
What Are Case Notes  
Cas e notes  are records  of a  client’s  meetings  with workers , us ually written in chronological order. 

Cas e Notes  record incidents  obs erved during a vis it, a  client’s  recent his tory and pres ent 
circums tances , as  well as  document their overall progres s , goals , and res pons e to various  
treatments / plans  (if undergoing any).  

Well-written cas e notes  provide objective des criptions  grounded in fact and evidence, and leverage a 
worker’s  as s es s ments  and opinions  without bias .  

What to Include in Case Notes  
Before we get to the s ample cas e notes  and bes t practices , let’s  take a look at what you s hould 
include in your cas e notes . 

This  guide pres ents  a  general overview of what information to include in your cas e notes . Exactly 
what mus t be entered (or left out) is  dependent on what is  relevant to the s ervice or s upport you 
provide. 

The Bas ics  
Here’s  an outline you can follow to make s ure you cover all relevant information:  

 

Who: What is  the name and des ignation of the pers on s ubmitting the cas e note? 
What: What was  done (what s ervices  were provided)? 
Where: Where did it take place (whether via phone or in-pers on)? 
When: What was  the date of s ervice? 
Why: What was  the reas on for interaction and intended goal (whether this  is  a  follow-up meeting, 
monthly or weekly s cheduled meeting, unit ins pection, intake or exit meeting)? 
 

Additional Information to Include 
Meeting Information and Observations  

• Topics  dis cus s ed during the s es s ion 
• How the s es s ion related to the treatment plan 



• How the treatment plan goals  and objectives  are being met 
• Interventions  and techniques  us ed during the s es s ion and their effectivenes s  
• Obs ervations  along with any facts , or res earch underpinning an as s es s ment 
• Tracking of client activities  (job purs uits , ps ychological as s es s ments , etc.) 
• Tracking of program/ agency monitoring activities  (e.g. referral res ults ) 

Client His tory 
• The client’s  current s trengths  and challenges  
• Progres s  or s etbacks  
• Signs , s ymptoms  and any increas e or decreas e in the s everity of behaviors   

Follow up information 
• Next s teps  
• Whether or not the next meeting or follow up with the client was  s cheduled 
• Location and time of the next meeting (if s cheduled) 
• Roles  and res pons ibilities  for both the client and yours elf (or another cas e manager) to 

prepare for your next meeting. 

Cas e Notes  Examples  for Social Workers  
Cas e notes  will vary from one organization to another depending on organizational policies , 
documentation formats , and legal guidelines . 

But firs t, let’s  look at a  few popular documentation formats . Different s tyles  of documentation are 
us ed to help organize notes  and prevent key information from being mis s ed. You can choos e 
whichever one works  bes t for your organization. 

Here are s ome common s tyles : 

 

 



Sample Cas e Notes :  
Case Notes  Example 1: Rehous ing Program 
Take a look at this  cas e note example of a  home vis it from a Family Rapid Re-Hous ing and 
Stabilization Program (FRSP). (Note that this  does  not us e a  s pecific documentation s tyle, but 
follows  a clear s tructure and format and is  highly detailed. 
Angela Lewis , FRSP cas e manager, met with Ms . George at her home on 10/ 24/ 2019 at 10:00am for 
her s cheduled monthly home vis it. Ms . George was  home alone at the time of the home vis it as  s he 
reported that her children were at s chool. Ms . George appeared to be in an overa ll good mood at the 
time of the vis it and was  very engaged. Her apartment was  free from exces s  tras h and the client’s  
kitchen was  free from exces s  food debris  at the time of the vis it. There als o appeared to be no 
maintenance concerns  in the unit. During the home vis it with Ms . George today, the writer completed 
and reviewed the Hous ing and Participation As s es s ment Report (HPAR) and als o as s is ted Ms . 
George with completing her monthly budget. The writer engaged Ms . George in a  convers ation about 
her progres s  with her goal of increas ing her income. Ms . George s hared that s he completed about 
three job applications  this  month which included: Starbucks , Target and Mars halls . She reported that 
s he has  not yet heard back from Mars halls  or Target, but s hared that Starbucks  contacted her for an 
interview which is  s cheduled for November 5th 2019 at 2pm. Ms . George confirmed that s he will 
a ttend her job interview with Starbucks  at 2pm on 11/ 5/ 2019 and als o reported that s he will continue 
to us e Indeed.com as  her method of s earching and applying for jobs . In addition to continuing her job 
s earch, the writer s ugges ted that Ms . George als o contact Mars halls  and Target in effort to follow up 
on the s tatus  of her applications  in which Ms . George agreed to do s o. Ms . George s hared her goal to 
apply for a  total of 6 jobs  during the month of November. Ms . George is  s cheduled for a  follow up 
phone call with the writer on 11/ 15/ 2019 at 11am regarding her progres s  with her job s earch. 

