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Task 3

Safeguarding and working in complex situations – Case Study

Guidance;
Please ensure that you meet the National Occupational Standards and assigned Learning Outcomes for this task (see appendix 5 and 6 of the handbook). 

	Question:
Complete a critically reflective case study based on an assessment that you have undertaken with others, in your own area of work, concerning the safeguarding of either an adult or a child. You must demonstrate how the case relates to or could relate to safeguarding legislation, policies, strategies and procedures (including demonstrating an understanding of the interface between social services provision in Wales with the United Kingdom, the European Union (EU) and outside the EU). You must demonstrate your understanding of the integration of analysis in assessment, collaborative working and professional judgements in increasingly complex situations and the use of social work theories. You must refer to the specific dimensions of working in Wales. 


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


Within this assignment I will explore my professional involvement within the children’s safeguarding process. I will demonstrate how as a practitioner in Wales I have a full understanding of my safeguarding duties and responsibilites and how the case study relates/could relate to safeguarding legislation procedures. In order to maintain confidentiality throughout I will ensure any identifying information is anonymised by referring to individuals as Adult 1, Child 1 etc.

Safeguarding is protecting children and adults from abuse or neglect and educating those around them to recognise the signs of abuse (Social Care Wales, 2023). The four main categories of abuse include: 
· Physical-any method of causing non-accidental harm to a child.
· Sexual- contact and non-contact 
· Emotional- involves the continual emotional mistreatment of a child i.e., manipulating, humiliating, threatening, blaming. 
· Neglect- Physical neglect; failure to provide a child's basic needs, such as food, clothing or shelter, Children aren't properly supervised or kept safe, not meeting educational, emotional, and medical needs.
(NSPCC, 2023).


Each of these types of abuse have a number of possible indictors which may be physical manifestations or more subtle in nature such as changes in presentation, behaviour, or personality. Individuals must use their skills and judgement in order to identify where abuse may be present which can include ‘thinking the unthinkable’ (Keeley and Goosey, 2021). All Wales Safeguarding Procedures give professionals clear guidance on roles and responsibilities in relation to safeguarding. The implementation of the App has made information more accessible with lots of detail on indications of harm, process and timescales for interventions. 

Safeguarding is everyone’s responsibility, and the protection and well-being of children is a matter devolved to Welsh Government who have the power to pass primary legislation in Wales. Child Protection legislation has an important role in ensuring the safety and wellbeing of children. Within Wales there is a comprehensive legal framework in place to support safeguarding particularly through the implementation of The Social Services and Wellbeing (Wales) Act 2014 [SSWBA] which builds the framework for prevention, detection, and response to issues around children’s safeguarding.  The statutory role of safeguarding the welfare of children in Wales lies with local authorities, where I am employed as a Social Worker within a Fostering Team. My role is to ensure all children and foster carers are safeguarded, and to ensure foster carers meet the requirements laid out in fostering legislation such as The Local Authority Fostering Services (Wales) Regulations 2018. 

One aspect is also to assess suitability of individuals to foster, including connected person’s applicants. [SSWBA] Part 6 Code of Practice (Looked After and Accommodated Children) outlines the importance of children having the opportunity to reside within their extended family where it is safe for them to do so and that prioritising the viability and assessment of connected persons carers is essential. The United Nations on the Rights of the Child (1989) emphasis the requirement that children should be given every opportunity to reside with their family if it is safe to do so, and where it is not, local authorities have the responsibility to provide safe alternative care. 

