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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.  

The purpose of this essay is to critically reflect on an assessment process, the decisions made, and the outcomes achieved in a complex safeguarding case involving a young person in the youth justice system in Wales. I consider that this essay will explore the role of collaborative working, the integration of analysis within assessment, and how social work theories were applied in practice. I will also consider the links between Welsh social services and broader UK, EU, and international frameworks and legislation, highlighting how these influence safeguarding approaches in increasingly complex situations.

This case study explores a safeguarding concern involving a 17-year-old young person, referred to here by the pseudonym "Dan." According to a young person’s self-assessment, Dan identifies as male, white Welsh, and prefers to communicate in English.
Dan was arrested by police in a city centre in Wales for possession of a bladed article, as well as separate offence of possession with intent to supply (PWITS) Class A and Class B controlled substances.

Due to the offence of possessing a bladed article, Dan has been made subject to a nine-month referral order issued by the youth court. Under the Criminal Justice and Courts Act 2015, a referral order is the most used community sentence for individuals aged 10 to 17, particularly for first-time offenders who plead guilty. This type of order requires the young person to agree to a contract of tailored interventions that includes rehabilitative and restorative elements, which must be completed within the duration of the sentence. The primary focus of the referral order is to prevent young people from further offending and diversion from the youth / criminal justice system. 

In this case study, I am the allocated Youth Justice Social Worker for Dan. As part of my role, I am responsible for completing an AssetPlus assessment and developing an intervention plan using the framework established by the Youth Justice Board (YJB) in England and Wales. I consider AssetPlus offers a holistic, end to end approach that integrates risk, needs, and strengths into a single, continuous record. This enables the creation of tailored targeted intervention plans that move beyond a solely risk-focused perspective, promoting more balanced, child-centred outcomes. (Gov.UK) 

During the period of completing the CPEL qualification, I initially worked as a social worker within the child exploitation and youth violence team. I am now a social worker within the youth justice organisation, practicing in the same local authority.
I believe this case study highlights my knowledge and abilities developed across both roles and demonstrates the complexities of safeguarding within the Welsh context. I consider it provides evidence of how legislation, policy, and professional judgement intersect, and reveals the professional dilemmas that can arise when navigating these overlapping frameworks.

To provide further context to Dan’s background, he is a 17-year-old currently residing in emergency supported accommodation provided by the local authority in Wales. Due to displays of aggression and violence within the family home this led to a breakdown of his relationship with his mother. Under Part 4 of the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 (SSWBA14), accommodation can be provided to meet assessed care and support needs, particularly in safeguarding or emergency situations. In addition, The Housing (Wales) Act 2014 places a duty on local authorities to prevent homelessness and offer temporary accommodation to vulnerable individuals under 18, even if they are not formally looked after. Article 20 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child further emphasises the duty of local authorities and governments to provide special protection and assistance to children who are temporarily or permanently deprived of their family environment. This includes ensuring that any alternative care provided is continuous and respects the child’s culture, language, and religion. The United Nations (1989)
In reflection I consider that Dan’s situation demonstrates an integrated response to both his housing vulnerabilities and safeguarding needs. He is currently recognised as a child in need under Section 21 of the SSWBA14, requiring ongoing assessment of his care and support needs. From a historical and child development perspective, collaboration with parents, the wider family network, education, and historical engagement with social services, I consider that Dan experienced a more conventional upbringing, characterised by secure parental and relational attachments (Bowlby, 1988) positive engagement in education, healthcare and social opportunities. However, concerns have been raised by family members and supported by documented efforts in relation to undiagnosed vulnerabilities associated with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) and broader neurodiverse needs with no current formal diagnosis currently provided.

