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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 appendix 5 and 6 of the 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).

Critical reflection is a key element in continued professional development in social work practice, allowing space and time to analyse the emotions within the challenges faced, and the complexity of daily tasks (Jones, 2015). Morley (2012) argues that critical reflection can develop emancipatory changes for those we work alongside, ultimately making for positive shifts in policies and procedures. This can empower those we work alongside, promoting voice and control, as underlined within the Social Services and Wellbeing (Wales) Act (2014) (SSWBA). 


The SSWBA would also include the individual being at the centre of their own care, and giving them voice in, and control over reaching the outcomes that help them achieve wellbeing. This Act is specific to Wales, and is only followed in this country, as opposed to other parts of the United Kingdom, and European Union. However, The Children Act (1989) will be used in both England and Wales in specific circumstances. For example, Section 47 of the Children Act (1989) is used in both England and Wales when responding directly to a safeguarding concern for children. The Children Act (1989) also states that the child’s welfare is paramount, and places this with significance. In Wales, the Welsh Government is responsible for safeguarding children, although the child protection procedures in Wales are very similar to those in England (Brammer, 2010). 

The Welsh Government has adopted the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child as a foundation for all of its work with children and young people (WAG, 2004). One shared aim of this legislation within the united nations, are to protect children from harm. When considering an even broader view, cultural influences in safeguarding children are needed to be explored, to ensure that practitioners are informed of the impact this may have on the welfare and wellbeing of children. For example, Akilapa and Simkiss (2012) highlight some differences in cultures around the world, where adults have many children, and have family and even siblings supporting them to raise the children. Whereas in the United Kingdom, this may be seen as neglectful parenting, and that they are unable to cope. It is important to be aware of the balance between understanding a respecting certain cultures, but also being confident in one’s own safeguarding duties to a child.

The SSWBA places a duty on social workers to respond to safeguarding concerns, and to work to minimise the risk to individuals receiving services. It also however places importance on early intervention and prevention, to avoid further strain on services, and to ensure that families are better equipped to support themselves without crisis intervention being needed. This being said, safeguarding is the responsibility of everyone, and this can be managed and approached differently by many professionals, even those working together in a multi-disciplinary setting (Westwood, 2012). The multi-agency aspect is key to safeguarding children and young people, to ensure that information is being shared holistically to better inform assessments and support. 

The case study being explored was chosen alongside my mentor, due to an in depth knowledge held of the case, and a number of safeguarding aspects which have been developed as a result of analysis within assessment. This case study will provide an exploration of child protection aspects, and legislation relating to this. As a registered professional, Social Care Wales (SCW) place an expectation of accountability and training to remain appropriate and updated to practice and legislation (Welsh Government, 2017). In addition, confidentiality has been considered for the individual and family discussed. Therefore, in depth information will be limited to that of a need to know basis for the assignment. Numbers will also be used to identify each individual within the assessment process. 

The safeguarding concern involved is child sexual exploitation (CSE) of young person 2, aged 15 years, living in residential care, in England. Person 2 was placed within a residential setting, with a voluntary agreement by parents, under section 76 of the SSWBA (2014). This of course differs from the legislation used in England, which would be the Children Act (1989), therefore it is important to ensure that English staff are aware of the different areas of legislation being followed. Person 2 was placed as a result of ongoing CSE concerns, placing her at significant risk. It became clear that this young person was not able to keep herself safe from harm, with her name on the child protection register as a result of the concerns. Person 2 was born in England originally, before moving to Wales at the age of 5, although speaks only English as her first language, and has not learned the Welsh Language, or any other languages. The Active offer was provided during the initial interactions, to ensure that person 2 was offered a service in Welsh if this was preferred (Welsh Government, 2015). This offer was declined, as person 2’s preferred language is English, although if person 2 accepted the offer, an alternative, Welsh speaking social worker would have completed the assessment to ensure the opportunity for person 2 to receive the services in her preferred language. 

