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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).







This critically reflective case study explores my social work practice in safeguarding a vulnerable adult, referred to as 2 for confidentiality. 2 is a 33-year-old Deaf adult with cerebral palsy and learning difficulties, living in supported accommodation, who experienced repeated online romance fraud resulting in significant financial loss and harm to wellbeing. The case involved complex safeguarding challenges, including balancing autonomy and protection, assessing decision making capacity, managing digital risk, and exercising proportionate professional judgement within a multi-disciplinary context.

I first became involved with 2 when concerns about his wellbeing were intensifying. Over several years he had been repeatedly targeted through online romance fraud and financially exploited, with cumulative losses exceeding £25,000. The secondary harms were severe: rent arrears, compromised nutrition and a decline in wellbeing despite prior efforts by family, banks, police and care professionals. 2 consistently prioritised sending money to online contacts over essentials because those interactions offered a sense of immediate connection and a possibility of a “normal” relationship like his siblings enjoyed. The practice dilemma from the outset was to respect his autonomy while preventing foreseeable harm, doing so lawfully, proportionately and in line with Welsh safeguarding guidance, the UK’s mental capacity and human rights framework, and data protection law (Brammer, 2015; Rutter and Brown, 2015). The reality that fraud triggers emotional and material harms as well as financial loss reinforced the urgency to act in a way that made everyday sense to him (Burnes et al., 2017).

The Social Services and Well being (Wales) Act 2014 (SSWBA) establishes the devolved statutory duties for protecting adults at risk, with Part 7 particularly relevant. Working Together to Safeguard People (Volume 6) (Welsh Government, 2019) and the Wales Safeguarding Procedures (WSP) 2019 outline how these duties must be carried out in practice. Regionally, CWMPAS, the Mid and West Wales Safeguarding Adults Board, coordinates multi agency safeguarding activity, promotes consistent practice, and works to improve outcomes for adults at risk.

UK wide legislation also informs decision making. The Mental Capacity Act (MCA) 2005 and the Human Rights Act (HRA) 1998 provide a shared rights based framework across England and Wales, ensuring that interventions are lawful, necessary and proportionate. The European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR), as a Council of Europe convention, continues to require that any interference with private life complies with Article 8, which was central to considering financial restrictions and balancing individual rights with protective duties (Welsh Government, 2019; EHRC Article 8 guidance). Data protection requirements under the UK GDPR and the Data Protection Act (DPA) 2018 underpin lawful information sharing throughout the safeguarding process.

This case study demonstrates how working across Welsh, UK and European legislation required me to actively think about how these frameworks fit together in practice, particularly when justifying my professional judgement. It explores social work theory and research, including relational concepts of vulnerability, trauma informed practice, attachment theory and anti-oppressive perspectives, to inform assessment, intervention and review. The work also evidences collaborative multi agency practice and reflects on ethical tensions commonly encountered in adult safeguarding. Particular attention is given to Deaf aware and accessible practice. Recognising communication as a safeguarding intervention, the case draws on the British Sign Language Act (BSLA) 2022 and government guidance on accessibility for BSL users to ensure that assessment and decision-making processes were inclusive and meaningful for 2. Through reflective analysis, the case study highlights my developing professional judgement, legal knowledge and values-based practice within the Welsh social work context.

My first professional judgement concerned threshold. Under Part 7 of the SSWBA 2014, where there is reasonable cause to suspect an adult at risk, the local authority must undertake proportionate enquiries to determine appropriate action (s.126). The SSWBA 2014 also provides for Adult Protection and Support Orders where private assessment cannot otherwise be achieved (s.127) and places a statutory duty to report adults at risk on relevant partners (s.128) (Welsh Government, 2019). In practice, Volume 6 of Working Together to Safeguard People (Welsh Government, 2019) was particularly helpful in guiding my decision-making. It emphasised a person-centred and proportionate approach, recognising that not all situations require a formal multi-agency strategy meeting if there are other lawful, less restrictive routes capable of achieving better outcomes; provided the rationale and escalation triggers are recorded (Welsh Government, 2019). In 2’s case, perpetrators were online and anonymous, however, police intelligence had linked at least one fraud to an overseas source, limiting the immediate efficacy of traditional enforcement. Moving straight to a strategy meeting risked becoming defensive and overlooking key vulnerabilities, including loneliness, communication barriers, and online disinhibition. As a result, I prioritised participation, accessibility, and capacity law early on (Welsh Government, 2019).