It is important to understand the underlying reasons why Dan may have been carrying a bladed article in the community, particularly in relation with the additional PWITS offence. The All-Party Parliamentary Group (APPG) knife crime study, conducted in partnership with Barnardo’s UK, engaged children and young people across England and Wales to explore the motivations behind knife carrying and the influences that shape such behaviour. The report found that “feeling a need for protection was the most prevalent reason young people gave for why they carry a knife,” noting that knives are relatively easy to obtain and therefore present an “easy solution” for self-defence. Furthermore, the study highlighted the growing issue of young people’s involvement in county lines activity a model in which gangs from major cities expand their drug markets into smaller towns using a central phone line. Vulnerable young individuals are frequently exploited to transport drugs between locations, placing them at significant risk. Barnardo’s (2019)
Given the aforementioned information and in response to Dan’s possession of a bladed article and PWITS offence, an initial safeguarding strategy meeting was convened by the local authority’s Child Exploitation and Youth Violence Team. 
In reflection I consider this decision recognised the potential risks of criminal exploitation and serious youth violence, particularly in the context of Dan’s potential exposure to adverse childhood experiences (ACEs).
Public Health Wales defines ACEs as traumatic events occurring during childhood such as abuse, neglect, or household dysfunction that can significantly impact long term health and wellbeing. I consider Dan’s case demonstrates how such experiences may contribute to increased vulnerability to exploitation and offending behaviour, which further reinforced the need for a trauma-informed, multi-agency response. (NHS.Wales)                                                                                                                          Drawing on the Wales Safeguarding Procedures, they state that a multi-agency strategy meeting should be held when a child is suffering or at risk of suffering significant harm (safeguarding.Wales). In reflection I consider the meeting provided a platform for information sharing and coordinated planning in Dan’s unmet and ongoing needs. The involvement of professionals from social services, police, health, education, and other agencies demonstrated effective inter professional collaboration. Section 162 of the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 (SSWBA14) places a duty on local authorities to establish arrangements that promote co-operation across all functions relating to individuals with care and support needs.                                                                                               Reflecting on this requirement, I consider that the above multi-agency approach aligns with the overarching principles of the Act and the Working Together to Safeguard People guidance. Both frameworks advocate for evidence informed practice and a consistent legal structure designed to safeguard children and enhance their overall well-being.

An outcome of the strategy meeting and a collective decision of all professionals was to place Dan onto Child Criminal Exploitation (CCE) protection protocol, recognising that his involvement in PWITS related offences and carrying the balded article may have been a direct result of discussed exploitation. It is important to acknowledge that the CCE protocol was initially developed by the local authority in which I practice in Wales and in response to growing concerns around organised crime and youth exploitation in the local area. Reflecting on this, the decision demonstrates a proactive safeguarding approach tailored to local patterns of harm and highlights the importance of contextual safeguarding frameworks Firmin (2013) that respond to emerging risks within specific communities and outside of the family home. 

Reflecting further, I recognise the important role played by Regional Safeguarding Boards (RSBs) in Wales in shaping multi-agency safeguarding practice. Under Part 7 of the Social Services and Wellbeing (Wales) Act 2014, RSBs are responsible for ensuring agencies work together effectively to protect children and adults at risk. Welsh Government (2019). RSB’s work includes setting strategic priorities, reviewing safeguarding arrangements, and promoting shared learning across services. In Dan’s case, the decision to implement the CCE protection protocol reflects the kind of coordinated response encouraged by RSBs, particularly in relation to emerging threats such as youth exploitation and organised crime. I consider this highlight how regional oversight can support frontline practice by ensuring responses are informed by local patterns of harm and grounded in a shared understanding of safeguarding responsibilities.

The Home Office County Lines Programme estimates that approximately 14,500 children across the UK were identified as being at risk of, or involved in, child criminal exploitation during 2024/25. In Wales, social care Wales data reports that 1,070 children and young people were referred to social services where criminal exploitation was a factor. Specific to the local authority in which I practice, 104 children were reported to social services in relation to concerns around criminal exploitation. Social Care Wales (2025). 
Safer Communities Wales states that whilst any child can be exploited, certain groups are at heightened risk such as children in care, children with disabilities, and those who experience neglect. (safercommunities.wales). On reflection, I now recognise that Dan’s current accommodation situation, combined with potential undiagnosed neurodiversity needs, significantly increased his vulnerability to exploitation and made him an ideal target for manipulation by others.
I consider Child Criminal Exploitation (CCE) to be a serious form of abuse, in which children are coerced or manipulated into criminal activity for the benefit of others. Both the Wales safeguarding procedures and Sections 1 and 2 of the Modern Slavery Act (2015) state that exploitation can include slavery, forced labour, sexual exploitation, and the securing of services through threats or deception. 