This case study involves the completion of a viability assessment on Adult 1 and 2 in respect of their grandchildren; child 1,2,3 and 4. A viability assessment is used to determine which members of a child's family are a potentially realistic option and 'viable' placement to care for a specific children and is concerned with the ability of the applicants to safeguard and provide for the children. (AFKA Cymru, 2023). Many families find the process and need for viability assessments intrusive and invasive into what they perceive as their own private family life. The European Convention for Human Rights (1950) [ECHR] is concerned with providing guidance for countries on how to comply with basic human rights and article 8 outlines the right to respect and privacy for family life with the exemption of matters of safeguarding. Therefore, local authorities have a duty to undertake assessments to ensure the safety and wellbeing of children, not only in the immediate but as part of planning for the child to reach into adulthood. A good viability assessment will identify the strengths, the vulnerabilities, and which areas require further assessment. In this instance the children’s mother was deceased and their father had been arrested following a serious police incident. The children were already known to child services and were open for care and support. Father of the children had exercised his parental responsibility and placed the children in the care of his parents, Adult 1 and Adult 2, prior to presenting at the police station. Ordinarily this would therefore be seen as a private family arrangement however due to the nature of his offence and the circumstances around it a joint Section 47 child protection investigation (Childrens Act, 1989) was to be undertaken by the childcare team and police and the decision subsequently made to seek emergency Interim Care Orders (Section 31, Children’s Act 1989) in respect of the children.  Adult 1 and 2 had notified the local authority of their desire to continue to care for the children and agreed to undertake a viability assessment. A social worker from the childcare team and I were allocated to jointly undertake the viability. Ther National Fostering Framework suggests a viability be undertaken as joint piece of work between childcare and Fostering as part of good practice to ensure that any assessment considers the ability of the applicants to undertake a fostering role but also remain focus on the specific needs of the child they are being considered for  (AFKA Cymru, 2023).

Within my local authority our guidance involves undertaking urgent PNC police checks on applicants and known household members over 18 (which in this case included the applicants son, Adult 3) the purpose of such is to identify any offences or concerns which may immediately preclude the applicants as well as safeguarding professionals to ensure we are aware of any potential risk factors. We also undertake checks of our own recording systems to see if the applicants are known. As these applicants reside in another local authority, we also contacted their safeguarding team to ascertain whether they held any information on the couple. Milner and O’Bryne (2020) discuss the importance of preparation and information gathering as steps in the assessment process and the role this has to play in safeguarding. The need for multi-agency working, communication and information sharing is part of good practice but, where it is found lacking is a frequently highlighted issue in serious case reviews. Exchanging of information from agencies is a vital component in supporting the local authority to carry out its safeguarding duties in respect of children (Thompson, 2016). (Owen and Hughes, 2009) discuss the importance of commencing safeguarding assessments with building on the information you already have, gathering more from the sources you have available to you and combining that information with your professional knowledge. In this instance both PNC checks and local authority checks highlighted significant risk in relation to Adult 3 who resided in the home in relation to his mental health, substance misuse and historic violent interactions with professionals. It also highlighted previous concerns in relation to domestic violence between Adult 3 as a perpetrator towards his mother Adult 1. As such we contacted Adult 1 and asked that Adult 3 not be present at the home during the assessment visit which they agreed to.  

Social workers practising in Wales must also be responsive to the needs of individuals wishing to access services in Welsh. Working knowledge of the Welsh Language Measures [WLM] (2011) and how it should be implemented is essential.  S4(1c) [WLM] outlines that the Welsh language should be treated no less favourably than the English language and, under S4 (2a) [WLM] emphasises the need for practitioners to promote availability of provisions and services in Welsh. This is often referred to as the ‘Active Offer’ (S1.6, More than Just Words) and seek to promote understanding that language is an intrinsic part of care and that people who need services in Welsh get offered them. S1.2 (More than Just Words) discusses that a failure to allow individuals to access a Welsh service is a failure to meet their basic needs. Good practice dictates that every effort should be made to allow individuals to access services in a timely manner with no delay due to their language choice (Thompson, 2001). Offering individuals, the opportunity to have services delivered in the language of their choice can increase understanding and promote engagement. When planning to undertake the viability assessment the couple were asked whether they wished to receive a service in Welsh however declined this.  It is also important to be aware that the circumstances leading to an assessment are distressing as is the concern for the applicants, particularly when thinking their grandchildren may not be allowed to remain with them, and therefore the ability to express themselves in the language that they are most comfortable in is vital.

