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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. 


Adult one is a Caucasian female, in her late fifties. Adult one is, and describes herself as, a ‘foundling’. This is a term to describe babies abandoned by their birth parents and then found. Although unsure of where she was born, Adult one was raised in a Welsh town by Welsh adoptive parents and her first language was Welsh. She lives with her partner, male in his late fifties, who is originally from the North of England. Prior to the Covid lockdown, the couple moved into a warden control, housing association sheltered accommodation in Wales. The housing association supported the couple to move to alternative accommodation due to issues of self-neglect. The couple have minimal support network, elderly parent living in Scotland and they don’t interact with the other tenants at the sheltered accommodation. The area where they now live does have issues with anti-social behaviour, which may be a factor in why they rarely leave the property. Anti-Social behaviour in Wales makes up 16% of all reported crimes, and the number has decreased by 7.5% from 2023-2024 (plumpot,2024)

Adult one has an undiagnosed type of dementia, where she has excellent long term memory but very poor short term which resulted from a blood infection. Adult one also has a number of physical health issues that impact upon her mobility. She is described as an ‘Adult at Risk’, which under Section 126 (1) of the Social Services and Wellbeing (Wales) Act 2014 defines this as someone who is 

· “Experiencing or at risk of abuse or neglect
· Has care and support needs … whether or not the local authority is meeting those needs
· Unable to protect themselves against the abuse or neglect or risk of it.”

Interestingly the Canadian Adult Protection Act 1989 defines an adult at risk as a person who is sixteen years old and over who is in need of protection in the premises that they reside. Ireland, as part of the European Union, defines an ‘Adult at risk’, “a person over eighteen who needs help to protect themselves or their interests at a particular point in time, whether due to personal characteristics or circumstances and is at risk of experiencing harm” (Ireland Department of Health, 2024). It would appear that generally the definition for ‘adult at risk’ are very similar, but the age considered an adult can vary between countries.
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Part 7 of the SSWB(W)A 2014 details the legislated duties and principles a Local Authority in Wales must adhere to when an Adult Safeguarding Report has been received. The Act also contains the legal requirements for the National Independent Safeguarding Board, Wales is split in to 6 regions with a Safeguarding Board designated to each area. The Board developed ‘Wales Safeguarding Procedures’, which detail the role and responsibilities for practitioners around the safeguarding of adults and children. They are designed to standardise practice, and between agencies across Wales (Social Care Wales, 2022). The procedures are available to practitioners via a mobile phone application which our local authority encourages every worker to download so we can refer to through our daily duties and be kept up to date and made aware of any changes to policy or legislation. 

More than words Five Year Plan 2022-27 highlights the need to promote the Welsh language in social care settings (Welsh Government). As Practitioners it is important to deliver the ‘Active Offer’, which is providing a service in Welsh without the individual having to request it. When I first met Adult one, I was aware that they were brought up and educated in a rural area of Wales where 64% (Census, 2024) of that counties population speak Welsh. Although their partner identified as English and spoke English, I was aware that research suggests individuals with dementia revert back to the ‘mother tongue’ (Davis, 2014). I was led by Adult one and would alternate between languages as they would thus ensuring communication was person centred. Wright (2016) pointed out that age related changes in a person’s cognition can impact upon their language functions, so it was important to be mindful that as a first language Welsh speaker, Adult one may converse more effectively in her mother tongue.

The Wellbeing of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015, unique to Wales, gives public bodies the legal obligation to consider the impact of their decisions and to work in co-operation with individuals to tackle longstanding problems, including inequalities. Local Authorities must consider this piece of legislation and the seven wellbeing goals when making decisions. Practitioners in Wales must involve individuals to make sustainable decisions within Safeguarding and take preventative measures. 

The Welsh Language (Wales) Measures 2011 was brought into to update the framework around using the Welsh language when delivering services to the public. The legislation established the Welsh Language Commissioner who role is to ensure Welsh is treated equally to that of English and has the powers to investigate when individuals have been denied the freedom to use Welsh.