Case Notes  Example 2: Welfare Vis it 
This  is  another cas e notes  example of a  home vis it, written in the S.O.A.P. documentation s tyle. 

S = Strengths  
I met with Mrs . Diaz on xx/ xx/xx. Des pite her financia l and health concerns  and her reported s adnes s , 
s he has  followed through with mos t previous ly agreed upon tas ks . She als o reached out to her 
children this  pas t week, which res ulted in her receiving a nice vis it from her s on and his  family. She 
s aid that s he felt in s lightly better s pirits  becaus e of it. 
O = Objective Account 
Mrs . Diaz reported that s he went to the food bank and has  enough food to las t until her next s ocial 
s ecurity check arrives  next week. With my as s is tance, Mrs . Diaz completed an application for food 
s tamps . We als o made an appointment for her at the food s tamps  office on Friday and I provided her 
with a  Metro Card to get to and from her appointment. She s tated that s he did not call the Community 
Health Center to make a medical appointment as  planned. When I as ked her why s he didn’t follow 
through with this , s he s aid s he is  uncomfortable attending a community health center and that s he is  
fearful of what the doctor might tell her. This  writer als o provided Mrs . Diaz with a  referral to Agency 
T for financial couns elling and tax preparation. This  writer s cheduled an appointment at Agency T on 
xx/ xx/ xx. 
A = Asses sment 
Ms . Diaz has  followed up on all tas ks  agreed upon with the exception of making a medical 
appointment and s ays  s he is  feeling more hopeful. 
P = Plan 



• Ms . Diaz is  looking forward to attending her firs t yoga/ movement clas s  at the s enior 
center tomorrow. 

• She will attend her intake appointment to complete the food s tamps  application proces s  
on Friday. 

• She will attend her appointment with the financia l couns ellor on xx/ xx/ xx. The plan to go 
to the community health centre was  revis ed and Mrs . Diaz was  given a lis t of private 
M.D.’s  that accept Medicare. Mrs . Diaz will make an appointment with one of the doctors  
this  week. 

• This  writer will check in with Mrs . Diaz via phone every Friday for the next month and we 
will meet again in pers on one month from today. 

 
 
Bes t Practices  for Writing Case Notes  
Let’s  take a look at s ome bes t practices  and writing tips  to help you create timely and accurate cas e 
notes . 

1. Write Clearly and Accurately - Sticking to the Facts  
When writing cas e notes  make s ure you are as  clear, concis e, and factual as  pos s ible. Your notes  
s hould be eas y to read, and not us e overly complicated s entences . Bes ides  your obs ervations , you 
s hould als o document any relevant information. 

A good way of keeping your notes  as  detailed and accurate as  pos s ible is  to record them in a timely 
manner, either s oon after your meeting or the next day. If you are pres s ed for time, s ummarize the 
meeting and note a  few key points  immediately after. You can then write out a  more detailed vers ion 
of your cas e notes  when you have the time. This  way, you won’t forget important obs ervations  that 
could be relevant. 

Once you have your cas e notes  written down, review the information to ens ure that it is  up to date, 
accurate and grammatically correct. 

Litmus  Tes t for a Good Case Note 
• When you are unable to be pres ent, a  colleague can open the record and eas ily figure out 

the next s tep to help the client achieve their goals . 
• If your client read the note, they would feel res pected and would agree with your 

objective account of the interaction. 

2. Don’t Us e Abbreviations  
Workers  often us e abbreviations  and jargon in their day-to-day lives , and it’s  very tempting to continue 
to do this  in your cas e notes , as  it would definitely s peed things  up. But if you want s omeone els e to 
be able to read your notes  and unders tand everything you’ve included, you s hould avoid us ing jargon. 

