What Are Case Notes

Case notes are records of a client’s meetings with workers, usually written in chronological order.

Case Notes record incidents observed during a visit, a client’s recent history and present
circumstances,as wellas document their overall progress, goals, and response to various
treatments/plans (if undergoing any).

Well-written case notes provide objective descriptions grounded in fact and evidence, and leverage a
worker’s assessments and opinions without bias.

What to Include in Case Notes

Before we get to the sample case notes and best practices, let’s take a look at what you should
include in your case notes.

This guide presents a general overview of what information to include in your case notes. Exactly
what must be entered (or left out) is dependent on what is relevant to the service or support you
provide.

The Basics

Here’s an outline you can follow to make sure you cover all relevant information:

WHAT SHOULD YOU INCLUDE IN YOUR CASE NOTES?

Who When Why
B ]
‘Name, Date, length The intended goal,
qualifications of service (in objective and
and/or title of the units and outcome relatad to
staff providing the time) and the interventions/skills
service or time of day. training services.
intervention.

Who: What is the name and designation of the person submitting the case note?

What: What was done (what services were provided)?

Where: Where did it take place (whether via phone or inperson)?

When: What was the date of service?

Why: What was the reason for interaction and intended goal (whether this is a follow-up meeting,
monthly or weekly scheduled meeting, unit inspection, intake or exit meeting)?

Additional Information to Include

Meeting Information and Observations
e Topics discussed during the session

e How the session related to the treatment plan



e How the treatment plan goals and objectives are being met

e Interventions and techniques used during the session and their effectiveness
e Observations along with any facts, or research underpinning an assessment
e Tracking of client activities (job pursuits, psychological assessments, etc.)

e Tracking of program/agency monitoring activities (e.g. referral results)
Client History

e The client’s current strengths and challenges
e Progress orsetbacks

e Signs,symptoms and any increase or decrease in the severity of behaviors
Follow up information

e Next steps
e Whether or not the next meeting or follow up with the client was scheduled
e Location and time of the next meeting (if scheduled)

e Roles and responsibilities for both the client and yourself (or another case manager) to
prepare for your next meeting.

Case Notes Examples for Social Workers

Case notes will vary from one organization to another depending on organizational policies,
documentation formats, and legal guidelines.

But first, let’s look at a few popular documentation formats. Different styles of documentation are
used to help organize notes and prevent key information from being missed. You can choose
whichever one works best for your organization.

Here are some common styles:

Common Case Notes Documentation Formats

S.0.A.P. D.A.P. B.A.R. G.LR.P.

Goal: What is the
objective of the
session?
Intervention: What
was done, how was
client coached or

assisted?

Subjective: Client's
description of issue
Objective: Your own
observations
Assessment:
Evidence-based
conclusions

Data: What did you
observe? What was
said during the
meeting?
Assessment: What
is going on? What
you do you feel

Behavior: record
what occured
during the session
Action: what
actions were taken
Response: How
did the client

Plan: Next steps for
treatment

needs to be done
about it?
Plan: Future steps

respond?

Response: How did
the client respond?
Plan: Next steps




Sample Case Notes:

Case Notes Example 1: Rehousing Program

Take a look at this case note example of a home visit from a Family Rapid Re-Housing and
Stabilization Program (FRSP). (Note that this does not use a specific documentation style, but
follows a clear structure and format and is highly detailed.

Angela Lewis, FRSP case manager, met with Ms. George at her home on 10/24/2019 at 10:00am for
her scheduled monthly home visit. Ms. George was home alone at the time of the home visit as she
reported that her children were at school. Ms. George appeared to be in an overall good mood at the
time of the visit and was very engaged. Her apartment was free from excess trash and the client’s
kitchen was free from excess food debris at the time of the visit. There also appeared to be no
maintenance concerns in the unit. During the home visit with Ms. George today, the writer completed
and reviewed the Housing and Participation Assessment Report (HPAR) and also assisted Ms.
George with completing her monthly budget. The writer engaged Ms. George in a conversation about
her progress with her goal of increasing her income. Ms. George shared that she completed about
three job applications this month which included: Starbucks, Target and Marshalls. She reported that
she has not yet heard back from Marshalls or Target, but shared that Starbucks contacted her for an
interview which is scheduled for November 5th 2019 at 2pm. Ms. George confirmed that she will
attend her job interview with Starbucks at 2pm on 11/5/2019 and also reported that she will continue
to use Indeed.com as her method of searching and applying for jobs. In addition to continuing her job
search, the writer suggested that Ms. George also contact Marshalls and Target in effort to follow up
on the status of her applications in which Ms. George agreed to do so. Ms. George shared her goal to
apply for a total of 6 jobs during the month of November. Ms. George is scheduled for a follow up
phone call with the writeron 11/15/2019 at 11am regarding her progress with her job search.

Case Notes Example 2: Welfare Visit

This is another case notes example of a home visit, written in the S.O.A.P. documentation style.

S = Strengths

Imet with Mrs. Diaz on xx/xx/xx. Despite her financial and health concerns and her reported sadness,
she has followed through with most previously agreed upon tasks. She also reached out to her
children this past week, which resulted in her receiving a nice visit from her son and his family. She
said that she felt in slightly better spirits because ofit.