Person 2 has a long-standing history of CSE, and is at high risk of exploitation and abuse due to her experiences and vulnerability. Therefore, she was placed within a specialist CSE residential placement as a safeguarding measure, and to ensure she is appropriately supported. However, person 2 continued to abscond from the placement, which is statistically more likely to happen than if person 2 was living at home. Bowden and Lambie (2015) suggest that this is a result of a number of reasons, which includes the want of the young person to escape and engage with peers. This has been considered and implemented within person 2’s care and support plan, as part of the ‘looked after child’ process, to ensure that person 2 has her an element of control over her own care, another key element of the SSWBA. Intensive consideration has been given to the thought process in decision making of person 2, which appears to be surrounded by significant risk. Rational choice theory (Becker, 1968) argues that people make decisions and carry out behaviours based on their own rational thought processes, especially if those decisions ultimately benefit the individual. Therefore, it could be suggested that person 2 appears to believe that her behaviours, including absconding have a beneficial aspect to her, which could by why she chooses to abscond continuously, despite the risk involved. 

A recent missing episode resulted in person 2 being sexually exploited by older males, with a significant event of physical and sexual abuse during this episode, which led to further injuries and complications. Initial safeguards were asserted in the first instance, with the need for person 2 to attend hospital for any injuries in the first instance, again when person 2 felt ready to do so. This initial safeguarding is in line with the Children Act’s (1989) statement of the child’s welfare being paramount. This intervention as needed initially to promote person 2’s welfare in the first instance, and to ensure safety firstly. This ensured that initial safeguarding responses were followed, whilst also ensuring that person 2’s background was taken into account with regards to any previous trauma. Person 2 also had voice and control over this difficult aspect in her life, which is a person-centred way of working in social care (SCIE, 2015). The information provided initially was limited, due to the complexity of the incident, taking into account person 2’s background and experiences. Therefore, I retracted back to my social work training on safeguarding children and young people, and ensured the young person’s safety was paramount (CA89) in this situation, to avoid any further risk of harm. This was by ensuring a local, relevant health professional was contacted to support person 2, from a nearby hospital, with an additional sexual violence support officer present to ensure that person 2 was appropriately supported throughout a stressful process. 

I worked closely with the police in the area to ensure that although person 2 is under a Welsh Local Authority, some English policies may apply for the area she is placed. Due to the distance, we used telephone communication to share appropriate information in a timely manner, and discuss how best to move forward. As a result of our sharing of information, and an emergency meeting held with my manager, it was agreed that a section 47 (CA89) enquiry was needed, due to the safeguarding concerns reaching a significant threshold, indicating he need for this type of assessment. This is part of child protection procedures used in England and Wales, with the aim of assessing if a child is at risk of significant harm, and whether any action should be taken to safeguard and promote the child’s welfare (SCIE, 2012). 

Prior to the section 47 enquiry, an emergency multi-agency strategy discussion was held to ensure that all appropriate information was shared and gathered with all relevant professionals involved. Owens and Lloyd (2023) highlight the complexity of multi-agency work in child protection, due to some conflicting legislation from agencies. However, outcomes for those using multi-agency work is also described as being child-centred, and collaborative, to ensure the best outcomes for the child. For example, during this process, collaboration with agencies, such as police and health professionals was detrimental to safeguarding person 2 in this instance. Working together ensured that expertise from all areas was shared and developed, and that professional opinions were able to guide areas of person 2’s care moving forward. This also informed my sections 47 investigation with person 2, allowing me to have a fully-informed, and sensitive approach towards the investigation. 

The section 47 investigation was arranged for a date as soon as could possibly be arranged, to allow person 2 to have retained the information needed to inform my assessment. Person 2 was placed a long distance away, and therefore I made the decision to conduct the assessment virtually, to keep this assessment within the expected timescales, within my local authority’s expectations of a section 47 enquiry. However, upon reflection it is clear that person 2 did not feel as comfortable to discuss such a traumatic event virtually, and many non-verbal communications were missed as a result of this. Although virtual communication can be very useful at times, this may not have been the best form of communication, as it can be difficult to share stressful and emotional encounters virtually (Pink et al, 2021). As this was also a criminal investigation, the police joined the enquiry assessment session too, to gather evidence and offer support to person 2. 