It was essential to clarify what counts as abuse. The SSWBA’s 2014 formal definition states that abuse includes “financial abuse; theft, fraud, pressure about money or property or misuse of money occurring in any setting., neglect; involves failures to meet basic needs likely to impair wellbeing” (s.197). Framing 2’s experiences as financial abuse anchored the case within Part 7 safeguarding duties rather than a purely “lifestyle choice” (SSWBA 2014). The WSP 2019 supplement this by setting out signs and indicators of abuse and neglect in adults at risk; in 2’s presentation, relevant indicators included unusual or unexplained financial transactions, secrecy and deterioration in nutrition and general health; patterns consistent with financial exploitation.

Consent and the duty to report had to be held in tension. While 2’s consent was sought and respected wherever safe and feasible, the statutory duty to report under s.128 required relevant partners to inform the local authority when they had reasonable cause to suspect an adult at risk, irrespective of consent, with actions recorded clearly on the local authority secure database. Volume 6 of Working Together to Safeguard People (Welsh Government, 2019) makes this clear, setting out the pathway from reporting to enquiry and action. The Wales Safeguarding Procedures specify that s.126 enquiries should normally be completed within seven working days of the report, with immediate protection considered without delay and coordinated where there is suspected crime (Social Care Wales, 2019, Section 3).

At the centre of this case was financial decision making. The MCA 2005 starts from a clear position: people are assumed to have capacity unless proven otherwise. It also requires professionals to do everything practicable to support a person to make their own decision, to recognise that making an unwise decision is not the same as lacking capacity, and, where capacity is absent, to make decisions in the person’s best interests using the least restrictive option.

Research highlights the importance of professional discipline in capacity assessments. There is a well-recognised risk of confusing disagreement or perceived “unreasonable” choices with lack of capacity. Being alert to this helped me remain focused on the person’s understanding, decision making process, and ability to weigh information, rather than on whether I agreed with the outcome. Overall, my practice in this case was guided by a commitment to upholding rights, promoting independence, and ensuring meaningful participation, in line with both the MCA 2005 and the expectations set by the Codes of Professional Practice (COPP) (Social Care Wales, 2017).

Although the legal framework provided a clear structure for decision making, social work theory was essential in helping me to acknowledge and make sense of 2’s lived experience and the way vulnerability was being shaped by his social and emotional circumstances. Contemporary theorists caution against treating vulnerability as a fixed individual characteristic; instead, it should be understood as relational and situational, shaped by social context, power and access to resources. In 2’s case, vulnerability did not arise solely from impairment, but from the interaction between disability, social isolation, digital environments and targeted manipulation by perpetrators. This aligns with Dunn, Clare and Holland’s (2008) argument that vulnerability is often constructed through policy and practice responses rather than being inherent in the individual.

The dynamics of online romance fraud also required an understanding of coercive and grooming behaviours. Although the perpetrators were not physically present, their methods mirrored patterns seen in other forms of exploitation: rapid emotional intimacy, expressions of dependency, urgency around financial requests and discouragement of disclosure. Recognising these dynamics helped reframe 2’s behaviour away from notions of “poor choices” towards an understanding of how emotional needs were being exploited. A trauma informed approach helps explain why 2 became increasingly vulnerable to the fraud. 