A CID16 form was received from the Police citing concerns for Adult two, detailing evidence of on-line scamming and concerns as to whether Adult two had the Mental Capacity to understand the financial situation of these actions. Upon looking at historic records, I could see over the last 5 years there had been various CID16’s reporting similar incidents. The Mental Capacity Act 2005 is a statutory framework to protect and empower individuals who are unable to make decisions for themselves. The Act has five key principles, significantly that as practitioners we should assume someone has capacity, until this has been assessed otherwise. The Act lays out guidelines for practitioners to support the individual with decision making, ensuring the decision must be in the best interest of the individual and the path for the least restrictive option has been taken. The Wales Safeguarding Procedures require practitioners to ensure that the five principles of the Mental Capacity Act 2005 are embedded in practice when working with adults at risk (SCW, 2022). 

A Mental Capacity assessment, as detailed within the Mental Capacity Act 2005 was completed with adult one to assess her capacity to understand and manage her finances.  Prior to the assessment I had undertaken some research around ‘Executive Functioning’ (Balmford, 2023) were the individual is able to provide coherent answers to questions asked. However, their actions are unable to mirror the intentions in the answers provided. Evidence of executive functioning is not evidence of lack of capacity. Due to the complexity of Adult one’s cognition I felt that I had observed evidence of her displaying this function in other circumstances. Mental Capacity assessments are also time and decision specific, and decision making requires different cognitive abilities to undertake complex processes when decision making (Mackenzie, 2020). When preparing for the assessment I used my knowledge and research on the effect of cognition on mental capacity, to plan out the times and days that I would visit. I ensured I met with adult one both in the morning and afternoon, I was mindful not to present in a formal interview style, and also to collate ‘real world’ observations from carers and other professionals involved (Cameron, 2020). Reflecting on the assessment, I could argue that my judgement was somewhat bias when using the information gathered from Adult two regarding his partner’s mental capacity, due to their involvement in the abuse. However, the history provided about his partner was beneficial to the assessment, therefore not all information given should be dismissed casually. 

The Equality Act 2010 is an important piece of legislation pivotal in safeguarding procedures. The Act unified various anti-discrimination laws for individuals with protected characteristics, such as disability, which would be applicable to Adult one. The Code of Professional Practice for Social Care together with the Code of Ethics for Social Workers specify that practitioners must promote equality and demonstrate anti-discrimination practice (British Association of Social Workers, 2021). Wales and the UK have signed up to the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR), which contains articles protecting basic rights. The Human Rights Act 1998 has incorporated these rights into domestic law. The Wales Safeguarding Procedures list articles 2 (Right to life) 3 (prohibition of degrading treatment of punishment), 5 (Right to liberty and security) , 6 (right to a hearing without bias) and 8 (right to a private and family life, with the protection of the rights and freedoms of others) and particularly relevant to adult safeguarding (CSW, 2022). In 2016, the then UK Prime Minister, committed to withdrawing from the ECHR to change Human Rights law in the UK (Senedd Research, 2024) 

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (2006) is an important piece of human rights legislation in my field of work. It reaffirms that those with disabilities must have their human rights and freedoms protected. The Welsh Government (Gov Wales) are working to incorporate this convention into Welsh law, which would have a positive impact on Social Worker practices in Wales. The UNCRPD argues supported decision making is most effective method to safeguard the autonomy of those individuals with impaired capacity (MacIntyre, 2018)

It was agreed at the Multi-disciplinary meeting that educating Adult two around on-line scams would minimise the risks plus some more intervention from the finance team around budgeting. Oliver (2023) highlights that within the SSWB(W)A 2014, scamming would be considered abuse and not an unwise decision as some would suggest. Research (Rosenorn-Lang, 2020) shows that scamming can impact an individual’s health and wellbeing, by going without food or experiencing a decline in health. There was some conflict around this decision as I felt there was sufficient evidence to suggest financial abuse towards adult one. On reflection I could have advocated more for adult one, however the other professionals involved felt the risks had been minimised.  

