Section 4 

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)




The aim of this task is to critically reflect on a specific piece of work that I have undertaken with a young person where safeguarding concerns were identified. I am aware that critical reflection and critically reflective practice are key aspects of Social Work. Being able to critically reflective on situations allows a practitioner to turn their experiences into learning which can then improve and strengthen practice. Demonstrating critical reflection in practice gives a Social Worker the ability to consider the legislations, policies, procedures and theories that inform their practice. It also allows them to think about how protocols can hinder their practice and the chance to think about ways to overcome the obstruction. 

This case will demonstrate how Government Legislation, Policies and guidance informed my practice when working with this young person. It will highlight theories that were used to achieve the best possible outcomes and the importance of being able to critically reflect on situations to improve my practice. 

This element involves young person 1, who is a 16 year old female, with no religious beliefs. 1 moved to the UK from a European country to live with her dad and paternal grandmother, following the death of her mum. Despite this, 1 identifies herself as White British and her preferred language is English. 
In the interest of confidentiality, all the names in this piece of work have been changed to protect the identity of the individuals involved. Social Care Wales (SCW) insists that all Social Work professionals must respect an individual’s confidential information (SCW, 2017, 2.4). 
1 first came to the attention of Social Services when she was around 10, as her dad was arrested for allegedly kidnapping a 13 year old girl and at the same time, there were concerns that he had connections in human trafficking. As a result 1 was subject to S.47 investigations and she and her step siblings were placed on the Child Protection Register under the category of sexual abuse. At the time these investigations took place, the Children Act 1989 was the central legislation for all safeguarding concerns relating to children. A strategy discussion was carried out and it was decided that 1 would live with her step mum with a robust safety plan in place. The charges against 1’s dad were dropped and there was no further action. However, Social Services, did not feel that it was appropriate for 1 to return to the care of her dad, so she remained with step mum and step siblings. 

A short time later the family became known to Social Services again following incidents of domestic violence between 1’s step mum and dad. 1’s dad was the perpetrator of the violence and had physically assaulted her step mum. Following research carried out by Radford et al (2011) “Around 1 in 5 children have been exposed to domestic abuse”. Additionally, it was recognised that dads violence and aggression was evidently worse when he was under the influence of alcohol. It is not a given that a child living in a household where there is parental substance misuse will be affected, however it is vital that it is considered as a possible risk. Cleaver, Unell and Aldgate (2011) documented that children are more likely to suffer significant harm living in families experiencing more than one problem such as domestic violence and substance misuse. 

Following the concerns Social Services carried out an initial assessment, which identified that an in-depth core assessment was required to assess step mums ability to protect 1 and her step siblings and to establish the level of risk posed to the children. The children were placed on the Child Protection Register for a second time, under the category of physical abuse. They remained on the register for a period of a year and were then de registered and closed to the local authority, as dad had engaged well with the appropriate services, the children were appropriately safeguarded and there were no further concerns raised.

6 months ago 1’s dad and step mum split, resulting in dad leaving the family home. 1 chose to live with her dad, but has accessed support from Social Services very recently to explore her accommodation options, as she no longer wanted to live with dad. Social Services signposted 1 to our service for us to offer information and advice.
 
As a Social Worker working in a third sector organisation, I carry out assessments with young people who are homeless or at threat of becoming homeless. I do not have the same role as a Social Worker working within a Local Authority, but I carry out assessments to identify young people’s accommodation support needs. The assessments that I carry out are tailored to the service requirements and adhere to local policies and procedures. They comply with all the necessary legislation surrounding children and young people, but also take in to account the housing aspect. Under Part 2 of the Social Services and Well Being (Wales) Act (SSWBA) 2014 I am required to offer information, advice and assistance to young people who are not open to Social Services and do not require any statutory support, but experiencing crisis or living in a complex situation. Despite not having the same role as a statutory Social Worker, I am aware that I will always share the same duties and responsibilities in relation to safeguarding. 

1 was signposted to the service, by the local authority intake team, as she wanted support to explore her alternative options of accommodation. At the time 1 was signposted there were no identified safeguarding concerns and she did not require a care and support plan. 

As a Social Worker in an accommodation team, I had a duty to carry out an assessment with 1 to allow her the opportunity to share her wishes and feelings on her situation and to determine whether there are any further safeguarding concerns posed to her whilst living with dad (SCW, 2017, 1.2, 1.3). According to Lord Laming (2009), one of the key mechanisms to a high quality assessment is gathering as much information as possible, from the individual, and where possible, from family, friends and professionals, to have a clear understanding of what is happening to the child and their family (Horwath, 2010). Prior to 1 coming in, I was able to access information from the local authorities system, which informed me of the historic concerns Social Services had in relation to 1’s family. Having the ability to obtain this information is beneficial in order for me to consider any potential safeguarding concerns, which may have been a concern previously. 
However, despite having an insight in to the concerns, I did not allow this information to affect the support I provided to 1. I always ensure my practice is delivered in an anti-discriminatory way and I am mindful of being non-judgemental (SCW, 2017, 5.5). Nevertheless, it did allow me to think about the challenging upbringing 1 has experienced and gave me knowledge on historic safeguarding concerns. 

