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Task 3

Safeguarding and working in complex situations – Case Study

Guidance;
Please ensure that you meet the National Occupational Standards and assigned Learning Outcomes for this task (see handbook). 

	Question:
Complete a critically reflective case study based on an assessment that you have undertaken with others, in your own area of work, concerning the safeguarding of either an adult or a child. You must demonstrate how the case relates to or could relate to safeguarding legislation, policies, strategies and procedures (including demonstrating an understanding of the interface between social services provision in Wales with the United Kingdom, the European Union (EU) and outside the EU). You must demonstrate your understanding of the integration of analysis in assessment, collaborative working and professional judgements in increasingly complex situations and the use of social work theories. You must refer to the specific dimensions of working in Wales. 


4000 words (+/- 10%: include your actual word count at the end of each section).

This case study concerns Person 3, a 16-year-old young person who became known to Children's Services due to safeguarding concerns. Person 3 was accommodated under Section 76 of the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 (SSWBA) as a voluntary looked-after child. My role within the case, as a 16+ Social Worker, involved assessing risk, coordinating safeguarding interventions, discharging statutory duties, and working collaboratively with the young person and partner agencies to promote his safety and wellbeing. This case is significant from a safeguarding perspective due to the complexity of the concerns identified. Alongside this, there were concerns regarding child criminal exploitation and indicators of modern slavery, requiring a multi-agency response. The case highlighted the challenges of balancing the young person's wishes and feelings with the need to protect him from significant harm.

This case was selected because it demonstrates the complexity of safeguarding older adolescents who may appear to be making autonomous choices whilst simultaneously experiencing significant vulnerability and exploitation. It also highlights the challenges practitioners face when balancing rights, participation and autonomy with statutory safeguarding responsibilities. In the Welsh context, safeguarding practice is shaped by the SSWBA (2014), which places wellbeing, voice and control at the centre of intervention whilst requiring professionals to work collaboratively to protect children and young people from harm. This case therefore provides an opportunity to critically evaluate assessment, professional judgement and multi-agency safeguarding within a complex practice setting.
This case study critically reflects on my assessment of risk, safeguarding interventions, multi-agency collaboration and the application of professional judgement within a complex safeguarding context. 

At the point of transfer to the 16+ team, several concerns had already been identified. Person 3 had previously attempted suicide through overdose, presenting significant concerns regarding his emotional wellbeing and vulnerability. There were also concerns regarding possible neurodivergence, experiences of bullying, social isolation and harmful sexualised behaviours online. These concerns suggested multiple vulnerabilities and highlighted the need for a holistic assessment that considered both risk and unmet support needs. 
Understanding Person 3's family background was important in analysing how his experiences may have contributed to his vulnerability. Following his mother's remarriage, he had been asked to leave the family home and subsequently lived with his grandmother and father. However, he reported being told by his father that he had never wanted children and that Person 3 had been a mistake. Reflecting on this information, I recognised the potential impact that rejection, instability and low self-worth may have had on his emotional wellbeing, relationships and susceptibility to exploitation. Initially, it would have been easy to focus solely on presenting risk behaviours; however, analysis of his history highlighted the importance of understanding the underlying factors driving those behaviours. 

Person 3 disclosed involvement in activities consistent with money muling. Initially, there may have been an assumption that his actions were motivated purely by a desire to make money. However, further assessment challenged this assumption and identified that he appeared vulnerable to grooming, manipulation and coercion. His social isolation, desire for acceptance and financial motivation increased his susceptibility to exploitation. As my understanding of the case developed, I completed a Child Exploitation Risk Assessment Tool and shared the findings with partner agencies. This enabled professionals to develop a shared understanding of risk and supported the establishment of monthly multi-agency strategy meetings, reflecting the SSWBA (2014) emphasis on partnership working and the promotion of wellbeing through coordinated intervention.
Further information identified concerns relating to modern slavery and criminal exploitation, as Person 3 expressed a strong desire to obtain his passport and travel independently. Although he was sixteen and viewed the passport as his personal property, professionals considered that returning it would significantly increase the risk of further exploitation or trafficking. This created an ethical tension between promoting independence and safeguarding him from harm. Through direct discussions with person 3, I concluded that the level of risk outweighed the benefits of returning the passport at that time — a decision requiring careful consideration of proportionality, rights and safeguarding responsibilities.

