 
and how unusual the situation is.

Accountable 
Is clear about what is fact, opinion, hearsay and where these 
originate from; explains rationale behind opinions, decisions 
and action/inaction; states what was done, by whom and why; 
is signed and dated.

Analytical 
Weighs up information; is informed by evidence; explains 
meaning; identifies gaps; includes professional judgements, 
reasoned decisions and recommendations; avoids irrelevant 
speculation, subjective comments or personal opinions - 
for example, comments about the person’s life choices or 
character.

Useful 
Includes clear outcomes for the person; reaches a conclusion 
about needs and eligibility; ensures links between need, 
impact, outcome and eligibility rationales are clear; includes 
actions and is clear about what will happen next  - the ‘what’, 
‘who’, ‘when’ and ‘why’; contains only relevant information. 

Well-written 
Is written in clear, correct English; logical and concise; uses 
empowering language; avoids repetition or duplication; uses 
Plain English; reflects the principles of professional writing.

Nosowska (2014)

Exercise/Reflection point 

Reflect on a case record or assessment that you wrote several months ago. To what extent do you feel the 
above characteristics are reflected?  
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Preparation for recording

Exercise/Reflection point 

Imagine you are attending a multi-agency case conference at short notice. You are covering for a colleague who 
has been dealing with the case for several months. You are taking the notes but have not been able to review 
previous reports or assessments and so have only a basic outline of circumstances. 
 

> How would you feel?
> What barriers might you encounter? 
> How might this affect the quality of your note-taking and any writing up you must do based on these?

Effective preparation should make the process easier, quicker and more efficient, benefiting all parties.

Effective preparation should ensure:

The conversation:
> has continuity with previous, and future, conversations
> is appropriate to the person’s needs in format and style
> is proportionate to the person’s needs in detail and length
> takes account of the person’s preferences, communication needs and capacity.

The person feels:
> supported to be as involved as they wish to be
> others are involved, or not, as per their wishes
> their views, wishes and feelings are being listened to and properly considered (including cultural or 

religious aspects)
> confident the practitioner is as informed as possible about their situation and will be able to understand 

their hopes, concerns and aspirations
> they have choice and control over their outcomes and how these are achieved
> they understand how any decisions have been made and that these are informed by the best available 

evidence and information.

The practitioner feels:
> well informed about the person and able to build/maintain a relationship with them
> they have the appropriate skills and support to communicate effectively
> able to deal with any potential difficult situations or risks that might arise
> confident in their professional judgement, decision-making skills and rationale for decisions.

(Hall, 1976; LGA, 2014; Nosowska and Series, 2013; Nosowska, 2015)

See Preparing for conversations checklist, which can be downloaded here:

www.outcomes.ripfa.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/Preparing-for-the-conversation-checklist.pdf
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What is professional writing?

The dictionary definition of the word professional is ‘Worthy of or appropriate to a professional person; competent, 
skilful, or assured’ (Oxford University Press, 2017). Simply put, this means the professional aiming to record the 
right information in the right way for the purpose it was intended.

To achieve this aim professional writing should be:

> clear and logical
> unambiguous
> accurate, differentiating fact from opinion
> accessible, using Plain English wherever possible
> accurate in terms of grammar, punctuation and spelling
> free from unexplained technical terms, acronyms, abbreviations and jargon
> proportionate, concise and avoiding unnecessary repetition.

Practitioners are professional writers, responsible and accountable for what they write.

Evidence-informed Practice Pointer

The practitioner, as a professional writer, is seeking to communicate:

> factual information about the person - their needs and individual circumstances
> the person’s desired outcomes - their views, wishes and feelings
> their professional analysis and evaluation of the information
> their professional opinion
> their use of professional knowledge and skills
> information to facilitate decision-making that is evidence-based and defensible
> clear recommendations in relation to action/inaction, decision-making and support 

which might help the person achieve their outcomes.

(Aberdeen City Council and Robert Gordon University, 2009)

The importance of recording the right information in the right place cannot be underestimated, but we must 
acknowledge the challenge of balancing and gathering this information in a way that supports good recording 
with having the kind of conversation that can draw out the information. 

Time, IT systems, forms, workload, organisational policies and procedures are all factors which have an impact 
on the quality of recording and professional writing. 
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Exercise/Reflection point 

Apart from the factors mentioned above, what do you feel are the main challenges to good recording?

Conversation
Maintaining eye contact

Completing a lengthy form

Active listening

Procedures

Using powerful questions

IT system

Analysis and reflection in action

Performance management

Observation

Management information requirements

Taking notes

Time pressures

Outcomes
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Note-taking and recording outcomes-focused conversations

However good our memories are it will be necessary to take notes in most conversations, but it’s difficult to 
take notes when we are talking to someone. Effective note-taking requires practice. Developing effective note-
taking skills can help achieve a balance between gathering the right information and having a conversation.

One method well suited to use in a social care setting is the Cornell Note Taking System (Cornell, undated). This 
involves developing a simple set of cues or headings relevant to the purpose of the notetaking. Notes are made 
against the most relevant cue and afterwards the note-taker reviews these, formulating questions designed to 
help clarify meaning, identify relationships, reinforce understanding and recall of the discussion. 

