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Task 3
Safeguarding and working in complex situations – Case Study

	Complete a critically reflective case study based on an assessment, undertaken with others (in your own area of work) concerning the safeguarding of either an adult or a child. Demonstrate how the case relates to safeguarding legislation and your Safeguarding Boards safeguarding policies, strategies and procedures. Ensure that you cover the learning outcomes, National Occupational Standards, legislation (domestic and international), the specific dimensions of working in Wales and relevant social work theories. Please find list of learning outcomes in the handbook 

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



In a critically reflective manner, I will discuss a children’s safeguarding case which posed a steep learning curve for my practice, knowledge, skills and resilience due to the difficulty of working productively and effectively with the family. Safeguarding has a wider scope than “child protection” and correlates to procedures to endorse the well-being of children and safeguard them from impairment (Gov.uk, 2014).  
Safeguarding is explained as “…protecting children from maltreatment”, “preventing impairment of children’s health and development”, “ensuring that children grow up in circumstances consistent with the provision of safe and effective care” and “taking action to enable children to have the best outcomes” (Gov.uk, 2014). The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child clearly links a child being protected from mistreatment and puts a “duty” on the state to investigate and to provide support to the family to reduce the risks (Munro, 2011).
Child Protection is a part of safeguarding and upholding welfare, specifically focused on protecting children thought to be “…at risk or suffering significant harm as a result of abuse or neglect” and legislation directly linked to this is the Children Act, 1989 (Welsh Government, 2008). 
Welsh Government provides policy, laws and statutory guidance informing how the child protection structure operates.  With the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 implemented in April 2016, this gives a legal structure for social services intervention, excepting child protection issues that are dealt with within the Court arena which are still subject to the Children Act 1989 legislation. This is the main difference between English and Welsh child protection and court proceedings provision.
There is an international, European Union, United Kingdom and the Welsh context to social care which take differing approaches to service provision. Great Britain is a unified state with a principal government, which mainly regulates government policy.  Within Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales the framework of government services varies slightly, but they all have their own appointed Secretary of State, assembly and executive.  This makes the laws within each country separate and unique. (Spicker, 2017)  Social Services in Wales is regulated by the Social Services and Wellbeing (Wales) Act 2014 and this legislation applies to both adults and children, but with a new duty for children to obtain an explicit statutory assessment and also specific eligibility standards. 
In Sweden, Social Services (education, health and older people’s care) is almost fully financed by taxes. There is Swedish Social Insurance Agency which is a national system of compulsory payments. Sweden’s social care policies are stated to be enlightened, based on values of access for all and commonality (Bradby and Hamad, 2017).  In comparison, China’s social care funding and provision are highlighted to be “…limited and defensive in both ambition and practice” (Spiker, 2017). This is attributed to taking a piece meal approach with competing systems undermined by “…mismanagement, corruption or simply being ignored” (Spiker, 2017).  This is further complicated by a lack of access in outlying areas.
I completed a Simple Assessment under Part 3, Section 21 of the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 (SSWB 2014), giving me a “duty” to evaluate the children’s needs for “care and support” identifying the child’s developmental needs, ascertain the child’s desired outcomes and identify outcomes that those with parental responsibility felt were appropriate for the child’s well-being (Welsh Government, 2014).  Being aware that the delivery of “…care and support, preventative services, or information, advice or assistance…”can support positive outcomes (Welsh Government, 2014). 
Critical reflection of the Act is limited due to its recent implementation and lack of knowledge of how social workers feel their practice has been affected under the new Act. There is a lack of autonomous research “…concerning the experiences of people in need and carers of assessment and service provision under the new Act” (Clements, 2015).
I arranged a professionals’ meeting, which highlighted that the children had extensive needs and their parent’s lacked capacity to meet their needs due to minimising issue’s, prioritising their own needs and not engaging with professionals.
Prior to visiting, I worked in line with the Code of Conduct and Safe Working Practices in relation to lone working arrangements, agile working, ensuring my calendar is updated and my manager informed of my planned visits. I was aware that Koprowska advocated meeting with clients in their own domain as this promotes feelings of comfort (Koprowska, 2006).  I employed a multi-agency approach to meeting the family, without success. Differing ways of contacting the family were used, but an unannounced visit coinciding with school ending was successful. I completed one visit successfully.