Following raised concerns of lack of food and electric again. I was concerned that these incidents were becoming more frequent, therefore influenced by my professional judgement, I supported the housing association warden to submit an Adult Safeguarding Report to submit to the Multi Agency Safeguarding Hub. Taylor (2017) reminds me that we need to be careful of bias in professional judgement, but use the knowledge available to make those risk decisions. Section 128 (1) SSWB(W)A 2014 states relevant partners must inform the local authority if they suspect a person is an adult at risk. 

Gaining consent is important, as this creates trust and effective partnership working (Spreadbury, 2020) however there are concerns that raising a safeguarding concern can impact on the relationship between the individual and Social Worker. It is important to have these discussions with the Safeguarding team to discuss the implications. However, Section two of the Wales Safeguarding Procedures state that consent is not required when a family member is identified as the alleged abuser (SCW, 2022) and practitioner should discuss the appropriateness of consent with the local authority safeguarding team. I revisited adult one to gain consent to make further enquiries and explained my concerns and how we can make them safe and minimise risk of further abuse. Naturally, Adult one had concerns, research undertaken by Pritchard (2000) highlighted financial abuse of older women in later life was exacerbated by lack of service and support when the disclosure was made. Older women were left with feelings of worthlessness and self-blame.  However, Dixon (2023) adds that service user involvement during safeguarding builds trust and is a core element of risk work. He also pointed out that the way the risk is explained to the individual will either build that trust or alienate them.

Once a report has been received by the Safeguarding team, there is a duty by the Local Authority to make enquiries and collect further information to ascertain whether the adult is, or might be at risk (SCW, 2022). In this local authority, the Safeguarding team is responsible to making these initial enquiries, and part of their processes in this case was to speak to me direct for additional information. The screening stage should be finalised within seven working days and there are three possible outcomes to this enquiry. The first, there is no further outcome for safeguarding, where no evidence of abuse or harm has been identified. The second outcome, there is cause to believe abuse or neglect has occurred therefore further enquires are needed. The third outcome is the adult has been identified as having care and support needs. Under Part three SSWB(W)A 2014 the individual should be assessed, which can be completed alongside those safeguarding enquires (SCW, 2022). Interestingly, Canadian legislation is detailed in the Adult Protection Act (1989). All safeguarding enquires must be followed up on the same working day, once allocated to a Protection worker (Social Worker) enquires must be completed within twenty-four hours. Canada has assessment time scales based on level of risk. Extreme risk within one day, moderate risk within five days (Adult protection policy, 2011). The republic of Ireland has similar time scales, where the safeguarding team is notified within one day of concern arising and primary screening is completed within three days. The outcome of my safeguarding report was that under Section 126 (2) SSWB(W)A 2014 further enquires were required as there was cause to believe adult one was at risk of abuse.

The outcome of the Section 126 enquiries was to hold a strategy meeting with all relevant professionals. Some of the main purposes of the meeting is to ensure the co-ordination of adult protection, to share all relevant information and consider a course of action to protect the adult at risk (SCW, 22). Multi-Disciplinary Team meeting can result in tensions and conflict but to minimise these tensions it’s important to ensure effective collaboration by fostering good communication and an understanding of roles and responsibilities (Koubel, 2017). Tensions arose when there was confusion about who was responsible for what and delays in tasks being completed. It was important to maintain communication outside of the MDT and I would update my co-worker on a regular basis in regard to my work with adult one. It was important for me to pass on any information which may be pivotal to their ongoing work with adult two, and could have impact on any decision they may be making. I also felt it important to prioritise regular attendance at the MDT’s rather than send in apologies and updates, this fosters effective communication and creates discussions when tensions arise. 

Being part of an MDT, it is important to consider the General Data Protection Regulation 2018, which is pivotal framework when public bodies share confidential and personal information. However, where there is safeguarding concern regarding an adult at risk, then this regulation allows for lawful information sharing between professional bodies (SCW, 2022).