Introduction to Note-taking Tool  
This is a simple two-page tool utilising the Cornell note-taking method which you may find useful. Please note, 
the aim is not to take verbatim notes but to ensure you write down sufficient information to remind you of the 
detail of the conversation at a later point.

The cues used in the tool are based around the national eligibility criteria headings and wellbeing principles 
presented in the Care Act 2014. These are commonly found on local authority social care need assessment forms 
and offer a logical and lawful basis around which to structure note-taking when having a conversation about a 
person’s possible social care needs.
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Note-taking Tool  
The steps below explain how to use the tool as part of an outcomes-focused conversation: 

1. Record 
Make your notes on the tool, don’t try and capture every word. Consider developing your own set of 
abbreviations or symbols to use. Listen actively, noting what is important to the person and what you 
think is important as a professional.

2. Review, organise and analyse 
Look for links, themes, patterns, gaps. Look for what was important, what the impact might be for the 
person, hypothesise as to what might be going on, the level of possible risk. Frame questions to help 
you understand what is important to the person - what are their desired outcomes, what might need to 
happen next and why? 

3. Plan 
Consider how you might structure your recording, thinking about your local systems and process 
requirements. Where would be most logical to record the different bits of information so that the record 
flows and is easy to follow and understand? 

4. Write up 
Write professionally, proofread, refer to your notes to check you have recorded everything you need to. 
Remember to be proportionate - the amount you record will vary depending on the complexity of the 
circumstances. The relationship between the story, need and outcome should be really clear.

5. Reflect  
Revisit the record and consider what you have written. Are all the characteristics of good recording 
evident?

Further tips for recording conversations can be found here: outcomes.ripfa.org.uk/skills/recording

Story Need Impact on 
wellbeing

Intervention 
or input

Desired 
outcome

Exercise 

Listen to the Martha and Shirley audio clip - www.outcomes.ripfa.org.uk/support-for-managers - and take 
notes using the template on the next page. How does this compare to your usual method of note-taking? Write 
these notes up and use the practitioner audit tool (on the following pages) to identify good practice you can 
share or areas for development.
 
Examples of good/not so good records based on the same audio clips are provided on the same webpage.
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Cue column Note-taking column

Physical and mental health/ 
emotional wellbeing

Control over daily life

Nutrition – accessing food and 
drink

Personal hygiene

Toilet needs

Clothing/dressing

Safe use of home/ mobility

Home environment

Relationships – including family 
and friends

Contributing to society via work, 
education,  volunteering, etc.

Accessing the community

Caring (child)

Other

Note-taking Tool

ripfa_practice_tool_recording_may17.indd   12 16/06/2017   10:45:54



13©Research in Practice for Adults 13

PRACTICE TOOL

Good recording

Summary / Initial analysis/Outcomes / Actions
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40 Good Assessment: Practitioners’ Handbook

Practitioner audit

 Good practice suggestion

Use this audit to discuss an assessment in your  
supervision. What good practice can you share  
and how can you improve your practice?

This audit supports assessors to audit their assessment 
practice by looking at their own assessments. It identifies 
how far best practice in assessment is met. The audit can 
be used as the basis for a learning and development plan 
that focuses on the specific areas of assessment you want  
to improve.

Practitioner audit

My assessment 1-5  (1 = low) Comments  

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5

is non-judgemental  
and respectful  

considers rights, consent  
and confidentiality 

follows the law, relevant  
guidance and procedure 

shows the person was  
fully involved 

considers  
capacity 

clearly states the person’s  
views, wishes, feelings  
and beliefs

looks at strengths, resilience, 
capacity and networks, as well  
as needs and risks

explains what was done,  
by whom and why  

is signed  
and dated 

involves relevant  
people 

Practitioner Audit Tool

This audit supports assessors to audit their assessment practice by looking at their own assessments. It 
identifies how far best practice in assessment is met. The audit can be used as the basis for a learning and 
development plan that focuses on the specific areas of assessment you want to improve.
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www.ripfa.org.uk 41

Practitioner audit

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5

considers all areas  
of well-being 

takes account of who  
else is involved 

is appropriate and  
proportionate to the  
situation

is informed by evidence 
 

weighs up information 
 

identifies gaps  
in knowledge 

explains the meaning  
of the situation 

reaches a judgement  
about needs and  
eligibility

says what will  
happen next 

is written in clear,  
correct English  

is logical and concise

uses empowering  
language

considers all areas 
of wellbeing

ripfa_practice_tool_recording_may17.indd   15 16/06/2017   10:45:54



16©Research in Practice for Adults 16

PRACTICE TOOL

Good recording

Exercise/Reflection point

Thinking about your current approach to note-taking, estimate the amount of time you spend on each of the 
tasks or stages identified below:
  

> What proportion of the overall time do you spend on each?  

> What do you feel is the relative importance of each? 

> Do you feel the time you spend reflects the relative importance of each?