The assessment identified numerous risks, including money muling activities that resulted in police involvement and the freezing of his bank account, with potential implications for his future financial stability, employment opportunities and reputation. More significantly, there were concerns that individuals involved in the exploitation were attempting to contact him and expected him to continue participating in criminal activity. Information shared by person 3 suggested that failure to comply could place him at risk of serious harm. Consequently, safeguarding concerns extended beyond financial exploitation to risks to his physical safety and potentially his life. A positive National Referral Mechanism (NRM) decision, the UK framework for identifying and supporting potential victims of modern slavery and exploitation, further reinforced recognition of his exploitation and strengthened safeguarding planning and protections.
Initially, Person 3's involvement in money muling could have been viewed primarily as offending behaviour. However, reflecting on the assessment process, the most significant learning was the importance of moving beyond presenting behaviours and continually questioning assumptions. Through assessment, supervision and multi-agency information sharing, it became clear that he was a vulnerable young person experiencing exploitation. This analysis informed safeguarding interventions, strengthened risk management and ensured that practice remained consistent with the wellbeing and protection duties contained within the SSWBA (2014).

Despite these risks, the assessment also identified important strengths and protective factors. Person 3 was residing in a staffed placement with support available twenty-four hours a day, providing stability and oversight, and was engaging with myself and other professionals. Applying a strengths-based approach allowed me to recognise not only the risks but also the resources available to support positive outcomes. A strengths-based approach also enabled exploration of Person 3's aspirations rather than defining him solely by safeguarding concerns. His desire for financial independence reflected a legitimate developmental goal, although his methods of obtaining money were unsafe, and this informed intervention planning by focusing on safer pathways to independence, education, employment and financial management, consistent with the wellbeing and empowerment principles of the SSWBA (2014).
Throughout the assessment, Person 3's wishes and feelings remained central. He consistently stated that he wanted his passport back and wished to make money, including to purchase cannabis. Whilst it would have been easy to dismiss these views because of the associated risks, strengths-based practice required me to consider the underlying needs driving them. Analysis through direct discussions and work with person 3 suggested that financial independence, belonging and autonomy were significant motivators, and understanding these motivations enabled more meaningful discussions about safer alternatives and future planning.


Safeguarding Legislation, Policy and Procedures

The primary legislative framework underpinning this case was the SSWBA (2014). The Act places wellbeing at the centre of practice and requires professionals to promote voice, choice, prevention and early intervention. These principles were particularly relevant as Person 3 was transitioning into adulthood whilst experiencing significant safeguarding risks. Although practice was primarily guided by Welsh legislation, safeguarding responsibilities were also shaped by wider UK, European and international human rights frameworks, which informed assessment, intervention and decision-making throughout.
Parts 3, 4 and 6 of the SSWBA informed assessment, care planning and accommodation arrangements. The Pathway Assessment enabled a holistic understanding of Person 3's emotional wellbeing, family relationships, vulnerabilities linked to possible neurodivergence and emerging exploitation concerns. As a looked-after child accommodated under Section 76, the local authority also had corporate parenting responsibilities to safeguard his welfare whilst supporting his transition towards independence. This required balancing his wishes and rights with identified safeguarding risks.
Part 7 of the SSWBA provided the key safeguarding framework. As concerns regarding criminal exploitation, money muling, coercion and possible trafficking emerged, it became necessary to consider whether Person 3 met the statutory Child at Risk threshold. The cumulative evidence indicated that he was experiencing, or was at risk of, abuse, neglect and exploitation and was unable to protect himself from this harm. Consequently, concerns were progressed through child protection processes, including completion of the Child Exploitation Risk Assessment Tool, information sharing, referrals to relevant agencies and regular multi-agency strategy meetings. These actions reflected the duty placed on agencies to collaborate to safeguard children at risk.