Upon meeting with 1, she presented very quiet and reserved. I instantly felt that I may have needed to develop a relationship with 1 before she would be willing to open up about her circumstances. I had a responsibility to explain to 1 about confidentiality and information sharing procedures, as I had a duty to report any safeguarding concerns that may arise during the meeting (SCW, 2017, 2.4, 6.1). I then allowed her to take the discussion in the way in which she wanted it to go (SCW, 2017, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3). 

During the assessment with 1 we discussed her family relationships and support networks. 1 reported that it was becoming increasingly difficult living with her dad, due to his alcohol abuse and aggression. “Parental alcohol misuse damages and disrupts the lives of children and families in all areas of society, spanning all social classes; it blights the lives of whole families and harms the development of children trapped by the effects of their parents’ problematic drinking” (Turning Point, 2006). I explored this further to determine whether there were any safeguarding concerns (Welsh Government, 1989). 1 continued in disclosing that her father had raped her when she was 10 years old and continued to sexually inappropriately touch her and her step sister until very recently. 

When reflecting on my responsibility to explain the confidentiality procedures I was relieved that I made it clear at the start of the meeting that any information that highlights risk of harm or abuse must be shared with or without the person’s consent, or else 1 could have felt angry and betrayed to be told afterwards. On the other hand, there is concern that by offering this information at the start could have prevented a young person from sharing information if they knew that their secret was going to be exposed. This highlights that while policies and procedures ensure that social work practice is safe and legal it can also cause dilemmas. Fortunately, in this case 1 was well informed and she willingly shared information and also agreed to make statements to both Social Services and the Police. 

Acknowledging these concerns that 1 had disclosed, I applied communication theory recognizing that effective communication is an important part of Social Work practice (Koprowska, 2014). I applied a variety of different communication skills with 1, including verbal, non-verbal and written communication.
I reassured 1 that she would be supported and kept safe throughout the process and I would be there to support her if she needed. Despite my feelings and personal values, I made sure I did not let them cloud my judgement and affect the support I provided to 1. I recognize that my personal values and opinions should not be inflicted onto others and I am conscious of this when working with individuals in sensitive, difficult circumstances (Banks, 2012). I remained calm and professional and thought clearly about the next steps I had to take to protect 1 and her siblings from further harm from dad. 
To enable me to write a detailed referral to Social Services, I made notes with 1 and relayed back what she had told me. I did this not only to capture the disclosure in her own words, but to also show her that I had been listening to her and I had paid attention to everything she had said. Active listening is seen as a crucial component in Social Work practice. It represents a clear demonstration that a person is listening and has understood what the individual has said. Being an active listener also conveys empathy. It is important to understand how the individual is feeling and gain a sense of what it is like to be in their world (Henderson & Mathew-Bryne, 2016).

In accordance with the Social Work Code of Ethics and Social Care Wales Code of Practice, I had a clear acknowledgement of my authority of being a Social Worker and the power I had in terms of my role in reporting the concerns to initiate the child protection process (British Association of Social Workers (BASW), 2002; SCW, 2017, 3.4). I made a conscious effort to make sure I did not use my power to make 1 feel uncomfortable in anyway. Even though, I had a lot of feelings going through my mind of stress, anxiety, sadness, I never lost sight of 1 in the situation.
I tried to imagine myself in her situation and how I would want a Social Worker to react and support me. I tried to show empathy and continued to reassure her that she had done the right thing. 
I initially followed our service safeguarding protocols in reporting the safeguarding concerns directly to my Line Manager. This complies with ‘Working Together to Safeguard Children: A Guide to Inter-agency Working Together to Safeguard and Promote the Welfare of Children’, (Welsh Government, 2015), which states that agencies as a whole must take into account whether protection and safeguarding actions are needed. I then followed the All Wales Child Protection Procedures (AWCPP) (2008), which is set of procedures to guide child protection for every Local Safeguarding Children Board (LSCB) in Wales. The procedures provide a structure for all child protection referrals, actions, decisions and plans are made and carried out (Welsh Government, 2008). It is my legal responsibility as a Social Worker in the third sector to follow child protection procedures and to work together with other professionals to safeguard children and young people (Welsh Government, 2004).