> What might you do to ensure you can spend most time on the most important tasks or stages?

Task/stage in process
Estimated time 
(minutes)

Proportion of total time 
spent

1. Preparing for the conversation.

2. Talking/listening to the person.

3. Taking notes.

4. Organising your notes.

5. Analysing the information.

6. Planning what to write/considering the audience(s).

7. Writing up the information as the formal record.

8. Proofreading/reviewing what you have written.

Total time spent (minutes)
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Recording analysis, rationale, decision and actions

Evidence-informed Practice Pointer
Recording should cover anything that contributes to a decision and should be recorded by the 
person making the decision. How much is recorded depends on the complexity of the situation.
(Nosowska, 2014).

You should record decisions and actions that you decided not to take, as well as ones that you 
did, and explain your rationale in each case. You should also make very clear what is factual 
information and what is your own opinion or the opinion of other people.

Failing to keep accurate records of decisions you have made and actions you have taken can 
put people at risk. It also puts the organisation you work for in a difficult position, and risks its 
reputation. 
(Social Care Institute for Excellence, 2015)

The Care Act (Department of Health, 2014) requires that people are provided with a record of 
their assessment and of their eligibility determination. The reasoning behind identification 
of needs, outcomes, significant impact and eligibility determination should be clear in all 
records provided to the person.

Recording analysis, rationale, decisions and action properly fundamentally depends on the thinking having 
happened first. Without this, however good your professional writing skills are, recording is unlikely be fit for 
purpose. It is tempting to try and rely on phrases you’ve used before or to try and fit examples from others in 
to the record you are working on. However, you should aim to explain your thought process in relation to the 
specific person, case or situation. Having said that, there is great value in sharing examples of recording and 
participating in peer reviewing exercises - as these can provide useful reflective and developmental activity.

As a general rule, when recording analysis, rationale, decisions and action, you are seeking to explain:

> What information was gathered, from who and why?
> What you thought it meant and why you thought this (analysis and critical thinking).
> What your professional judgement was, based on what you thought.
> What decision was made and who was involved in making it.
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> What action was, or wasn’t, taken as a result of the above.

Good recording practice becomes especially critical in complex cases, where there are high levels of need, risk 
and/or harm. For example, where safeguarding concerns have been raised or where Mental Capacity or Best 
Interest assessments have been undertaken.

Evidence-informed Practice Pointer
Serious case reviews often highlight inadequacies in recording as contributory factors to the failure to protect. 
For example, the report relating to the death of Victoria Climbié stresses the keeping of proper notes and the 
accurate recording of concerns felt about a child as being a fundamental aspect of basic professional competence. 
It also emphasises how crucial the record is, when referred to, in providing sufficient clear and accessibly 
recorded information to facilitate effective social work practice (Laming, 2003).  

Recording analysis, rationale, decision and actions

What 
information 
was gathered, 
from who and 
why?

> Evidence

What you 
thought it 
meant and why 
you thought 
this.

What your 
professional 
judgement was, 
based on what 
you thought.

What should 
(or shouldn’t) 
happen, when, 
and who 
should do it?

>  Analysis /   
 critical thinking

> Decision /   
 rationale

> Action taken /  
 not taken
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Complex situations require detailed gathering of information and sophisticated application of analysis, critical 
thinking and decision-making. It may be harder to identify the person’s desired outcome. In order to do this 
and effectively empower, the person recording must:

> be precise and descriptive

> link things that have happened/actions taken to the risk or harm done

> link things that are likely to happen/abusive behaviours to the risk or harm they pose

> articulate expectations for changed behaviour or reduction of risk.

It can be argued that the view of a court would be that if it wasn’t recorded it didn’t happen, was not said or 
was not done (Lynch, 2009). In reality, the record is unlikely to be able to capture everything. Sound, considered 
professional judgement is essential in weighing up the risks before deciding what level of detail to record. 
However, as a general rule the record should always: 

> Reference relevant legislation and guidance – for example, around mental capacity or coercive control. 

> Reference other relevant assessments or reports which have been undertaken – for example, Best 
Interests or Capacity assessments.

> Distinguish between fact, opinion, professional judgement and hearsay.

> Use appropriate language that is non-judgemental and unambiguous.

> Clearly state the hypotheses - why you think X or Y rather than A or B.

> Explain how you arrived at decision by showing the ‘workings out’ – in other words, be defensible. 

> Consider the level of risk in conjunction with the person’s desired outcomes.

Proposals by the Law Commission emphasise the need to record their thinking in relation to specific decisions 
which come under the scope of the Mental Capacity Act. If adopted, the proposals would mean a professional 
risks losing protection from liability for acts connected with certain key decisions unless he or she has 
prepared a written record (or has reviewed a written record produced by someone else, and believes it to be 
accurate).

Exercise

Listen to the BBC Law in Action podcast - 
coercivecontrol.ripfa.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/distinguishing_between_coercive_control_and_situational_violence.pdf 

Imagine you working with someone in a similar situation. 

> How would you record this with a view to providing evidence should the situation go to court?
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