[bookmark: _Hlk220675202]The Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 (SSWBA), the Children Act 1989, and Children Act 2004 provide the legal frameworks for social workers to follow when considering safeguarding children. Part 7 of the 2014 Act places a duty on relevant partners to safeguard children from abuse, neglect and other forms of harm.  SSWBA is underpinned by principles of well-being and prevention and encourages this at the forefront of intervention. Section 17 of The Children Act 1989 is central to practice and defines a ‘child in need’, and Section 47 places a duty on local authorities to make enquiries where there is reasonable cause to suspect a child is suffering, or is likely to suffer, significant harm. The legislation establishes clear thresholds for intervention and reinforces the statutory requirement of social workers to act protectively where necessary.
Working Together to Safeguard People (Welsh Government, 2019), sets out National guidance that provides a uniform framework for practice across Wales and clarifies the roles and responsibilities of professionals and agencies. The Wales Safeguarding Procedures (2019) App is used by practitioners and is a key resource, providing clarity when identifying concerns, thresholds, referral pathways, strategy discussions, child protection enquiries, conferences and review processes. The procedures and application ensure consistent and accountable practice in line with Social Care Wales Code of Professional Practice (Social Care Wales, 2017).  To achieve a consistent approach, practitioners access the procedures online only, ensuring updates are never missed and consistency of information is protected.
Part 7 of SSWBA states that A child is considered at risk if they are experiencing or are at risk of abuse, neglect, or other harm, and have care and support needs (Welsh Government, 2014a). Children may be identified as at risk through many factors which often impact each other. These include domestic abuse, poverty, mental ill health, learning disabilities, parental substance misuse, social isolation and previous involvement in statutory services. Other factors such as housing instability, community violence or school exclusion may increase vulnerability. Social workers are required to assess how these factors impact on parenting capacity and the child’s lived experience, rather than viewing risks in isolation.
Indicators of harm, neglect or abuse can be physical, emotional, sexual or related to neglect. They can include injuries, developmental delay, self-harm, emotional withdrawal, behavioural changes, anxiety, or disclosures made by a child. Neglect may be identified through poor school attendance or persistent failure to meet basic needs. Professional judgement is required to recognise harm, and respond appropriately in line with safeguarding thresholds (Social Care Institute for Excellence, 2025 ). 
Under SSWBA, establishing preferred outcomes is a central element of successful safeguarding intervention, and it is a statutory requirement to place the child’s needs at the centre of practice. Achieving outcomes helps shift practice away from fully focussing on risk management, towards improved wellbeing and safety.  Outcomes for children may vary from outcomes for wider families in that children tend to want to feel safe, listened to and supported, while families and carers may relate outcomes to better understanding of risk, better parenting/caring skills and accessing wider services. Clear outcomes help to support clear direction for intervention planning and supporting child-centred decision making within the appropriate children’s safeguarding procedures (Welsh Government, 2019); (Welsh Government, 2014b). 
There are several differences between safeguarding in adults’ and children’s social work, in particular, legal thresholds, consent, and professional intervention.
In children’s safeguarding, the primary focus is the child’s welfare.  Fundamental to this is the principle that children are dependent on adults for protection, making them inherently vulnerable. Consent to report is not necessary where there is risk of significant harm, therefore professionals have a clear duty to intervene, even where parents or carers resist. The legal framework prioritises protection over choice,  which reflects the child’s limited capacity to make choices to safeguard themselves (UK Government, 1989) (HM Government, 2023). Social workers are often required to adopt a more oppressive role, using statutory powers where necessary to prevent harm.
Adult safeguarding under the SSWBA is based more on the principles of autonomy, capacity and consent. Adults are presumed to have capacity under the Mental Capacity Act 2005, and safeguarding interventions generally require the adult’s consent unless specific circumstances apply, such as coercion, undue influence or risk to others. This can create ethical dilemmas where adults make decisions that place them at risk, but which they are legally entitled to make.
Another key difference between adult and children’s safeguarding is around how risk is assessed. In children’s safeguarding indicators of harm, neglect or abuse, for example, physical injuries, developmental delay, emotional withdrawal, poor school attendance or disclosures from the child can trigger mandatory processes such as strategy discussions or child protection enquiries (Social Care Institute for Excellence, 2025 ). For adults, they must be experiencing or at risk of harm, have care and support needs and not be able to protect themselves (Welsh Government, 2014b).
Establishing preferred outcomes is also approached differently. In children’s safeguarding, outcomes must reflect the child’s best interests, even where these conflict with parental wishes. Social workers must ensure that children’s views are considered and appropriate to their age and cognitive ability, while recognising that protective interventions may differ from the child’s wishes. In adult safeguarding, outcomes are more directly defined by the individual, with practice focused on empowerment.
In conclusion, safeguarding children at risk is the ethical and statutory responsibility of social workers, underpinned by legal and procedural frameworks in Wales. Effective safeguarding requires timely identification of risk, robust assessment, and proportionate multi-agency intervention, guided by the Wales Safeguarding Procedures. Central to this role is maintaining a child-centred focus while working with families and carers. 
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