The Children Act 1989 also informed decision-making, particularly the principle that the child's welfare is paramount. This was significant when balancing Person 3's views, including his wish to have his passport returned, against professional concerns regarding exploitation and trafficking. Reflecting on this decision strengthened my understanding that safeguarding decisions must be evidence-based, proportionate and focused on reducing the risk of significant harm. Multi-agency assessment and professional challenge were central in evidencing the threshold for intervention and ensuring that child protection responses remained lawful, necessary and focused on promoting Person 3's safety and wellbeing.

Alongside legislation, the Wales Safeguarding Procedures (2026) provide a national framework for practitioners responding to abuse, neglect and exploitation, supporting consistent practice across Wales. In this case, the procedures informed information sharing, risk assessment, multi-agency working and safeguarding decision-making, helping to ensure concerns regarding exploitation and modern slavery were recognised promptly and managed through coordinated professional responses.

The Modern Slavery Act 2015 was also relevant, providing the principal UK-wide legislative framework for identifying, preventing and responding to modern slavery, human trafficking and exploitation. Importantly, it recognises that children involved in exploitative situations may be victims rather than offenders, reinforcing the need for safeguarding responses that prioritise protection over punishment. Concerns regarding grooming, coercion and money muling indicated that Person 3 may have been subject to exploitation by others for financial gain, and the subsequent positive NRM decision strengthened professional understanding of him as a potential victim of exploitation.

Additionally, the Human Rights Act 1998 significantly influenced safeguarding decisions, incorporating rights contained within the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR) into domestic law. In Person 3's case, safeguarding interventions needed to balance his individual rights with the need to protect him from harm. Decisions regarding his passport potentially affected his right to private and family life; however, these interventions were considered necessary and proportionate in light of the risks identified. Article 3 of the ECHR, which protects individuals from inhumane or degrading treatment, supports safeguarding interventions where there is a risk of exploitation, trafficking or significant harm, while Article 8, which protects the right to private and family life, required careful consideration when making decisions that limited Person 3's access to his passport. The challenge for practitioners is to ensure any interference with individual rights is lawful, necessary and proportionate.
The statutory guidance Working Together to Safeguard People (Welsh Government, 2022) also informed practice, supporting implementation of safeguarding duties and emphasising proportionality, partnership working and early identification of risk. Given the range of agencies involved in Person 3's case, effective information sharing was essential, and the guidance reinforced the importance of collaborative safeguarding arrangements throughout.

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) was highly relevant because Person 3 was aged sixteen and therefore remained a child in law. The convention emphasises that a child's best interests should be a primary consideration and that children have a right to participate in decisions affecting them, reinforcing the need to listen to Person 3's wishes and feelings even when professionals determined that certain safeguarding measures were necessary. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities was also relevant given concerns regarding possible neurodivergence, promoting equality, participation and protection from abuse for disabled individuals and encouraging consideration of whether additional support or adjustments were required to help Person 3 understand risks and participate meaningfully in decision-making. Similarly, the Equality Act 2010 required consideration of whether additional needs affected his ability to understand risks and engage with services.

Overall, this case demonstrated how safeguarding practice is shaped by an interconnected framework of Welsh, UK and international legislation, policy and human rights principles. At a Welsh level, the SSWBA (2014) provided the primary statutory framework for safeguarding and promoting the young person's wellbeing. This operates alongside UK-wide legislation, including the Children Act 1989, Human Rights Act 1998, and Data Protection Act 2018, which establish duties relating to child protection, information sharing and the protection of individual rights. In addition, safeguarding practice is informed by international frameworks such as the UNCRC, which has been incorporated into Welsh policy and emphasises children's rights to protection, participation and wellbeing. Together, these Welsh, UK and international frameworks ensured that interventions remained lawful, rights-based, proportionate and focused on the young person's welfare, protection and best interests.