Within both the Welsh context and the broader UK framework, safeguarding legislation places a statutory duty on local authorities to investigate when there is reasonable cause to suspect that a child is suffering, or is likely to suffer, significant harm. In Wales, this duty is further set out in part 7 of the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act (2014) and supported by the Wales Safeguarding Procedures. Across England and Wales, Section 47 of the Children Act (1989) provides the legal basis for child protection enquiries. Due to serious concerns about Dan particularly the likelihood that he was experiencing categories of both physical and emotional abuse at the hands of those exploiting him a social worker from the exploitation team was tasked with carrying out child protection enquiries. It is important to note that during my time practicing as a social worker within the Youth Violence and Exploitation Team, undertaking Section 47 child protection enquiries formed a core part of my responsibilities. Through this experience, I developed a clear understanding of the statutory requirements and the significance of these assessments in safeguarding children at risk of significant harm. The process provided a structured approach to gathering information from a range of professionals, providing a picture of a child’s circumstances. In Dan’s case, the enquiry allowed for concerns around criminal exploitation to be explored in depth, particularly those risks that extended beyond the family environment. The multi-agency nature of the assessment reflected the principles outlined in the Wales Safeguarding Procedures and supported the duty to cooperate under Section 162 of the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014. Looking back, I believe the enquiry not only met legal obligations but also facilitated a timely and coordinated safeguarding response, tailored to Dan’s individual needs and vulnerabilities.

In further reflection i consider this decision demonstrated the need for a safeguarding response that went beyond addressing the immediate risks and links directly to part 7 of the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act (2014) as well as principles of  The Wellbeing of Future Generations (Wales) Act (2015), which emphasises that safeguarding is not just about protecting children in the moment, but also about promoting their overall well-being moving forward.  

Prior to completing the AssetPlus assessment with Dan, I recognised the complexity of his case, which highlighted the challenge of analysing and balancing safeguarding concerns with youth justice responses. Addressing this required careful professional judgement, guided by a trauma-informed approach and an understanding of the wider contextual factors influencing Dan’s offending behaviour.
As I engaged with the assessment, I became increasingly aware of the tensions between the protective and rehabilitative aims. In reflection I found myself questioning whether youth justice procedures allowed sufficient flexibility to respond to Dan’s individual needs, particularly given his current experiences of trauma. This prompted me to reflect on how systemic structures can sometimes limit child centred practice, despite policy intentions. These complexities were further shaped by the need to consider the overlap between safeguarding legislation and youth justice procedures. In Wales, the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 places a statutory duty on professionals to promote wellbeing and protect children from harm. Whereby, youth justice frameworks, such as the Youth Justice Blueprint for Wales, emphasise diversion, prevention, and a trauma informed approach. I consider this dual responsibility calls for an integrated practice that is both protective and rehabilitative.
Looking back, I recognise that my initial assumptions about Dan’s behaviour were challenged as I considered the impact of trauma and the broader social and contextual safeguarding context. This experience reinforced the importance of remaining reflexive in my practice and highlighted the need to continually evaluate how policy and procedure align or conflict with the lived experiences and realities of the children we support.

As discussed, AssetPlus is a comprehensive assessment and planning framework developed by the Youth Justice Board (YJB) for use by all Youth Justice Services (YJS) across England and Wales (Baker, 2014). It aims to “identify strengths, needs, risks and issues” thereby facilitating the development of a flexible and dynamic, individualised intervention plan for each child (YJB, 2016: 6).
A key consideration in my practice and engagement with Dan was the guidance provided by the Youth Justice Board and the Youth Justice Blueprint for England and Wales, both of which are firmly aligned with a Child First approach. This framework prioritises co-produced assessments that focus on a child’s development and wellbeing, recognising them as a child first and an offender second.
This principle is echoed in the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 and the Wales Safeguarding Procedures and is further reinforced by Article 12 of the UNCRC, which emphasises that engaging with and actively listening to children and young people about their lived experiences should be the cornerstone of effective intervention and support.
The AssetPlus assessment tool reflects the Child First philosophy and is underpinned by four key tenets: recognising children as children, supporting the development of prosocial identities, collaborating with children, and promoting their diversion from the youth justice system and its associated stigma (Case & Browning, 2021). In reflection I believe these principles reinforce a right based, trauma-informed approach that seeks to empower young people and prioritise their long-term wellbeing over punitive, offence focused responses.
At the time of undertaking the assessment with Dan, I recognised the importance of acknowledging my own preexisting assumptions and balancing professional perspectives such as those shared during the strategy meeting and Section 47 assessment with Dan’s own views and lived experience.
In further reflection It was important to explore what he felt was happening in his life, whether he agreed with the concerns raised, and how relevant he believed those concerns were to the AssetPlus assessment.