Trauma informed theory shows that when someone experiences repeated manipulation or betrayal, it can affect how they think, feel and make decisions (Levenson 2017). Herman (2015) argues that ongoing emotional pressure and betrayal can reduce a person’s sense of safety and confidence, making it harder to judge risk or step back from a harmful situation. In cases of romance fraud, the perpetrator creates strong emotional dependence, which can overwhelm a person’s ability to think clearly. Over time, constant stress, hope and fear can push someone into “survival mode”, where decisions are driven by emotion rather than careful reasoning. A trauma informed view also highlights the impact of shame, self-blame and fear of being judged. These feelings often make people hide what is happening and delay seeking help. Understanding this helps reframe 2’s actions as understandable responses to emotional manipulation, rather than deliberate or careless choices. Initially, I found myself focusing primarily on the financial harm and repeated losses, questioning why previous incidents had not prevented further exploitation. However, as I reflected through a trauma-informed lens, my thinking shifted from uncertainty to empathy. I began to recognise that the emotional dependency created by the perpetrators was not simply poor judgement, but a powerful psychological pull that required relational support rather than solely financial restriction. 

John Bowlby’s (1988) Attachment theory was also relevant in understanding why the online relationships held such significance for 2. As a Deaf adult with limited social opportunities, the promise of connection and affirmation met unmet attachment needs. This insight was important in shaping proportionate interventions. Reflecting on this, I realised that earlier in the case I had underestimated the depth of meaning these online relationships held for 2. I had viewed them primarily through a safeguarding lens of risk. Over time, I came to understand that they represented hope, identity and belonging. This shift in perspective helped me move from attempting to remove the risk to attempting to replace what the relationship symbolised in his life. Rather than focusing solely on stopping harmful transactions, the safeguarding plan deliberately addressed the emotional function of the relationships by increasing meaningful, real world social connection. This theoretical lens strengthened my professional judgement by ensuring that safeguarding actions responded to underlying needs, not just observable risk.

I was also mindful of the additional barriers faced by Deaf people. In particular, there is a real risk that what appears to be agreement or consent may actually reflect misunderstanding. To address this, I arranged a decision specific capacity assessment with a clinical psychologist who had experience of working with Deaf people. I also ensured continuity of qualified BSL interpreters; that 2 was already familiar with and chose himself, so communication was consistent and trusted. These steps were not optional. They were necessary to meet the MCA duty to provide support to make a decision, and they reflected the Social Care Wales values of respecting rights, promoting voice and control, and working in a strengths-based way.

These actions also reflect the BSLA 2022 and the Government Communication Service guidance which stress anticipating BSL access and planning for inclusive communication. Although these focus on public communications, they reinforce wider expectations that services should anticipate and meet communication needs. Social work literature is clear that communication and participation are central to empowerment and shared decision‑making, not optional extras (Koprowska, 2014; Warren, 2007). This approach reflects Social Care Wales principles by promoting people’s rights, meaningful involvement, and control over decisions affecting their lives.

While the “Active Offer” originates in Welsh language policy; More than Just Words (MTJW) 2022, its proactive ethos of offering language/communication support without waiting to be asked, is highly transferable to BSL users’ rights to accessible communication. MTJW 2022 frames language as a core component of quality, rights based, person centred care, therefore our approach treated BSL access similarly: essential, not optional. In this case, planning BSL access in assessment and review processes aligned with both the spirit of the Active Offer and the legal direction of travel on accessible communication (MTJW, 2022). Earlier in my career, I may have relied more on family or provider interpretation and shorter assessments to progress safeguarding action. In this case, my practice reflects increased confidence and professional development in recognising communication itself as a safeguarding intervention. By adapting the process to 2’s communication needs, I was actively reducing barriers rather than placing the responsibility on him to fit a system not designed for them.