Professional discussions within the strategy meeting agreed that an outcome should be an application to the Court of Protection for deputyship over finances. Adult one had requested her partner take on the role of lasting power of attorney, but could not identify the risks this would bring should adult two have full control over their finances. A ‘Best Interest’ assessment was undertaken which is ‘rights’ focused and collaborative which provides  thorough research into the adults rights, views, and impact of risk on their independence (Spreadbury, 2020). In safeguarding, balancing the individual’s wishes, rights, needs and risk is complex (Spreadbury, 2020). Adult one view is they want and need their partner (alleged abuser) involved in their life. Adult one doesn’t have the mental capacity to understand the risks involved, nor able to weigh up and consider the risks that adult two has to their wellbeing, i.e. lack of food, electricity etc. Reflecting in supervision with my manager, I had some conflict with this decision, adult one was reliant on her partner and, due to her cognition, was unaware that her finances were being used for gambling. However, she wanted him to continue to manage the finances with little outside interference. It was important to consider her voice, however, there was history of reoccurring financial abuse and involving deputyship minimised the risk of further abuse.
It was important to use my professional judgement on this decision based on the history and my knowledge on the couple.  Adult one did inform me that her partner has explored a Lasting Power of Attorney, however he was declared bankrupt some year ago which disqualified him from the role (Gov.UK, 2024). However, the Office of Public Guardian and Court of Protection can investigate the LPA if they are suspected of misusing the individual’s finances.

The strategy recommended updating the Safeguarding risk assessments, these are living documents and as such should be updated regularly as the situation changes and develops (Dixon, 2023) Collaboration between social workers is common practice, however, this can be blighted by poor sharing of information and communication. Risk assessments can address these issues and improve collaborative working (Keenan, 2012). My colleague and I undertook joint visits with the couple to go through the risk assessment, adult one was able to express their views regarding the content. I felt, to reduce any power imbalance, it was important to demonstrate inclusion with adult one, recognising her voice and to help her fully understand the risks. Practitioners who have a philosophy of empowering individuals can improve practice by demonstrating to colleagues the value of collaborative working (Gorman, 2019).

Adult one has identified care and support needs, and as such she was assessed as requiring care to support with her physical disabilities. The daily support also formed part of the risk assessment as ‘someone’ would be visiting and could feedback if there were further signs of neglect. However, Thompson (2024) highlights the significant challenges Wales has attracting workers into social care, which include low pay, status and long hours. Adult one lives in a part of the county which care agencies struggle to attract workers, which they attribute to the remoteness of the location and poor road infrastructure, often made worse during the winter months when conditions deteriorate. Due to the staff shortages, local agencies are hiring individuals from across the Welsh boarder. This has a significant impact on the availability of the welsh language to those individuals requiring services. 

When I was preparing to begin working with adult one in terms of safeguarding and assessing care and support needs, I utilised Pat Collingwood (2008) three stage theory framework. The first stage is a process of gathering information, as per safeguarding enquiries and then considering what further information is required as part of the assessment. Stage two links theories into my practice, helping me to understand how and why adult one and two find themselves in this situation which produces a more informed assessment. The third stage identifies the theory that shapes the intervention used with the couple to achieve those person centred outcomes. The ‘exchange model’ as defined by Smale (1993) I felt was more person focused. The model asserts the individual has a better understanding of their situation and how it affects them. Although Adult one has cognitive loss, they were still able to offer a perspective and how their condition effects them to inform the assessment. Building relationships with the adult with cognition problems is imperative for effective safeguarding and risk assessment. It is also important to take a person-centred approach to empower the individual to identify their outcomes and wishes (Metcalf, 2023). 

The Social work theory which help informed me on the situation was Bowlby ‘Attachment Theory’. Adult one was abandoned as a child, which can have an impact on that individual forming relationships into Adulthood. Bowlby also pointed to the individual could become dependent on another adult, even though Adult one is aware that their finances were being mismanaged, they still feel they want their partner to continue caring for them. I felt this theory helped explain why Adult one was reluctant for ‘another person’ to intervene in their finances in replacement of her partner and it wasn’t because she didn’t fully understand what was happening to her. Adult one had concerns that she would be removed into a care home, and it was important that I communicated this was not the intentions.