It was evident that these concerns required a Section 47 investigation underpinned by the Children Act 1989 and reinforced by the Social Services Well Being (Wales) Act 2014. I was also mindful that the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) established 42 articles outlining the rights of the child and one of the articles, Article 19 states “Governments should ensure that children are properly cared for, and protect them from violence, abuse and neglect by their parents or anyone else who looks after them” (Welsh Government, 2018). 

I reported 1’s disclosure to the Information, Advice and Assistance (IAA) team for the Local Authority. I recommended that they carried out a S.47 investigation due to the level of risk posed to 1. I also informed them 1 had disclosed that she believed her younger step siblings were still having contact with dad and that her step mum was fully aware of what her dad had been doing to her and her sister, but chose to ignore them. 

It was at this point that the case management was allocated to a Local Authority Social Worker to carry out the S.47 investigation. I made them aware that in 1’s circumstances she had very limited support networks and extremely limited family support. 1 had no contact with her extended family but identified her best friend and her family as her support. Systems Theory is a key theory that I used to inform my practice with 1, to explore her support networks and determine how they could be used to promote her safety and keep her safe (Beckett & Horner, 2016; Teater, 2014). I advocated on behalf of 1 in sharing her wishes and feeling with Social Services, in wanting to stay with her close friend and their family on a temporary basis, until her circumstances settled. Additionally, I gave 1 the opportunity to maximise decisions making and encouraged her to contribute to what she would like the next steps to be to ensure she was safe (SCW, 2017, 1.3; Welsh Government, 2018). 

Social Services gave the ok for 1 to stay with her close friend and planned to meet up with her the following day to support her in making statements. I kept in regular contact with the Social Worker throughout the day sharing information that 1 had disclosed in order to inform their next steps.

On reflection, I feel the partnership working, between myself and the local authority, on this piece of work, worked to the best of its abilities. I recognise that one of the most crucial components of safeguarding children and young people is collaborative working (SCW, 2017, 3.6). It is noted in the AWCPP, Children Act 1989, Children Act 2004, SSWBA 2014 and many more, that safeguarding children and young people is the responsibility of everyone (Barker and Hodes, 2007; Welsh Government, 2015). Working together and sharing appropriate information is key to safeguarding children and promoting their wellbeing outcomes (Quinney & Hafford-Letchfield, 2012; Crawford, 2012). Furthermore, the National Occupational Standards (2003) puts a huge emphasis on the importance of Social Workers working in partnership with other professionals and organisations to share and gather information relevant to a case. A S.47 investigation requires a multidisciplinary approach involving other relevant professionals including the Social Worker, Police, Education, Health, Support Services and any relevant professional that is involved with the young person who can contribute to a Child Protection Plan. 

Nevertheless, historical failure to share information and work in a collaborative way has been highlighted in inquiry reports and serious case reviews. One of the initial reports to highlight this as an issue was in the Lord Laming report in 2003 into the death of Victoria Climbie. He stated, “Effective support for children and families cannot be achieved by a single agency acting alone” (Laming Report, 2003). He defined effective safeguarding as a ‘multi-disciplinary task’ where all professionals and services collectively work together (Laming Report, 2003; Parton, 2006). Laming identified a number of failings relating to professionals not sharing information with other agencies involved with Victoria, which with hindsight could have prevented her death if it was shared appropriately (Laming, 2003). As a result, I keep this in mind during my practice and always liaise with the necessary professionals and services in order to provide a better service to young people and to safeguard the wellbeing of the young people. 

The Children Act 2004 was introduced to reinforce a duty on practitioners to work together and provided guidance on how to do so. Unfortunately, practice did not change enough and seen the unfortunate death of Baby Peter Connelly a few years later. He suffered extensive internal and external injuries over a nine month period and was involved with an extensive range of services and professionals. Laming carried out another report in to the death of Baby Peter’s and found more evidence to suggest poor inter agency collaboration. He acknowledges that collaborative practice can be challenging on times, particularly when professionals are under pressure (Lord Laming, 2009). However, he stated that this does not give any omission into them losing sight of their central premises of safeguarding. 

On reflection of my case with 1, it has made me think about the historical intervention and collaboration provided to 1 and her siblings when previous safeguarding concerns were identified. From gathering information I was made aware that 1’s father was previously arrested for the kidnapping of a child and having connections in human trafficking. It made me think that if the local authority social services investigated further and the police and courts gathered more evidence, could the abuse on 1 and her sister have been prevented full stop or identified a lot earlier, preventing further abuse occurring. It has made me think about the level of collaboration at the time 1’s father was arrested and whether enough was done to ensure 1 was not a potential risk to children. I have reflected on whether the local authority and criminal justice system have failed to protect 1 and with hindsight could her abuse have been prevented.  