For the purpose of the mental capacity assessment, the psychologist’s assessment was completed over several sessions with BSL facilitation, recognising 2’s Deaf identity and communication needs. The conclusion was that, at that time, 2 lacked capacity to manage his finances safely, which appropriately triggered a best interests process in line with the MCA 2005. As the practitioner, I was conscious of the ethical weight of restricting someone’s access to their own money and brought my discomfort into supervision. 
Drawing on Schön’s concept of reflection in/on action, supervision provided a contained professional space to explore uncertainty, challenge assumptions and test my reasoning in real time (Schön, 2017). Contemporary supervision literature supported this use of supervision as a way of sustaining ethical curiosity and avoiding the twin risks of control on the one hand and passive risk tolerance on the other (Howe and Gray, 2013). This links to the COPP expectations for reflective and accountable practice, and to British Association of Social Worker’s focus on professional identity, emotional resilience and ethical decision‑making (Social Care Wales, 2017; BASW 2018).

In balancing safeguarding duties with 2’s rights, I was guided by values of dignity, autonomy and least restriction. Rather than imposing a fixed solution, safeguards were co-produced with 2 and deliberately designed to be limited, proportionate and reviewable. 2 was clear about his preferences: he wanted his parents, not his brothers, to support him; he did not want a cash only arrangement; and he wanted to retain some card and app access to preserve his independence. These preferences were respected wherever possible, ensuring the plan aligned with Article 8 rights and the MCA 2005 principle that any restriction must be the least restrictive option. The agreed financial arrangements included third party mandates, consolidation of benefits and bills into a primary account without 2’s direct access, and a standing order of £100 per week into a separate spending account with one active card. Clear review triggers were built in so that safeguards could be escalated or relaxed in response to changes in risk or capacity. In practice, this meant I was trying to manage risk in a way that did not unnecessarily restrict his independence, drawing on both safeguarding guidance and strengths-based thinking to justify my decisions. 

Any restriction on 2’s access to funds engaged Article 8 of the ECHR, which protects a person’s private life, home, and correspondence. I was aware that restricting access to finances would interfere with his Article 8 rights, therefore I had to be satisfied that any action was lawful, aimed at preventing further harm, and no more restrictive than absolutely necessary. I therefore structured all proposals and reviews through this test, ensuring that safeguards were tightly focused, co-produced with 2, based on evidence, and kept under regular review promoting rights-based thinking (Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2021; Dunn, Clare and Holland, 2008).

Alongside financial controls, I prioritised preventative support and enabling 2, so that safeguarding was experienced as supportive rather than a punishment. We invested in in person social participation that mattered to 2, including Deaf club activities, peer led digital safety sessions and monthly supported day trips chosen by him. This recognised the importance of Deaf culture, peer connection and community belonging, and reflects culturally responsive and anti-oppressive practice in line with Social Care Wales standards. The overall approach is consistent with Making Safeguarding Personal, which emphasises person led outcomes, strengths and proportionate responses (Adams, Dominelli and Payne, 2017).

Overall, this work shows my ongoing commitment to safeguarding in a reflective, rights‑based and culturally sensitive way, supported by supervision, theory and legislation. It also shows how my practice meets the Social Care Wales Professional Standards and the BASW Codes of Practice through ethical decision‑making, co‑production, proportionate action and lawful, person‑centred practice.

A clear timeline and strong evidence records were essential to making the actions and outcomes accurate and justifiable. SSWB(W)A 2014, Part 7, Volume 6 showed the route from the initial report, through enquiry, to action. I followed the same structure in my recording so that facts were clearly separated from opinion, and the link between evidence and decisions was easy to follow. My role included contributing professional analysis to records that could inform potential Court of Protection proceedings, ensuring that capacity evidence, best interests reasoning and least restrictive considerations were clearly documented and legally defensible. I placed clear emphasis on best interests’ decision making, least restrictive options, and balancing human rights, in line with statutory guidance and professional standards (Welsh Government, 2019; EHRC Article 8 guidance; Rutter and Brown, 2015).

Throughout, communication was treated as an ethical safeguard, not just a routine task. By ensuring Deaf aware practice such as qualified BSL interpreters, consistent professionals to build trust and rapport, and a clinician with experience of Deaf culture, the risk of agreement being mere compliance was reduced. This supported genuine understanding and informed participation rather than passive acceptance.