Cas e notes  are s ometimes  read by people outs ide your agency. So avoid us ing acronyms , 
abbreviations , or any kind of s horthand. 



 

 

3. Avoid Value J udgements  
Good cas e notes  are free of value judgements . They include obs ervations  about a  client’s  appearance 
or behaviour without judgement, and are as  objective as  pos s ible. 

Take a look at this  cas e notes  example text: 

“[Client] was  dres s ed very s habbily and s melled bad.” 

This  text is  s ubjective and provides  little value. A note indicating tha t a  client has  s topped wearing 
clean clothing or that their clothing is  looking progres s ively more damaged, is  a  better way to pres ent 
this  information. 

One way of ens uring your cas e notes  remain free of derogatory and emotive language, or value 
judgements  is  to think about how it would make your client feel to have thes e notes  read out to them. 
If it wouldn’t s it well, you’re very likely making a value judgement ra ther than s tating facts  or 
obs ervations . 

4. Protect Your Client’s  Privacy 
When writing cas e notes , it’s  important to keep a client’s  privacy in mind while documenting relevant 
information for your treatment goals . 

It’s  a  good idea to only include detailed information relevant to the provis ion of a  s upport or s ervice to 
which your client has  cons ented. For example, rather than detailing every as pect of a  fight with their 
s pous e, you might only note that the client had a fight with their s pous e, or that it follows  an ongoing 
pattern. 

Here are a  few topics  with s ens itive information you s hould protect: 

• Information regarding legal s tatus  and criminal records  
• Subs tance Abus e 
• Domes tic Violence 
• Health (Phys ical or Mental) 
•  

To protect your client’s  privacy regarding thes e matters , our s ample cas e notes  include the following 
s tatement: 

“The client reported that he or s he is  currently involved in the legal s ys tem/  s eeking care or treatment 
from a doctor for a  medical condition/ has  been connected to domes tic violence res ources .” 



5. Separate Obs ervation From Opinion 
It’s  important to s eparate your opinion from your obs ervation. Engage your five s ens es  when 
des cribing the meeting. State clearly what you s aw, heard, touched, s melt, or even tas ted. 

Back up facts  and obs ervations  with evidence and clearly dis tinguis h between this  and your pers onal 
opinion. Opinions  can be important when making decis ions  about treatment options  or as s es s ing a 
s ituation, but they mus t not be written as  facts . 

Take a look at this  s ocial work cas e notes  example text: 

“Patient s eemed anxious ” 

This  is  an opinion that provides  little value. Ins tead s ay s omething like: “Patient expres s ed fears  
about the future, was  shaking, and s a id s he was  having panic attacks .” This  is  factual, well-obs erved, 
and provides  relevant details  without including an opinion. 

6. Cus tomise Your Case Notes   
If workers  need to write a  lot of cas e notes , s treamline the proces s  and make it better for your 
programs  and s ervices  with cas e note templates . 

Having a cas e notes  template will help workers  do their job better and more efficiently, and lead to 
more valuable cas e note recordings  overall. 

7. Schedule Time for Cas e Notes  
It’s  a  good idea to s chedule 10-15 minutes  either directly after each s es s ion to draft your cas e notes . 
This  will help you record notes  while the memory is  s till fres h, and you’ll never have to deal with a  
large pile of cas e notes  at the end of a  bus y week. You can then s pend time later writing them up in 
more detail. 

Writing notes  directly after a  s es s ion als o gives  you time to reflect on the s es s ion and make notes  for 
next s teps  and follow ups . 

While you s hould make notes  after a  s es s ion, reviewing cas e notes  before a  new s es s ion can als o be 
helpful. This  will s et the context for you and remind you of key pieces  of information or convers ations  
in earlier s es s ions . It can als o help guide the s es s ion, and ens ure both you and your client s tay 
focus ed on treatment goals . 

Conclus ion 
Writing accurate and well-informed cas e notes  is  a  key s kill a ll s ocia l workers  need to cultivate. 

Detailed, factual notes  are an important practice tool that help govern treatment decis ions , accurately 
meas ure outcomes , and provide an important his torical record of a  client’s  behavior and s ymptoms . 
They can even help improve treatment outcomes  and expedite a  client’s  overall progres s . 
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