I consider Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (1994) to be embedded within the AssetPlus information gathering stage, which focuses on four key areas each requiring evidence-based information: personal, family and social factors, offending and anti-social behaviour, foundations for change; and self-assessments completed by young people and their parents or carers.
AssetPlus draws on the Good Lives Model, which views offending as an attempt to meet primary human needs without access to prosocial means (Ward & Fortune, 2013). In reflection I consider this supported me to recognise how Dan’s behaviour may have been shaped by unmet needs and wider influences. Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory further supported this understanding by highlighting how interactions across family, peers, education, and society contribute to Dan’s development and vulnerability. These frameworks encouraged me to take a holistic view seeing Dan not just through the view of risk of re-offending, but in terms of Dan’s identity, social context, and potential for change. 
One example of Dan’s co-production in the assessment centred around his worries and increased vulnerability associated with his current accommodation needs. The Department for Education’s rapid review (2024) highlights that children often feel unsafe in supported accommodation due to issues such as instability, drug dealing, violence and exposure to exploitation. The Children’s Commissioner (2020) also draws attention to the risks associated with semi-independent placements, particularly where young people are placed without adequate support or safeguarding measures in place. The Department for Health (2023)

In line with the principles of the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014, Dan’s engagement and participation was key in capturing his voice and control within the AssetPlus assessment. On reflection, Dan’s ability to communicate his views and opinions highlighted his strengths as a young person. Saleebey (2006) emphasises that “a profound belief in the client’s potential is intrinsic to any strengths-based assessment and that thinking about strengths begins with understanding the goals and dreams the person holds reflecting on the possibilities and hope in their lives”. Dan demonstrated current areas of strength through his supportive family network, his engagement in a work placement, and a clear motivation to change in relation to future offending. Based on this I consider his ability to articulate aims and goals for his future further reinforced his potential for positive development and diversion from future offending.

Discussing the offence of possessing a bladed article, Dan demonstrated further strengths in reflection and insight, expressing that he felt the need to protect himself within the community. However, he was reluctant to further disclose the reasons for protection in the context of from what, from whom, or why he felt unsafe. Safeguarding Network states: “children and young people may experience cruel and violent treatment which creates fear for personal and family safety, preventing them from seeking safety and support”. Safeguarding Network (2025). 
On reflection, I recognised the importance of remaining child centred and adhering to the Social Care Wales Codes of Professional Practice by respecting Dan’s views, wishes, and feelings, particularly in relation to his reluctance to discuss the motivation or reasons for carrying the bladed article. 

However, I was faced with both a professional and ethical dilemma during the AssetPlus assessment, particularly when analysing and making recommendations concerning Dan’s risk of serious harm, his safety and wellbeing, and the likelihood of re-offending in the community. The Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984 (PACE) states that discussing the alleged offence publicly or with external agencies could prejudice the investigation or violate the child’s legal rights. Youth Justice Legal Centre, (2025). Additionally, Article 12 of the UNCRC emphasises that actions should be non-discriminatory and promote equality of opportunity, regardless of the child’s situation, personal characteristics, or environment. In reflection, I recognised a professional tension between the information shared during the multi-agency strategy meeting and the emerging concerns around Dan’s potential exploitation. Whilst the meeting offered a coordinated safeguarding response, I was mindful not to allow its procedural focus to dominate my assessment. Given the legal restrictions under PACE and Dan’s reluctance to share his worries, it was essential to remain reflective and ensure that his voice and lived experiences were central to the assessment. I believe safeguarding must always remain child centred and responsive to individual needs, particularly when young people may not feel safe enough to fully disclose their experiences. This reinforced the importance of collaboration and understanding the wider context of vulnerability within a trauma informed and rights-based approach.