The family consisted of Mum and Dad and four children, between the ages of fifteen to eight years of age. They were of white English ancestry, but had been born and brought up in the local community, speaking English as their first language. The family lived in a three bedroom, overcrowded home which was poorly maintained and unsanitary.  Dad misused alcohol and there were links to domestic abuse and sexualised behaviours when he was inebriated. The children were witness to these behaviours and intervened to safeguard their Mum. Mum was depressed and had compromising health issues which impacted on her ability to meet the basic care needs of her children.  Dad worked long hours and left the caring role to Mum.  Mum and eldest female child presented with depression, eating disorder type behaviours and Obsessive Compulsive behaviours.  The eldest female child was intensively supported by local Child Adolescent Mental Health Services and had been an inpatient at the local hospital for periods due to self-harming behaviours, Obsessive Compulsive Disorder and anorexia nervosa. During the intervention both of the older children were diagnosed with Autistic Spectrum Disorder and sensory issues.
The Local Authority had received multiple referrals from Health and Education professionals raising concerns of neglect due to a lack of taking the children to essential health, mental health and educational appointments, lack of attendance at school and poor home conditions. Professionals highlighted the long term nature of these concerns, although Mum and Dad denied these behaviours took place.  The eldest female child spoke regularly to her Community Psychiatric Nurse (CPN) about the domestically abusive situation linked to Dad’s drinking. The referrals were mainly from the CPN with no referrals received from Police involvement. Mum and Dad were no longer in a relationship but had to live in the same accommodation which caused ongoing arguments.  The family remained private, isolated within their community and little was known about their family functioning.
The safeguarding concerns initially identified for the children were based on the long term effects of neglect (physical, emotional, educational and medical), misuse of alcohol, mental health issues, isolation, lack of familial or community support and domestic abuse. I accessed the Local Authority Policy and Guidelines Safeguarding Children and Adults document which clarified neglect as “…the persistent failure to meet a child’s basic and/or psychological needs, likely to result in the serious impairment of the child’s health or development…a parent…failing to provide adequate food, shelter and clothing, failing to protect a child from physical harm or danger, or the failure to ensure access to appropriate medical care or treatment.  It may also include neglect of, or unresponsiveness to, a child’s basic emotional needs” (__County Council, 2013). 
Research states that neglect is the most reported form of child abuse within the UK and is the most likely explanation for a child’s name being put on the child protection register (NSPCC, 2015). Research highlights that early intervention is key to tackling neglect issues stating that by: adopting evidenced-based services, increasing local recognition and awareness of children’s healthy growth, identifying neglect and obtaining advice, professionals can identify and give support and encourage good committed relationships between children and those working with them (NSPCC, 2015).
My social work practice was reflective of the principles within the SSWB Act 2014 by trying to work with the family to hear their voice, give them control and choice, promote personal individuality and work in partnership. However, engagement with the family was not person-centred as I was unable to focus on their individuality, place them at the centre of the assessment, communicate meaningfully and participate with the children (Welsh Government, 2015).  I was unable to gain the family’s wishes and feelings. I tried to work in an empathetic manner to encourage the family to give thought to their own contextual setting and barriers to their well-being to achieve outcome focused goals, but the family appeared resistant (Welsh Government, 2015).  Parton and O’Bryne (2000) highlight that by changing the approach made to the family from ‘professional as expert’ to ‘service-user as expert’, in relation to the family’s experiences, can result in the expert ‘not knowing’ and helps to highlight values of respect and empathy which support engagement (Holland, 2010).
I did not view our relationship as enabling the family to make the changes needed and I did not have knowledge of the family’s strengths within their own unique context. I worked in partnership with colleagues using their information to inform the assessment but was unable to record individual perspectives to identify outcomes. I reflected about feeling troubled that I could not understand Mum’s barrier to engaging with me.  I realised that I could not understand her despondency and disinterest in the social work process and through discussion with a domestic abuse professional started to gain some insight into Mum’s lived experience of oppression and her reclusive lifestyle as a possible protective factor. Taylor and White (2000) highlight that by the worker reflecting on the assessment, this starts a process of being judgementally aware of the influence of your thoughts and beliefs on the assessment, thus impacting on Mum’s reaction to my intervention (Holland, 2010).  I was able to reflect on the affect the Social Service’s values and controlling guidelines, procedures and theories could have on the family.  I was shocked that Mum had so little resilience that she would not take the children and leave her home to keep them safe.  However, this was my understanding of the situation as an independent professional woman with no experience of living within a domestically abusive relationship.  This was a steep learning curve for me as it raised ethical issues in how to approach and engage Mum whilst trying to work with her so that she comprehended that her parental capacity was compromised in not meeting the identified needs of her children. I utilised Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory to help me understand the multi-layered systems associated with and effecting each other such as personal, school, work, society, the setting and “sociocultural context” with a further level being the impact of time on circumstances (Lishman, 2017).  Bronfenbrenner did not include resilience as a factor and how children can surmount hardship to develop into more robust individuals. (UK Essays, 2015).