Prior to the virtual assessment session with person 2, her parents were informed of the concerns and the section 47 enquiry that would be completed, and actioned. They provided their consent to the assessment, and to person 2 being spoken to alone, which was best practice in this situation. As I am fully aware of the young person’s history and experiences, I was very aware to take a non-judgemental approach to the assessment, making sure that person 2 felt as comfortable as possible to share her experiences with me. Backer (2022) recognises the hierarchy in social work, along with a need to adopt a robust approach to consider social work ethics in such sensitive matters. This underlines the importance of the child’s voice within assessment, and adopting my own strategies to accommodate to person 2’s needs. For example, when I reflect upon my practice on other assessments completed, I recognise that I would often ask numerous questions to gather the information I need. However, reading person 2’s facial expressions and tone of voice, it was clear that this was not appropriate. Therefore, I read the situation to the best of my ability, and using prior knowledge from specific training undergone to complete section 47 enquiries. This training provided me with a wealth of knowledge around safeguarding, section 47 child protection procedures and best practice, to allow me to utilise this within practice. However, it is now clear that this training did not account for specifically challenging situations like this one, and therefore my own emotional intelligence and empathy then became significant to the assessment process. Herland (2021) specifically indicates that these areas can be central to social work at times, especially across areas of social work, where there can be numerous challenges which can often be unexpected to practitioners. 

My own experience of conducting section 47 enquiries over the past year has allowed me opportunities to encounter a number of different situations relating to child protection and safeguarding, and to act upon very challenging situations and scenarios. This better enabled me to manage my own emotions within the stressful and emotional assessment of person 2, and to evaluate the information being provided at that time. Upon reflection, I recognise that I adopted an avoidance style of working at this time with regards to my own emotions, as the conversations were focused on person 2’s trauma experienced with high emotion. Gil and Weinberg (2015) highlight the importance of understanding secondary trauma as a social worker, and implementing coping strategies into one’s own practice to promote better practice and support for individuals we work alongside. My own emotional resilience within this stressful situation was used to ensure that my own emotions did not affect person 2’s assessment, and their ability to engage fully in the assessment. This allowed for a safe space, for person 2 to explore her trauma in a planned and respectful way. This is a significant aspect of direct work with those who have experienced trauma, and allows for communication to support the process (Mind, 2023). 

With regards to collaborative working, the police in the area were able to assist and support with the investigation; they engaged in a planning meeting ahead of the investigation to gather information, which promoted a positive working relationship between both agencies, police and social services. The police role was established ahead of the investigation, to ensure that this went as calmly and planned as possible. Police were assisting with the criminal aspect of the investigation, to establish any criminality, and offer person 2 their assistance and support with any onward criminal investigation. My role was also agreed prior, to gather information in a child-centred way, as I had an already-established relationship with person 2, and was able to use my prior knowledge and understanding of this person, along with communication skills to ensure that the reason for the assessment was fully understood, along with the communication style being used. It is crucial to use plain language that can be understood, and to consider non-verbal communications within assessment too, which can provide a wealth of useful information (SCIE, 2007). 

The positive working relationship between myself and police within this assessment was key within this process, with a wealth of information sharing, and a good understanding of one another’s roles within the process. This allowed for us both to have a wealth of prior knowledge to avoid unnecessary questioning, and to understand how to better communicate with person 2 to gather information needed to assess and plan forward. My aim was to gather as much relevant information with regards to the incident, and to assess the risk to person 2 moving forward. This would then inform my written assessment of the circumstances, and best inform the interventions planning forward, with person 2. 

Upon reflection of the assessment, it is clear that the planning of this intervention was a significant positive, which allowed me to be present within the conversations and to perceive the non-verbal communication. My background knowledge and experience of the case was also a constructive element, including the extensive work completed with person 2 whilst living with family previously. This helped me to understand the history of the family, and person 2’s experiences throughout her life course, and how this could impact upon her daily life now. Within this, social learning theory (Bandura, 1977) has been considered, with person 2’s learnt behaviours and considering where this has arisen from. It is clear that the influential factors of her environment has played a key role in person 2’s outlook and behaviours. This includes family environment, and the environment with friends, whilst also considering person 2’s individual interpretation of these environments. It has been clear from observation that the learnt behaviours shown by person 2, such as absconding and substance misuse, have been observed with friends’ behaviours and reproduced in person 2’s own behaviours to seek feelings of acceptance or pleasure. During reproduction of these behaviours, person 2 has found that these behaviours have led to feelings of pleasure, and acceptance from peers. This reinforcement has provided the motivation for person 2 to continue to reproduce these behaviours. 