Collaboration extended beyond routine letters or emails. I worked directly with 2, his parents, the supported living provider, specialist psychology services, qualified interpreters, advocacy, and where necessary; police and banking contacts. My role was to make sure everyone understood the legal basis for sharing information, to manage and negotiate conflicting opinions or disagreements, and to keep the focus on what mattered to 2. This included balancing parental concerns about financial risk with 2’s wish to keep some independence regarding his card access, ensuring his views remained central to decision making. Volume 6 of Working Together to Safeguard People (Welsh Government, 2019), makes clear that safeguarding should be proportionate, outcomes focused, and based on multi agency collaboration. Data protection legislation supports this approach by allowing information to be shared lawfully where it is necessary and in the public interest. Social work and multi-agency practice literature also highlights that effective safeguarding depends on clear coordination and shared responsibility across services (Welsh Government, 2019).

Professional judgement was exercised by bringing together the legal framework and practice guidance, alongside social work values, and 2’s own account of what was happening in his life. Responding to online romance fraud required ongoing and active safeguarding work rather than a one-off decision. This included repeated liaison with banks to request payment blocks or alerts where these were available, setting clear review points to reassess risk, and agreeing a contingency plan to escalate concerns if financial harm continued or if signs of coercion or exploitation emerged. This approach reflects safeguarding procedures under SSWB(W)A 2014 which emphasise proportionate, preventative, and person-centred responses to abuse or neglect. Safeguarding was understood as a dynamic process, with risks reviewed as circumstances changed, rather than fixed categories applied once. The literature on risk and protection supports this approach, highlighting the need for ongoing risk appraisal and balanced responses that reduce harm without unnecessarily restricting autonomy. At the same time, critical social work frameworks caution against slipping into restrictive practice that can undermine rights and self-determination (Hothersall and Maas Lowit, 2010; Adams, Dominelli and Payne, 2017).

Looking back, my practice with 2 was shaped by a conscious effort to balance safety with his right to make choices. Rather than seeing risk and autonomy as opposites, I tried to hold them together. The co-produced plan focused on reducing foreseeable harm while protecting what mattered to 2, including his involvement in Deaf community activities, peer led online fraud awareness, and regular supported trips that he enjoyed. This felt consistent with Making Safeguarding Personal, as the emphasis remained on outcomes and quality of life rather than simply controlling risk (Preston Shoot and Cornish, 2014). I was particularly mindful of how easily safeguarding can become something that is done to people. With this in mind, staff were encouraged to approach the situation with curiosity rather than judgement. We explored what the online relationship gave 2 emotionally and how risks could be reduced through clearer boundaries and shared understanding of warning signs such as urgency, secrecy and pressure. This helped me reflect on how risk enablement can be more respectful and effective than restrictive responses alone.

This case required sustained reflection on professional power and the risk of oppressive practice within safeguarding systems. As a statutory practitioner, I held significant authority to influence financial controls, information sharing and risk thresholds. Anti-oppressive practice frameworks emphasise the need to actively recognise and mitigate these power imbalances, particularly when working with disabled adults whose choices are frequently subject to scrutiny. I was conscious that financial safeguarding can easily become a site where control is justified through risk discourse, potentially silencing the individual’s voice. I made deliberate efforts to separate disagreement from incapacity and risk from unacceptability. 2’s wish to maintain some financial independence was not treated as evidence of lack of insight, but as an expression of identity and adulthood. This required professional confidence to tolerate managed risk, supported by supervision and clear recording.