However, based on the ethical dilemma I encountered, I recognised the importance of professional judgement in addressing morally complex situations. Hussey (1996) suggests that being a professional involves recognising when moral issues arise, reflecting on ethical decisions, and having the skills and motivation to act on those decisions in challenging circumstances. The Open University (2023).  In Dan’s case, there were still several unknown factors surrounding his reasons for carrying a bladed article and feeling the need for protection in the community. I acknowledged the potential impact this could have on his safety, wellbeing, and the likelihood of serious harm or further offending. Sinclair et al. (1995) highlight that risk assessment becomes particularly relevant when there is uncertainty and concern that an individual may be exposed to harm. The Open University (2023)

Based on the above dilemmas, I sought advice and guidance from my practice lead through supervision. From my previous notes and studies, The Open University (2023) states that supervision provides vital support in immediate situations, enabling social workers to explore solutions to problems that may initially feel insurmountable. In reflection I consider supervision helped me discuss the complexities and additional safeguarding needs of Dan’s case.
As part of a further safeguarding response, I considered the relevance of Section 45 and 46 of the Modern Slavery Act 2015, which provides a legal defence for children who commit offences as a direct result of exploitation, recognising that their actions may not be fully voluntary.                           Through professional judgement informed by the strategy meeting and liaison with the social worker following Section 47 investigations, I concluded that Section 45 and 46 was applicable in Dan’s case. I therefore submitted a referral to the National Referral Mechanism (NRM) competent authority. According to the UK Government, the NRM is a framework for identifying and referring potential victims of modern slavery and ensuring they receive appropriate protection and support both in the short term and into the future (Gov.UK).
Reflecting on this decision, I believe I was actively promoting Dan’s rights as a child, particularly those outlined in Articles 3, 34, and 39 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989). These articles place a duty on governments and local authorities to act in the best interests of the child, protect them from sexual abuse and exploitation, and support recovery and reintegration following trauma. I consider Dan’s case highlights the importance of safeguarding practice that responds to the wider context of a child’s vulnerability and lived experiences.

In conclusion, I consider that this case study has reflected on the assessment process and safeguarding decisions made regarding a young person involved in the youth justice system in Wales. Through critical reflection, I have explored how legislation, policy, and professional judgement shaped my professional responses, and how collaborative working and supervision supported me in managing complex decision making in Dan’s situation. I believe the use of AssetPlus helped me to take a holistic view of Dan’s needs, risks, and strengths, which supported child centred and trauma informed outcomes in relation to his current and ongoing needs.

Throughout the assessment, I consider I faced ethical dilemmas, particularly around balancing safeguarding concerns with youth justice procedures. I recognised the importance of keeping Dan’s voice at the centre of the assessment, even when he was reluctant to share certain information. I also had to consider the legal frameworks such as the Police and Criminal Evidence Act (1984) and the Modern Slavery Act (2015), which helped shape my decisions and uphold Dan’s rights. I believe this case study highlights the importance of understanding how safeguarding legislation in Wales connects with wider UK and international frameworks, such as the UNCRC. It also shows how local responses, like the Child Criminal Exploitation protocol, can support children who are at risk of or experiencing serious harm.

Reflecting on this experience, I feel I have developed a more in depth understanding of how theory, legislation, policy, and practice come together through real life situations. I have learned the benefits of supervision, multi-agency working, and the importance of being reflexive in my role. Most importantly, I have seen how safeguarding is not just about protection it’s about actively listening, understanding, and helping young people like Dan to feel safe, supported, and optimistic about their future.

Reflecting on this case, I consider that my learning and development has been shaped by the complexity of safeguarding within youth justice practice. I have developed a more in depth understanding of how legislation, policy, and theory connect in practice, and again how important it is to remain reflexive in my role. 
Furthermore, I believe that I have learned the value of supervision in helping me explore ethical dilemmas and make informed decisions, especially when faced with uncertainty. This experience has strengthened my own confidence in applying trauma informed and rights-based approaches and has encouraged me to continue developing my skills in working with young people who may be experiencing or have undiagnosed neurodiverse needs or are experiencing forms of exploitation. 

I further recognise the importance of co production of children, young people and families in assessment and actively listening to the lived experiences of children and young people, even when there are barriers to communication of current need and risk. Moving forward, I will continue to utilise both service user and professional feedback, use supervision effectively, and engage in ongoing continued professional development to improve my practice and promote positive outcomes for children and young people. 

4000 words (+/- 10%: include your actual word count at the end of each section). (4226)






24

image1.png
Prifysgol Cymru
N Y Drindod Dewi Sant

" University of Wales
Trinity Saint David