During the assessment process, although person 2 did appear reluctant to share information, there were some significant disclosures made, which were both difficult for person 2 to share, and also difficult for me to process within that situation. The information was directly linked to CSE, and therefore I had to ensure that I was approaching the topic sensitively, whilst also gathering as much relevant information as possible, to inform my ongoing assessment. Iancu and Lanteigne (2020) highlight the complexity faced by many social workers within practice, and the importance of breaking down these complexities at times to make situations more manageable. With this considered, I allowed sufficient time for person 2 to talk about her experiences, as I actively listened. I used this information to then evaluate the implications of the different options moving forward, using my professional judgement within this increasingly complex situation, to ensure I can support person 2 with the best outcomes possible. This critical thinking is important within social work practice, to allow concepts of professional and person judgement to be explored in a rational way (Shimei et al, 2016). Of course, it was difficult to only withhold professional judgement on the situation, and refrain from allowing my own personal judgement to cloud my professionalism within this complex situation. 

My professional judgement allowed me to calmly assess the situation, and consider the best interests of person 2 at this time. This included the emotional wellbeing of person 2 during this process, and the steps to be taken next, such as safeguarding steps and procedures. Person 2 was talked through the process of medical examination, and how this could be followed up and supported by her close support staff. Further safeguarding measures were needed such as follow-up police support, to ensure she feels fully supported in any further disclosures being made, and that she fully understands the police processes. Voice and control is a significant element of the assessment, and it was made clear to person 2 that she has a voice within this process, and control over what she shares and how things will proceed, which aims to be an empowering aspect. However, person 2 did not feel empowered to disclose any further, or to support with police investigations at this time, which was listened to and accepted by both myself and the police officer involved. 

This assessment was evaluated within an information supervision session with my manager, to explore information received and how best to move forward with this. It was helpful to review my intervention, and gain feedback to allow me to reflect formally on my own practice, and how this has impacted on person 2. Person 2 did remain at the centre of the discussions throughout, with the importance being placed on her experience, and how this has been supported. It was highlighted that the demographic of her placement may have played a role in the significance of the incident, and also person 2’s particular vulnerability. Evaluation within assessment is an area which is strongly encouraged, with a need to evaluate the outcomes of those we work alongside, and also to progress social work practice overall (Wharton and Kazi, 2012). Evaluation of the assessment was conducted also with person 2 herself following the assessment, which was important to ensure that she understood the assessment fully; to which she was able to recognise that she did not engage as fully as she feels she should have, but did feel she had the opportunity to say what she felt comfortable with at that stage. She did highlight that she would have preferred a face-to-face assessment, as this may have helped her feel more comfortable to discuss further. Therefore, this has been key to developing my social work practice, and will be considered in the future with any assessments. 

The information gathered was then able to be shared within a multi-agency setting, to ensure that all involved with the support of person 2 were aware of the disclosures, and her preferences of being supported. The assessment was shared, and evaluated within this setting, allowing for judgements of key informants on the outcomes (Washburn et al, 2021). This process was inclusive, and promoted multi-agency working to ensure child-centred outcomes. 

This report has provided a narrative to a case study within children’s social work, with the focus being on the safeguarding of person 2. This case study was one that I found particularly challenging due to the complexities, but also felt I learned and developed from. I have reflected upon aspects that did go well, and that also I felt did not go so well, which in turn are areas I feel I have learned from, and will consider in future practice. Aspects of legislation have been covered, including Welsh legislation, and policies also have been discussed around the safeguarding of children and young people. It is evident that local authorities have their own policies, but also follow larger legislation and guidance, SSWBA and CA89. My own decision making has been outlined, and the reasons I did proceed with the assessment process as I did, and how I might proceed in the future. Feedback from person 2 was included, and aspects of voice and control, as this is a significant aspect of Welsh guidance under the SSWBA. Overall, it has been clear that safeguarding children is an area of complexity, with the need for multi-agency work, a child centred approach, and professional judgement in those complex situations to ensure best outcomes for children and young people. 


Word count – 3,700.
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