
 

 

Life Story Work 
‘Life story work’ is a phrase used to 

describe telling and recording the 

story of a child’s life history. The 

intention is to enable the child to 

understand their past and record the 

present. Very young children can be 

involved in an age-appropriate way.  

While Life story work is commonly done 

for children placed for adoption to 

give a factual narrative about their 

lives before embarking on life with a 

new family (Ryan & Walker, 2007), it 

can also be a therapeutic tool that 

addresses the inner world of the child 

and how the child sees or understands 

his/her reality. It can be an essential 

part of the recovery process for all 

traumatized children (Rose and 

Philpot, 2005). It gives a child a means 

of talking safely with a trusted adult 

about their experiences and a way of 

recording their present life or feelings. 

From notebooks to photobooks 

Life Story work was often done in the 

past by pasting material into a scrap 

book, such as photos, drawings by the 

child or their words typed up and 

pasted into the book.  But technology 

makes this all so much easier. The 

‘book’ won’t become dog eared or 

get lost. Once it is developed online it 

becomes easy to create it in book 

form too, or books for life phases. 

Photobooks are easily made, and a 

smart hardcover book arrives in no 

time. Several companies offer this 

service online, for memorable books. 

A valuable record for the future. 

A child who feels bereft of family 

history can value this record of their 

life, long into adulthood. It makes them 

feel seen, heard and valued. It is a 

way of building their identity and of 

making sense of how they came to be 

in care.  However, it must be 

undertaken with the greatest sensitivity 

and at a pace the child finds 

comfortable or when they are ready. 

This link to Social Workers Toolbox 

provides templates and information 

about Life Story work: 

http://www.socialworkerstoolbox.com/life-

story-book-templates-examples/ 
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Understanding the past, building for 

the future

 

Life Story Work is used to: 

• give an account of early events 

to dispel misunderstandings and 

deliver realistic expectations 

• record the child’s history and 

help them to understand it 

• build the child’s sense of identity 

• enable the child to share his or 

her past with adopters/carers 

• link past with present and help 

the carer and child understand 

how early life events might 

impact on behaviour 

• acknowledge issues arising from 

separation and loss 

• enable adopters/carers to 

understand and develop 

empathy for the child 

• show a child they matter 

• celebrate the child’s progress 

and achievements 

• enhance the child’s self-esteem 

and resilience 

• help the child develop a sense 

of security and permanence 

• help build attachment to carers 

or adopters 

 

 

 

 Life Story Work takes place in phases 

The first phase of life story work helps 

the child to understand the reasons 

why they are unable to return home 

and to express their feelings about this. 

When a child is removed from their 

birth family, they will need to be 

supported to understand the reasons 

for this in an age-appropriate way, 

and considering their level of 

emotional development.  

Children need explanations about 

what is happening and how decisions 

were made. If this is recorded in the 

Life Work Book, it can help social 

workers, carers and other professionals 

to be aware of what the child knows 

and understands. 

Understanding feelings can change 

 

 

Life Story Work is an on-going process 

which is revisited and reinvigorated 

throughout the time the child is in 

care. It will form an essential record 

with images of the child being valued 

and cared for. It also gives the child a 

voice and could be linked to their 

Digital Passport in which they describe 

their views, hopes and wishes about 

their online life. 

 