Upon arriving at the home, the childcare social worker and I introduced ourselves and explained again the purpose for our visit. I am always mindful when undertaking viability assessments that we are often asking individuals to consider kinship care and to undertake assessment at a period of intense pressure and extreme emotional crisis and that any response from individuals needs to be read through the lens of their current circumstances. Families often feel like social services are to blame in interfering in their family life and we are asking them to trust us during a period where they often feel like this is the last thing they want to do.  Engaging and working with families in such situations requires skills in empathy, listening and a non-judgemental approach. Denby (2015) discusses how building a professional rapport built on mutual respect, openness and honesty can create a firm foundation for assessment.

A Viability assessment is intrusive with professionals often asking questions about a family’s whole way of functioning. Initial resistance is an understandable reaction to this intrusion. Cleaver and Freeman (1995) highlight the need for professionals to consider the reasons behind the resistance in order to determine if it poses an additional risk to the safeguarding process or whether it can be overcome. In this instance I initially identified that Adult 1 and 2 felt resistance due to feeling they had no choice but to participate in the assessment process if they wished to have their grandchildren reside with them. Upon identifying this I ensured they were aware that the viability assessment for them as connected persons foster carers was voluntary and that they were welcome to seek legal advice first to explore the alternative options available to them, such as child arrangement order. I ensured they understood that if they wished to do so there would be no detriment to their assessment and it could be resumed after they had done this. I was also mindful that they could be resistance due to them feeling like their rights to privacy were not being respected, especially in light of discussions around Adult 3, and that they may feel a level of critique or judgement regarding their own parenting, from professionals due to his presenting issues. 

When undertaking a viability assessment, it is important to note it is not just an assessment of the applicants themselves but the whole household- as discussed previously this includes Adult 3. The information we had received regarding Adult 3 posed significant concerns for professionals and this had to be raised and shared with Adult 1 and 2. Although it is important to be mindful of individuals rights to privacy and confidentiality sharing information with specific people for the purposes of safeguarding is vital. In this circumstance Adult 1 and 2 were well aware of their son’s difficulties with substance misuse, mental health and violent behaviour so we did not have to share information with them that they were not already aware of. Despite knowledge of this though there immediate response was to minimise the risk this would pose to the children 1,2,3 and 4 who were in their care. They stated he was a ‘fantastic uncle’ to the children and had a very positive relationship with them. Whilst they showed some ability to recognise the risk his behaviour may have to himself and others in the community, they showed an inability to reflect on the risk he may pose within the household.  Owen and Hughes (2009) discuss ways to work with avoidant or ambivalence through direct and explicit explanations of concerns so that there is no scope for misunderstanding and focus on clarity. Adult 1 and 2 raised concerns that, if they asked Adult 3 to leave the property, they would be placing him at significant risk himself in terms of his mental health, they suggested that they could supervise all contact between Adult 3 and Child 1,2 3 and 4 however the practicalities and feasibility of this if all resided in the same property was deemed impossible. Adult 1 and 2’s responses raised concerns for me regarding disguised compliance and an intention by them to placate professionals concerns with no meaningful intention of following safeguarding advice. Nicholas (2015) discusses how we must not always see disguised compliance as terrible act done with malicious intentions however seek to understand that families will often seek to make any reassurance they can to professionals in order to prevent children being removed.  A discussion with service managers identified that there was no possibility of the viability outcome being positive if he remained residing in the property and this was explained to Adult 1 and 2.

Matters relating to risk and safeguarding in respect of continued contact for the children with a birth parent can be especially difficult to manage in connected persons cases. The applicants ability to ensure the child is not exposed to treatment or behaviours which may traumatise them is critical to future safeguarding (Golding et al, 2016). In this case the children’s father had been arrested for a serious crime and, during the viability it remained unknown whether he would be bailed or remanded into custody. Adult 1 and 2 were aware of the charges made against him however refuted these and stated he was innocent. Throughout the viability assessment the childcare social worker and I were explicit that, at present there could be no contact between the children and their father due to the children needing to be interviewed by the police, and that any future contact between the children and their father would have to be supervised. Adult 1 and 2 openly disagreed with us regarding this and stated that he was no risk to his children regardless of the charges levied against him. Adult 1 and 2’s stance on this raised concerns regarding their ability to work with professionals and adhere to the children’s proposed care plans.  We explored this further with Adult 1 and 2 and they shared concerns that all contact needing to be supervised would impact on their own interactions with their son and extended family and would have a detrimental impact on the relationships for them as a family unit. Often within kinship placements it is an inevitable consequence that, as a result of taking the placement, other relationships within the family have to adapt and change to work under new boundaries and restrictions (Pitcher, 2013). Whilst the applicants reticent to this is understood their adherence to these boundaries would be a necessary aspect of the safeguarding plan for the children and there responses raised significant concerns about their ability to do this.