Scragg and Mantell’s (2011) warning about over-protective responses resonated strongly here, reminding me that excessive restriction can itself constitute harm. Ultimately, maintaining an anti-oppressive stance meant prioritising transparency, explaining decisions clearly, and ensuring 2 remained involved even when decisions were made in his best interests. This approach strengthened trust and reduced the likelihood that safeguarding would be experienced as punitive or disempowering. Recognising that safeguarding can shift power away from the individual, I sought to preserve as much control for 2 as possible. He retained discretionary spending, limited card access and meaningful involvement in regular reviews. Article 8 of the ECHR, the MCA 2005 and the SSWBA 2014 reinforced the need for proportionality and least restrictive practice. Critical social work literature further supported this stance, reminding me that safeguarding should reduce harm without eliminating autonomy (Adams, Dominelli and Payne, 2017; Scragg and Mantell, 2011). This required ongoing reflection on the tension between protection and empowerment.

With hindsight, there are areas I would strengthen. I would introduce time limited restrictions so safeguards do not drift into permanence, co-produce clearer outcome measures linked to what 2 wants for his life, and set clearer escalation thresholds so all agencies understand when safeguarding processes should be revisited. I would also place greater emphasis on accessible digital safety education developed with Deaf organisations. These reflections feel consistent with Wales’ person-centred safeguarding ethos, while strengthening accountability and proportionality in my practice.

Evaluating outcomes was an important part of ensuring that safeguarding actions remained purposeful and proportionate. In the months following implementation of the financial safeguards, there was a measurable reduction in financial loss, stabilisation of rent payments, and improved nutritional intake and overall well-being. Equally significant, however, were qualitative outcomes identified through review meetings with 2. He reported feeling less anxious about money, more confident in managing his weekly spending, and more engaged in activities within the Deaf and hearing community. These outcomes showed a move away from crisis‑led intervention towards greater stability and overall well-being, however, the evaluation also highlighted areas needing improvement. Although financial harm decreased, emotional vulnerability to online relationships continued, showing that safeguarding is an ongoing process rather than a one‑off solution.

This learning has influenced my practice by strengthening my focus on preventative education, peer led support and early identification of grooming behaviours, particularly in digital contexts. This case has also shaped my professional development. It increased my confidence in applying legal literacy in complex situations, particularly in articulating proportionality and human rights reasoning within multi agency discussions. It reinforced the importance of accessible communication as a safeguarding tool and deepened my understanding of Deaf culture as integral to effective assessment, not an extra consideration (Ladd, 2003).

Safeguarding practice was grounded in Part 7 of the SSWBA 2014 and informed by Working Together to Safeguard People (Volume 6), ensuring that interventions were lawful, proportionate and outcome focused. The application of the MCA 2005, alongside Article 8 of the ECHR, provided a robust framework for balancing protection with respect for autonomy and private life. Professional judgement in this case was exercised through careful threshold decision making, lawful information sharing, and collaborative multi agency working (Rutter and Brown, 2015). 

Social work theory strengthened analysis by reframing 2’s vulnerability as relational and situational, enabling interventions to address underlying emotional needs as well as observable risk. Trauma informed and attachment-based perspectives were particularly influential in shaping safeguarding responses that prioritised dignity, participation and least restrictive practice. Critical reflection highlighted the ethical tensions and power dynamics inherent in safeguarding adults, particularly where financial restrictions are considered. Supervision played a key role in supporting reflective decision making and mitigating the risks of overprotective or oppressive practice. Outcomes demonstrated reduced financial harm, increased stability and improved wellbeing, while also reinforcing that safeguarding is an ongoing, dynamic process rather than a one-off intervention. 

Overall, this case has strengthened my understanding of what competent, rights‑based and culturally responsive safeguarding looks like in the Welsh context. Most significantly, it has changed how I approach situations where risk is repeated. Rather than asking, “How do I stop this?”, I now ask, “What need is this behaviour meeting, and how can safeguarding respond to that need without diminishing independence?” This shift has altered not only my practice in this case, but my wider professional judgement in complex adult safeguarding work. It has helped me see how I can integrate law, policy, theory and values more confidently in complex situations, exercise accountable professional judgement, and balance safety with autonomy. The learning from this work will continue to shape my practice, deepening my focus on prevention, accessible communication and proportionate, person‑centred approaches to risk.
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