My work upheld the principles pertaining to conduct, practice and excellent communication skills and I was accountable for my actions (Social Care Wales, 2017). However, I was aware that the assessment was flawed as I had written it from my perspective with information from other professional’s perspectives.  I was very aware that this did not represent the children’s personal life and that from a children’s rights perspective their participation was essential. I also gave consideration to Franklin (1995) who stated that children have been denied access to participation in important matters for so long, so initially they will need to have help and advice from adults in this matter (Burke & Dalrymple, 2006).  Flekkoy and Kaufman (1997) highlighted that adults are responsible for ensuring that children can exercise their rights by providing information to support children to “make choices, give consent and learn to develop skills necessary to move from sharing decision-making to taking it over” (Burke & Dalrymple, 2006).  Both these perspectives highlight the real inequalities within the assessment process even though I had made attempts to record the children’s experiences. It was of concern that none of the children would speak with me.
I felt stressed due to my work being out of time scales, the impact on my high case load, having to manage multiple visits and professional concerns about the level of risk the children were exposed to whilst perceiving the case to be drifting. I reflected that this was not how I wanted to start working with a new family.  I knew they had exercised choice and control in not engaging, but that my practice needed to be empathetic, inclusive and supportive in manner to build a relationship of trust, mutual respect and recognition of their independent wishes. I recognised my professional anxiety about being able to complete a detailed assessment which recorded the perspectives of Mum, Dad and eldest female child were very limited.
My social work practice needed to be evidence based and reflective in approach.  I lacked a good working knowledge and understanding of this family and relied on the multi-agency approach to inform my assessment. This posed problems in my forming “…sound professional judgements and decision making…abilities” (Social Care Wales, 2017). I was able to identify and operate “…within the limits of my competence, consulting and taking advice from managers and colleagues” when necessary, using supervision to identify problems, being very frank and honest should I have made a mistake, reflecting and learning from any perceived errors. (Social Care Wales, 2017)
I reflected that I was not able to hear the voice of the children within the assessment which Munro (2011) states is essential.  She links this to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child in 1991 and a children’s right to be heard and acquire information.  Munro links the Children Act 1989 and Article 10 of the Human Rights Act 1998 by emphasising that Local Authorities need to acquire the views of children and consider this when allocating support services (Munro, 2011).
Both England and Wales place partnership working at the centre of their services, but Wales has strengthened powers of collaboration so that the local authority and the National Health Service authorities form partnerships (Mitchell, 2013).  Wales implemented the principles for the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child into legislation and policy documents highlighting the Children’s/Older Peoples’/Welsh Language Commissioner for Wales as promoting a rights based agenda (Cardiff University, 2016). 
In supervision, I reflected that my assessment of the eldest female child could be perceived as labelling or stereotypical due to my lack of insight. Due to her non-engagement, she was not empowered and I was not empowering her in listening to her personal voice.  My social work role could be perceived as powerful due to my “…access to and knowledge of resources…knowledge of theories may lead workers to interpret behaviour and label individuals” (Social Care Wales, 2017). I sought her approval to obtain her viewpoint through collaborative working, involving the citizen, their carer and support networks in the process.  I felt that in her non-engagement, she would not be able to develop her own potential and aptitudes moving forward. This was working directly against my social work values of ethical practice and being accountable for my actions as I was working in conflict with the assessment framework. I reflected that due to the difficulties in obtaining valid information, this approach was the most person centred approach available which took account of her needs, wishes and was outcome focused. I recognised that this approach highlighted my professional integrity in upholding values of being reliable in ensuring the assessment was completed in a creative but inclusive approach. The plan failed due to Mum and daughter’s non-engagement, so I could only use information gathered from Health professionals. 
I recognised that Social Work practice is regulated in Wales through: registration with Social Care Wales which upholds a Code of Practice, by adhering to the National Occupational Standards (Nos), Care and Social Services Inspectorate (Care and Social Services Inspectorate, 2017) and Continued professional development ensures that my knowledge and skills base are expanded and improved on.