Following the assessment with 1, I had two days annual leave scheduled. This was not a result of the work I undertook with 1, it had already been scheduled. At the time I was worried that by taking my leave I would be letting 1 down, by not being there for her through the next steps. I was very conscious that I did not want her to feel that she had confided in me and disclosed something very personal and I had gone on leave for a few days after. I was confident that 1 would have received very good support from the local authority and the police, but it did not stop me thinking about her and how she would have been feeling. 
On reflection, I feel having leave straight after gave me the opportunity to sit and think about what had happened. It allowed me the breathing space to think about how I handled the situation and to consider what I would do differently if a similar situation was to happen again. However, I do think it would have been very beneficial for me to have had a reflective discussion with my line manager or a colleague immediately after. I did raise the case in my formal supervision but this was a few weeks later, when it was not as fresh in my memory. 

When I first qualified being able to reflect on situations did not come naturally to me. It was something I did at the time of a situation and then something I thought about after. Despite working in my role for 3 years, I still find it difficult on times to reflect in action when working to support young people in crisis. 

Trevithick (2012) identified the importance of being able to critically reflect and suggests that Social Workers may miss opportunities and chances if they are unable to reflect on their experiences. Fook and Gardners (2007) recognise that critical reflection is not just thinking about experiences, it is looking deeper into the principles of thinking, actions and emotions. It is about understanding individuals in their social environment and making the link between individual and society. Critical thinking refers to a variety of theory and models that have been developed to help Social Workers become reflective practitioners. 

The situations I am faced with can sometimes be quite stressful and demanding and I am often working to time limits. I find myself practising in a way which best support a young person to achieve their wellbeing outcomes, that I don’t actually think about how I achieved the positive outcomes. Rutter and Brown (2012) identified supervision as a crucial way of being able to critically reflect. I find my regular supervision sessions a very useful tool in allowing me the time to think about how I support young people to achieve positive outcomes. It gives me the opportunity to think about what has informed my practice and the impact it has had on the young person. This is reinforced by the National Occupational Standards 2003. Social Care Wales introduced these standards, revised in 2011, as a benchmark for what is expected to deliver good Social Work practice. It puts an emphasis on Social Workers to receive regular supervision to give them the opportunity to critically reflect on their practice. It also reinforces the importance of reviewing and evaluating practice to identify any gaps in knowledge and any identified training to meet learning needs (Welsh Government, 2011).  

Additionally, being able to reflect on situations allows me to think about how I conduct and deliver myself as a person and also as at professional. 1 made it clear that I was the only professional she had disclosed this information too. Reflecting back this made me think about whether she found me approachable and felt comfortable enough to make the disclosure or whether it was coincidence that 1 was ready to disclose and I gave her the forum to do so. 

Furthermore, having critically reflected on this case, it has reminded me that my ability to assess risk and follow safeguarding procedures, whilst feeling stressed and under pressure, has improved. When I initially qualified I would panic at the thought of a safeguarding disclosure, but now I feel I am more in control now of my role as a Social Worker and feel more confident in supporting young people in difficult situations.  I feel that a large part of this has been down to working in partnership with other professionals and services. It has allowed me to learn and develop from other people’s skills and experience. Since qualifying, I have learnt that despite professional differences, you should never lose sight of your duties and the aim of your role.

Ultimately, being able to use Schön’s model of reflection in action and reflection on action has made it clear to me that learning is something that I will be doing throughout the whole of my career as a Social Worker. Social Work is an ever changing profession and Payne (2005) suggests that in order to continue to be an effective Social Worker, you need to keep up to date with the improvements to legislation, standards and local policies and procedures. It just goes to show that legislation is fast emerging. Reflecting back to when I first qualified my duties and responsibilities were underpinned by the Children Act 1989 and the revised Children Act 2004. The 1989 Act was seen as the first significant law to outline duties in relation to child protection. It was primary legislation that placed a duty on professionals to safeguard and promote the welfare of children and young people (Community Care, 2005). However, Wales seen the introduction of the Social Services & Wellbeing (Wales) Act 2014, which has become the main piece of legislation for all Social Services departments. It has continued to emphasis the significance in reporting child protection concerns and investigating S.47 enquiries and as a result, is the only part that still remains of the Children Act 1989 (Welsh Government, 2014).  

I do not think it gets any easier supporting young people who have been victims of abuse or ones that have disclosed extremely sensitive, life changing information. However, I have recognised that with experience and the chance to develop knowledge and skills, I have become a little more resilient each time. I feel that with further experience I will learn the balance of being resilient enough to achieve the best outcomes, but still have that level of empathy to not lose sight of the young person in the centre (SCW, 2017, 1.1).
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