O = Objective Account

Mrs. Diaz reported that she went to the food bank and has enough food to last until her next social
security check arrives next week. With my assistance, Mrs. Diaz completed an application for food
stamps. We also made an appointment for her at the food stamps office on Friday and [ provided her
with a Metro Card to get to and from her appointment. She stated that she did not call the Community
Health Center to make a medical appointment as planned. When I asked her why she didn’t follow
through with this, she said she is uncomfortable attending a community health center and that she is
fearful of what the doctor might tell her. This writer also provided Mrs. Diaz with a referral to Agency
T for financial counselling and tax preparation. This writer scheduled an appointment at Agency T on
XX/ XX/ XX.

A= Assessment

Ms. Diaz has followed up on all tasks agreed upon with the exception of making a medical
appointment and says she is feeling more hopeful.

P =Plan



e Ms. Diaz is looking forward to attending her first yoga/movement class at the senior
center tomorrow.

e She will attend her intake appointment to complete the food stamps application process
on Friday.

e She will attend her appointment with the financial counsellor on xx/xx/xx. The plan to go
to the community health centre was revised and Mrs. Diaz was given a list of private
M.D.’s that accept Medicare. Mrs. Diaz will make an appointment with one of the doctors
this week.

e This writer will check in with Mrs. Diaz via phone every Friday for the next month and we
willmeet again in person one month from today.

Best Practices for Writing Case Notes

Let’s take a look at some best practices and writing tips to help you create timely and accurate case
notes.

1. Write Clearly and Accurately - Sticking to the Facts

When writing case notes make sure you are as clear,concise, and factual as possible. Your notes
should be easyto read, and not use overly complicated sentences. Besides your observations, you
should also document any relevant information.

A good way of keeping your notes as detailed and accurate as possible is to record them in a timely
manner, either soon after your meeting or the next day. If you are pressed for time, summarize the
meeting and note a few key points immediately after. You can then write out a more detailed version
of your case notes when you have the time. This way, you won’ forget important observations that
could be relevant.

Once you have your case notes written down, review the information to ensure that it is up to date,
accurate and grammatically correct.

Litmus Test for a Good Case Note

e When you are unable to be present, a colleague can open the record and easily figure out
the next step to help the client achieve their goals.

e Ifyourclient read the note, they would feelrespected and would agree with your
objective account of the interaction.

2.Dont Use Abbreviations

Workers often use abbreviations and jargon in their day-to-day lives, and it’s very tempting to continue
to do this in your case notes, as it would definitely speed things up. But if you want someone else to
be able to read your notes and understand everything you've included, you should avoid using jargon.

Case notes are sometimes read by people outside your agency. So avoid using acronyms,
abbreviations, or any kind of shorthand.



3. Avoid Value Judgements

Good case notes are free of value judgements. They include observations about a client’s appearance
or behaviour without judgement, and are as objective as possible.

Take a look at this case notes example text:
“[Client] was dressed very shabbily and smelled bad.”

This text is subjective and provides little value. Anote indicating that a client has stopped wearing
clean clothing or that their clothing is looking progressively more damaged, is a better way to present
this information.

One way of ensuring your case notes remain free of derogatory and emotive language, or value
judgements is to think about how it would make your client feel to have these notes read out to them.
If it wouldn’t sit well, you're very likely making a value judgement rather than stating facts or
observations.

4. Protect Your Client’s Privacy

When writing case 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 provision of a support or service to
which your client has consented. For example, rather than detailing every aspect of a fight with their
spouse, you might only note that the client had a fight with their spouse, or that it follows an ongoing
pattern.

Here are a few topics with sensitive information you should protect:

e Information regarding legal status and criminal records
e Substance Abuse
e Domestic Violence

e Health (Physical or Mental)

L]
To protect your client’s privacy regarding these matters, our sample case notes include the following
Sstatement:

“The client reported that he or she is currently involved in the legal system/ seeking care or treatment
from a doctor for a medical condition/has been connected to domestic violence resources.”



5. Separate Observation From Opinion

It’s important to separate your opinion from your observation. Engage your five senses when
describing the meeting. State clearly what you saw, heard, touched, smelt, or even tasted.

Back up facts and observations with evidence and clearly distinguish between this and your personal
opinion. Opinions can be important when making decisions about treatment options or assessing a
situation, but they must not be written as facts.

Take a look at this social work case notes example text:
“Patient seemed anxious”

This is an opinion that provides little value. Instead say something like: ‘Patient expressed fears
about the future, was shaking, and said she was having panic attacks.” This is factual, well-observed,
and provides relevant details without including an opinion.

6. Customise Your Case Notes

If workers need to write a lot of case notes, streamline the process and make it better for your
programs and services with case note templates.

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

7. Schedule Time for Case Notes

It’s a good idea to schedule 10-15 minutes either directly after each session to draft your case notes.
This will help you record notes while the memory is still fresh, and you’ll never have to deal with a
large pile of case notes at the end of a busy week. You can then spend time later writing them up in
more detail.

Writing notes directly after a session also gives you time to reflect on the session and make notes for
next steps and follow ups.

While you should make notes aftera session, reviewing case notes before a new session can also be
helpful. This will set the context for you and remind you of key pieces of information or conversations
in earlier sessions. It can also help guide the session, and ensure both you and your client stay
focused on treatment goals.

Conclusion

Writing accurate and well-informed case notes is a key skill all social workers need to cultivate.

Detailed, factual notes are an important practice tool that help govern treatment decisions, accurately
measure outcomes, and provide an important historical record of a client’s behavior and symptoms.
They can even help improve treatment outcomes and expedite a client’s overall progress.
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