The assessment identified a complex mix of heightened unmet needs, disguised compliance, lack of engagement with services and following through on agreed outcomes.  Parents demonstrated no motivation to change and these issues impacted on their ability to provide safe care for their children. Support was offered to meet well-being needs identified within the Care and Support Plan meeting, promoting the children’s educational and health outcomes and home conditions.
Within supervision, I identified neglect as the main issue, highlighting supporting research and critically reflecting that due to the complexity of the family dynamics and the unknown grey area’s this posed significant safeguarding risks for the children. This triggered a Strategy discussion between the local authority and the Police due to the assessment highlighting that all the children have or are likely to suffer significant harm in respect of emotional harm and neglect.  The Strategy discussion clarified that a Section 47 Enquiry (Children Act 1989, Section 47) would be instigated and completed within 15 days of the strategy discussion being held. This places a duty to investigate on the Local Authority in respect of whether they should be seen to protect or uphold the safety of the child.  Under the Children Act 1989, section 47, when the harm is “…persistent, cumulative, chronic or acute, resistant to intervention…” it is considered significant (Staffordshire and Stoke-on-Trent Safeguarding Children’s Boards, 2016).
The All Wales Child Protection Procedures (2008) refer to the definition of significant harm in “Section 31 (10) of the Children Act 1989 stating that ‘where the question of whether harm suffered by a child is significant turn on the child’s health or development, his health or development shall be compared with that which could be reasonably be expected of a similar child” (All Local Safeguarding Children’s Boards in Wales, 2009). Critical reflection highlights that not all children are comparable and are individuals, therefore comparison is not easy to establish and could be challenged within the Court process.
There is also a single safeguarding board with a national safeguarding board to supervise all six Welsh safeguarding boards.  The local authority’s safeguarding Children’s board is a “…statutory body which co-ordinates, monitors and challenges its partner agencies in safeguarding children” (Safeguarding Board, 2017).
The family reported tensions between the social worker’s role in working to support them and when the S47 investigation took place due to child protection concerns. This highlighted the twin responsibilities of my role and the family felt that my role was conflicted (Child Protection Resource). This matter was discussed openly with Mum and Dad, highlighting that in completing child protection tasks, workers have powers and duties set out within the Children Act 1989 which state that they must inspect possible child abuse or neglect issues.  Mum and Dad reported that I would share confidential information without their permission due to my investigative role. Mum and Dad had not wanted to sign the consent forms previously when I was completing the Simple Assessment, but had agreed to the informed consent (Child Protection Resource). Mum and Dad stated that I was not respecting their rights not to give consent and I was not acting to uphold their rights appropriately and this had made them feel distrustful of me.  I informed them that the Data Protection Act 1998 offers limited situations where it is allowed to disclose personal data when this will “…enable someone to do what they are required to do by Statute, then section 47 is a clear example of a statutory gateway to data sharing (Child Protection Resource). I would have had reserved functions designated to me as the social worker should the elder female child have been in a potentially dangerous situation which had time limitations.  Social Workers have the training and expertise to investigate (making enquiries regarding the welfare of a child where abuse/neglect is inferred) (Community Care, 2011).
Further safeguarding concerns were identified which heightened the concerns of the Local Authority into  requesting an Initial Case Conference which is the arena for professionals and service user’s to talk about their worries, address the risks and complete a child protection plan and make commendations to keep children safe from harm.  Plans should be updated regularly to ensure they are applicable to ensuring the well-being of the child and keeping them safe (Parker & Bradley, 2006).  The assessment was shared with Mum and Dad highlighting the concerns and the strengths.
I used several approaches in trying to communicate with parents.  It was necessary to recognise risks and be truthful about the management process of the case within a case conference (Howard, 2011).  Before the meeting I thought about my communication style and how I could best engage them as this was a complicated situation which needed to be understood accurately.  I recognised that I needed to use verbal communication to discuss, intervene and arbitrate sympathetically, confidently and suitably but also ensuring that my non-verbal communication skills would be needed (Personal Today, 2008).  Individual’s non-verbal communication can expose their inner feelings and this could be as significant as their verbal communication. It can highlight contradictions in how they are presenting and this can be important should individual’s be unable to proficiently discuss issues verbally so this makes observations insightful (Personal Today, 2008).