Professional Judgement

Throughout my work with Person 3, professional curiosity was essential in moving beyond presenting behaviours to understand the wider context of his vulnerabilities. Initially, concerns were centred on family breakdown; however, information gathered through direct discussions with person 3, supervision and multi-agency discussions identified more complex safeguarding concerns linked to exploitation and modern slavery.
A key learning was the importance of avoiding assumptions. Person 3's involvement in money muling could easily have been viewed primarily as criminal behaviour motivated by financial gain. However, professional curiosity required me to explore why a vulnerable young person would become involved in such activity. Through assessment, it became evident that his actions could not be understood in isolation from his life experiences: his history of family rejection, social isolation, bullying and low self-esteem increased his vulnerability to grooming and manipulation. This shifted my analysis from viewing him solely as a young person making poor choices to recognising him as a young person experiencing exploitation. Firmin's (2017) theory of Contextual Safeguarding argues that risk frequently occurs outside the family home, within peer groups, schools, communities and online environments. 
From an ecological systems perspective (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), behaviour cannot be understood without considering the wider systems influencing an individual. Person 3's social isolation and lack of positive peer relationships may have increased his need for acceptance and belonging, making him more susceptible to exploitation by individuals offering financial reward and a perceived sense of connection.

The concern regarding possible neurodivergence also required careful analysis. Rather than making assumptions about capacity or understanding, it was important to consider whether additional learning or communication needs affected Person 3's ability to recognise risk and make informed decisions. This influenced my approach to communication, ensuring information was provided clearly and repeatedly whilst checking his understanding of potential consequences, and focused analysis not only on risk but on the barriers that may affect a young person's ability to protect himself.

My analysis of the passport issue further demonstrated the complexity of safeguarding decision-making. Person 3 strongly believed the passport belonged to him and wanted it returned. Respecting his wishes was an important consideration, as principles of person-centred practice and human rights require professionals to support autonomy and involvement in decisions wherever possible. However, information from professionals suggested he was vulnerable to further exploitation and potential trafficking, creating a tension between respecting his expressed wishes and the duty to protect him from significant harm. Through supervision and multi-agency discussion, I carefully weighed Person 3's right to make choices about his own property against the evidence of risk and the likelihood that access to the passport could increase opportunities for further exploitation. Consideration was also given to the least restrictive option and whether alternative measures could adequately manage the risk. Ultimately, I concluded that temporarily retaining the passport was a proportionate and necessary response, as the potential risk of serious harm outweighed the restrictions placed on Person 3's autonomy at that time. This decision was regularly reviewed to ensure that any restriction remained justified, lawful and focused on safeguarding his wellbeing.

Threshold decision-making was a crucial component of the assessment process. As information regarding exploitation emerged, it became necessary to determine whether concerns met the threshold for formal safeguarding intervention. Analysis of Person 3's vulnerabilities, his involvement in money mulling, reports of coercion and concerns regarding trafficking indicated that he met the Child at Risk threshold under the SSWBA (2014), as he was at risk of abuse, neglect and exploitation. This justified escalation through child protection processes, including completion of the Child Exploitation Risk Assessment Tool, referrals to relevant agencies and the establishment of monthly multi-agency strategy meetings, based on cumulative evidence available through assessment and information sharing.

Social Work Theories

Throughout this case, social work theories provided a framework for understanding Person 3's vulnerabilities, strengths and safeguarding needs, helping ensure responses were evidence-informed and proportionate.
Ecological Systems Theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) was particularly useful in understanding the complexity of Person 3's circumstances, suggesting that an individual's development is influenced by interactions between different systems within their environment. Person 3 lived within a rural Welsh community and spoke both Welsh and English; whilst these factors did not directly explain safeguarding concerns, they formed part of his identity and experiences. Consistent with the Active Offer (Social Care Wales, 2026), consideration was given to his bilingual identity and preferred language, and although bilingual, the case highlighted the importance of language in promoting participation and wellbeing. 
The rural Welsh context presented both strengths and challenges, including strong community identity alongside increased isolation and reduced access to specialist services. Person 3 reported having few friends and experiencing bullying, reducing access to positive peer support; analysis suggested that individuals involved in exploitation may have filled this gap by offering acceptance, belonging and financial opportunities. At a wider societal level, online platforms, financial pressures and the increasing prevalence of child criminal exploitation all influenced risk. Money muling is often viewed as criminal behaviour; however, ecological analysis highlighted how broader societal factors can be used to exploit vulnerable young people, helping shift my professional judgement away from seeing Person 3 as an offender and towards recognising him as a potential victim of exploitation and modern slavery.