I felt it important to understand the perspective of Adult two and how he found himself in this situation, because it was evident that the two individuals did care for each other. I considered Systems Theory (Bronfenbrnner, 1994) which explains how a person’s support network can be placed under increased pressures due to a change in circumstances. The change could be a progressively deteriorating disability, like adult one, which could explain changes in adult two’s behaviours. Adult one and two live an isolated existence with little interaction with the other residents nor having an extended social network. The impact upon Adult two seeing his long term partner experience a deterioration in her overall health would be significant on his overall wellbeing. Polices that have been implemented to relieve pressure on un-paid carers and been impacted by severe cuts to services which needs to be a consideration when addressing the risk assessment (Lloyd, 2023). I feel this theory helped me understand that adult two motives were not necessarily for unscrupulous gain, but rather an effect of watching his long term partner’s health deteriorate to a point where he almost doesn’t recognise her.

I have used supervision to reflect upon this case, and found the process useful when faced with complex or difficult cases. I found Gibbs (1998) reflective model useful to reflect back upon this Safeguarding case. The model first two stages allow me to consider and describe the experience and then explore my thoughts and feelings throughout that experience.  I was able to use reflection to question what was being presented and explore further to ascertain the actual situation.

The third stage evaluates the experience, both the good and the bad elements. I felt that a strengths based approach allowed the voice and wishes of Adult one to be heard in the safeguarding arena, as well as build a co-productive relationship with Adult one. A negative experience was the joint working with the other Social Work team and the tensions around my expectations of what they should be doing and the timescales in which they should be done. 

The Analysis stage enable me to make sense of what’s happened, and theory enable me to have a good understanding of the couples situation and how event transcribed. The fifth stage, conclusion, explores what I have learnt and could do differently whilst the last stage allows me to reflect on how I would manage a similar experience going forward. I have learnt that Safeguarding and risk management is not about removing the risk completely but instead looking to reduce the likelihood of the events happening again or to reduce the impact upon the individual should it happen again (Kemshall, 2011). A misconception is, within the realms of safeguarding, social workers will try and break up relationships to eliminate risk. However, the role of the social worker isn’t straightforward and is underpinned by complex legality (Mandelstam, 2019). I was surprised how engaging Adult two was throughout the process, even though he at one point thought his partner would be removed and placed in a residential home. I questioned whether the initial building  of a relationship and developing the trust has an impact on his perception and willingness to work with social services.

Speadbury (2024) argues that although there are legal / policy frameworks and statutory guidance to support safeguarding decisions, this should not be a reason to exclude professional judgement. She added that Professional curiosity should be used to explore and understand a situation instead of accepting the picture at face value. I felt I demonstrated this curiosity by listening and exploring through critically and evaluating the information available. On reflection, taking adult two at face value would indicate he is a victim of online scammers, however, by using professional curiosity and exploring further by liaising with other professionals, it became apparent that adult one’s finances were being uses for gambling purposes and buying explicit pictures of women on the internet. Reflecting upon professional judgement I developed a positive relationship with adult one with resulted in them engaging with myself and other professionals involved to reduce the risks involved and promoting her safety, whilst respecting adults one’s wishes to remain living with her partner. 

Social Work practice is based upon professional ethics which were demonstrated through my practice working with adult one. The British Association of Social Workers (2021) has a Code of Ethics which all members sign up to. The code has three ethical principles; human rights, social justice and professional integrity. The code has guidance for practicing ethically, which during this case I demonstrated though developing relationships, assessing and managing risk, ensuring adult one was empowered to make choices and decisions, to ensure accurate details are recorded and that professional supervision was used to reflect and make professional judgments.  I feel that though out this case study I demonstrated the National Occupational Standards were woven throughout my practice, particularly in terms of personal centred approaches and outcomes and assessing needs and risks. I feel that my knowledge of safeguarding policies and procedures have developed significantly throughout this case study as well as the skills required to implement them through practice.
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