Within the Conference the written document employs the Signs of Safety risk model. This helped me to produce a risk assessment and a child protection plan aimed to improve involvement, collaboration and the commitment of citizens and aided professionals in being more accurate and precise about child safeguarding concerns whilst also increasing the ‘voice of the child’ (Bunn, 2013). 
Barry (2007) highlights that when a risk assessment is being completed all contributing agencies should have a shared knowledge of the language used and the risks posed, due to differing administrative contexts which need to agree well-defined actions which inform the decision making.  I was mindful of Eileen Munro (2010) stating that a citizen centred approach will take account of both positive and negative circumstances. I acknowledged that risk is fluid and ever changing so it is hard to manage the dynamics.  All agencies contributed to the risk assessment but the information was predominantly negative or not known contributing to ‘grey area’s within the assessment, so there was a lack of clarity. I reflected that this was despite professionals working in partnership and sharing information regularly. I thought about the continued lack of engagement from both parents with services and professionals. I have made judgements from my professional viewpoint, my understanding and available information, so my decision making is based on analysis of facts and this directly affects our level of involvement. Risk needs to consider the issues of requirements, entitlements and impairments. The balance is in recognising the power of our role in conjunction with not being superior or to defensive (Burke & Dalrymple, 2006).
The children’s names were placed on the child protection register under the category of emotional abuse. The category of abuse, neglect, was actively discussed, but emotional abuse was felt to reflect the children’s circumstances more appropriately. A Review Conference was held, establishing that Mum and Dad had not adhered to the Child Protection Plan, the Core Groups or the Contract of Expectations.  Both parents were informed that should further safeguarding issues be raised the local authority would seek legal advice with regard to future planning for the children. 
At this time, Dad became the main carer for the children and demonstrated a commitment to meeting their needs, complying with the Contract of Expectations and Child Protection Plan. I completed theoretical work based on Lerwin’s change model with Dad.  This is a three stage model which is easily conceptualised, understood and put into practice. It is known as the “unfreezing – change – refreeze” approach and previous learning is to be disallowed and superseded (Current Nursing, 2011).  Dad stated that he found this approach useful becoming more positive and motivated.
The children were placed at significant risk due to Mum’s aggressive partner staying in the home and he was assessed to pose a serious risk due to his criminal behaviours.  The Police were informed of the intimidating behaviours and appropriate guidelines were followed in completing an incident form.  Inter-agency working was completed to check Interpol Police check’s but this was unsuccessful, raising further grey areas in the risk assessment. There was a discrepancy between the information shared and the recorded information obtained which caused further complexity. I tried to examine the level and inferences of the risks posed, but due to the unknown nature of the risk, it was unquantifiable. I was aware of considering the partner’s rights to confidentiality and his responsibility to provide correct information to inform the risk assessment.  I had made professional judgements based on assessed needs, risk and strengths which informed my planning, but the unknown made this difficult (Social Care Wales, 2017). I was aware that in substantiating my judgements, I might also have to amend my decisions should the Police checks have been received.
Following the local authority’s protocols an initial gateway discussion was held to establish if there was reason to convene a legal gateway meeting.  A legal gateway meeting was held to decide “…whether the criteria are met for the issue of Court proceedings. This will include whether the case will proceed through the pre-proceedings checklists of the Public Law Outline” (Herefordshire County Council, 2015). The local authority made the decision to follow the Public Law Outline (PLO), which in 2008 superseded the 2003 Protocol for Judicial Case Management. The PLO sets out how the Care Proceedings are planned and managed (Gledhill, 2008).
The meeting was held in two parts with Mum and Dad attending separately with their legal representatives. Both parents signed an updated Contract of Expectations based on reducing the known risks posed to the children.  Mum and Dad were asked to identify other family or friends who could provide safe care for the children as a back-up plan, but it is recognised that children are best cared for within their own family. Mum and Dad engaged with the child protection plan and Contract of Expectations. 
The PLO was reviewed and due to the positive steps made by Mum and Dad to work together and engage with professionals within Core Groups and legal meetings the PLO was ceased, and the case was reviewed at Case Conference with the recommendation of de-registration. 
My safeguarding role can be very problematic due to the: managing the unexpected; complexity; lack of information; lack of clarity; differing professional perspectives and organisational structures; lack of engagement; level of adversity and personal circumstances involved. Reflecting back reminds me of my professional anxieties and insecurity in my role which highlighted my lack of confidence and professionalism.  Through experience gained, building confidence, knowledge, and support from colleagues and professionals and good management I feel more self-assured and positive.  
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