Anti-Oppressive Practice was important throughout the case. Young people involved in criminal exploitation are often viewed through a deficit-based lens and labelled as offenders rather than victims, and there was a risk that Person 3's involvement in money muling could have overshadowed his vulnerabilities and diverted attention away from safeguarding concerns. Anti-oppressive practice required me to challenge these assumptions and consider how stigma, power imbalances and societal attitudes could affect professional responses. Concerns regarding possible neurodivergence further reinforced this, requiring me to consider whether additional needs affected his understanding of risk, communication or decision-making, and to adapt communication and check understanding to ensure interventions were accessible and inclusive.

Attachment Theory (Bowlby, 1969) also contributed to my understanding of the case, suggesting that early relationships influence emotional development, self-worth and future relationships. Whilst I could not make assumptions regarding Person 3's attachment style, his experiences of rejection and instability appeared significant; being told by a parent that he was unwanted, and experiencing multiple placement transitions, may have affected his sense of security and belonging. From an attachment perspective, Person 3's desire for acceptance and financial gain may not simply have reflected poor decision-making but may also have represented attempts to meet unmet emotional needs. This informed my professional judgement by encouraging a relationship-based approach, prioritising consistency, trust and meaningful engagement rather than focusing solely on risk behaviours. It also supported a more analytical assessment, recognising that unmet attachment needs may have increased Person 3's vulnerability to coercion and influence by others. This strengthened safeguarding interventions by ensuring responses addressed both immediate risks and the underlying factors contributing to his vulnerability.

Collaborative Working

Effective safeguarding relies upon collaborative working with the child, their family and partner agencies. Throughout this case, successful intervention depended on information sharing, professional challenge and coordinated decision-making. Multi-agency working was essential in managing risk, identifying exploitation concerns and promoting Person 3's wellbeing; however, collaboration also presented barriers, including differing professional opinions, power imbalances and tensions between safeguarding responsibilities and the young person's wishes. For example, collaboration with Person 3's mother and father was challenging; and although at time, information provided by family helped develop a better understanding of his experiences, vulnerabilities and support needs; I analysed this information critically and avoided accepting one perspective as the sole explanation for difficulties. Through professional curiosity and ongoing assessment, I sought to balance parental views with information obtained directly from Person 3 and other agencies, reinforcing the importance of maintaining professional objectivity when working with families experiencing conflict.

The most important collaborative relationship was with Person 3 himself. The principles of the SSWBA emphasise voice, control and participation in decision-making, and throughout the intervention I sought to ensure his wishes and feelings remained central to planning and review. For example, he was clear that he wanted his passport returned and wished to make money independently, and whilst professionals identified significant safeguarding risks associated with these wishes, it was important that his views were listened to rather than dismissed. I recognised that meaningful participation does not necessarily mean agreeing with a young person's requests; instead, it requires ensuring they understand decisions, have opportunities to express their views, and are involved in planning wherever possible — reflecting the principles of co-production and strengths-based practice.

Police intelligence contributed to understanding the level of risk and the individuals involved, and joint working enabled the sharing of information that would not have been available through social work assessment alone. The police perspective sometimes prioritised criminal activity, whereas social work practice emphasised vulnerability and safeguarding, highlighting the challenges associated with differing organisational cultures and professional priorities. Had these differing perspectives not been explored collaboratively, there was a risk that Person 3's victimisation could have been overlooked; consequently, professional challenge and respectful disagreement became important mechanisms for strengthening safeguarding analysis and reducing the likelihood of professional bias influencing decision-making. 
Power dynamics also influenced collaborative working. As a sixteen-year-old looked-after child, Person 3 often experienced situations where professionals made decisions that affected him, and there was a risk that safeguarding concerns could overshadow his voice. Reflecting on this, I became increasingly aware of the importance of balancing professional authority with participation and empowerment; ensuring Person 3 remained involved in discussions helped reduce this imbalance and supported relationship-based practice.

Education and health professionals contributed valuable information regarding bullying, social isolation, emotional wellbeing, previous overdose and possible neurodivergence. Their specialist knowledge strengthened assessment and provided a more holistic understanding of person 3. Within Children's Services, collaboration with the 16+ Team was also essential: as an accommodated young person approaching adulthood, Person 3 required a coordinated approach balancing safeguarding responsibilities with preparation for independence. Completing the Pathway Assessment and Pathway Plan required ongoing communication between professionals, focusing on both immediate safety and longer-term outcomes reflection, and support when managing complex decisions.

Monthly multi-agency strategy meetings enabled information sharing, review present risks and future planning. Agencies sometimes differed in their understanding of risk, capacity and appropriate intervention — including differing views about Person 3's capacity to understand risk, the significance of his involvement in money muling, and the appropriateness of restricting access to his passport — but constructive professional challenge enhanced analysis and prevented assumption. Person 3 was not directly involved but their wishes and feelings were shared in the meeting, and they were updated following each meeting. 

The Wales Safeguarding Procedures and Working Together principles highlight the importance of coordinated communication in safeguarding practice, and this case clearly demonstrated its value. Systems Theory emphasises that individuals are influenced by interconnected systems: Person 3's experiences were shaped by interactions between family, social care, health, education, police and placement services, and no single agency held a complete understanding of risk. Multi-agency working was therefore essential in identifying concerns regarding exploitation, financial abuse and modern slavery, reinforcing the importance of shared responsibility and collaborative decision-making.

Overall, this case highlighted both the strengths and complexities of collaborative practice. Multi-agency working enabled a more comprehensive understanding of risk, strengthened safeguarding interventions and promoted better outcomes for Person 3. Reflecting on this experience has reinforced the importance of partnership working, co-production, voice and control, and effective information sharing, demonstrating my ability to work collaboratively with people in need of care and support, their carers and professionals to safeguard wellbeing and achieve positive outcomes.

Conclusion

This case highlighted the complexity of safeguarding practice with vulnerable adolescents experiencing exploitation, family breakdown and significant emotional vulnerabilities. Effective safeguarding required more than gathering information; it relied on professional curiosity, critical analysis and the ability to understand how multiple risk factors interacted to increase vulnerability. Through assessment and reflection, I recognised the importance of moving beyond presenting behaviours to consider the wider context of a young person's experiences, including family relationships, social isolation, emotional wellbeing and exploitation.

The case also demonstrated the value of collaborative working. Multi-agency information sharing between social care, police, education, health and safeguarding professionals enabled a fuller understanding of risk and supported coordinated intervention. Whilst differing professional opinions occasionally created challenges, I learned that constructive professional challenge can strengthen decision-making by encouraging critical thinking and reducing the potential for assumptions to influence practice. This has reinforced the importance of actively engaging with partner agencies to support holistic assessment and effective safeguarding interventions.

Legislation, policy and procedures provided the framework for practice, particularly the SSWBA, Wales Safeguarding Procedures and wider human rights principles, ensuring interventions remained lawful, rights-based and focused on promoting wellbeing whilst safeguarding Person 3 from harm. The case strengthened my understanding of balancing autonomy with protection, particularly when working with older adolescents who are developing independence whilst remaining vulnerable to exploitation. Social work theories strengthened my professional judgement throughout: Ecological Systems Theory, Systems Theory and Attachment Theory helped me understand how individual, family, community and societal factors influenced Person 3's circumstances, while anti-oppressive practice and cultural humility encouraged reflection on the impact of power, vulnerability and identity.

Overall, this case has strengthened my understanding of how safeguarding practice requires the integration of assessment, analysis, collaborative working and professional judgement in increasingly complex circumstances. Most significantly, it reinforced the importance of professional curiosity and the need to challenge assumptions about offending, vulnerability and adolescence. Moving forward, I will continue to use reflective supervision, evidence-informed practice and critical reflection to strengthen my analysis, support defensible decision-making and promote positive outcomes for vulnerable children and young people.
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