In this assessment I also considered family functioning and the families ‘life script’ (Bying-Hall 1995). This is concerned with looking at how the family structure; shared history and beliefs influence the behaviour and interactions. In this case what concerned me was the parental value orientation of Adult 1 and 2 and how this differed from my own which required some reflection. Specifically Adult 1 and 2 had two sons, both of whom had behaviours or were involved in incidents which caused significant concern to professionals but was wholly minimised (or disputed despite proof) by their parents. The response of Adult 1 and 2 led me to consider how they had parented their own children and whether their parenting had any implications for these behaviours in terms of lack of boundaries, accountability etc. Ryan (2012) discusses the importance of affective responsiveness (which involves responding to family members with a whole spectrum of emotions appropriate to the interaction) and affective involvement (showing a healthy interest in family members that comes from a selfless desire to support rather than transactional) as important elements of family functioning both of which I had concerns about.  Adult 2 showed over-protective behaviours towards Adult 3 and the children’s father which also evidenced an inability to ‘think the unthinkable’ in terms of their behaviours and risks towards the children. What concerned me was his inability to translate this overprotectiveness to his grandchildren and raised queries over his ability to recognise risk and appropriately safeguard.  Adult 1’s affective responsiveness evidenced an ability to portray emergency emotions (such as anger, sadness, depression) which was understandable in the current circumstances however exploration throughout the assessment led to concerns about her capacity to exhibit welfare emotions even in less difficult circumstances.

Kim Goulding (2008) discusses how “regulation and reflection under stress” as well as ability to accept support are important factors for consideration. Continued acknowledgement of the applicants current circumstances throughout the assessment and consideration of where their baseline ‘norm’ would be was important however it was also important to consider how the applicants managed the stressful situation. Kinship Care is not without its difficulties and brings with it ongoing challenges. Adult 1 was already showing physical responses to the stress of the situation in terms of her inability to sleep, anxiety and mood regulation -stating she was sometimes short tempered and ‘snappy’ with the children and did not have a lot of energy to interact with them. As grandparents having four children under the age of 10 suddenly arrive in your home has a significant impact on your life. Adult 1 spoke of her feelings about ‘losing out’ as a grandparent in having to now take on a parenting role to the children and her feelings of resentment towards this. Whilst these feelings are understandable that she was displaying this resentment towards the children was concerning- especially given that the children had currently only been in her care for a few days. I was able to consider Kathleen Ell (1996) work on Crisis Theory to reflect on how periods of stress can overwhelm an individual’s ability to cope in crisis and consider how Adult 1’s vulnerabilities increased and ability to manage crisis where potentially affected by more instances of unresolved earlier crisis or failure to acknowledge/minimise the impact of earlier crisis i.e., her son’s mental health concerns, the domestic abuse she had experienced at his hands. AFKA Cymru’s good practice guide outlines the needs for viability assessments to consider identifying any support needs for the placement and therefore both practical support (childcare) and emotional therapeutic support for the whole family was discussed but Adult 1 refused to accept therapeutic support stating it was not necessary. 
Utilising Bowlby’s Attachment Theory I sought to examine the quality of the relationship between the children and their grandparents as well as consider the sibling relationships between the children themselves. From observing the grandparents interactions with the children, there appeared to be very little emotional warmth present; very little physical intimacy through hugs or sitting together, and the tone of voice utilised was often harsh and abrupt. I was aware some of Adult 1 and 2’s responses to questions had been defensive at times and therefore made the decision to adopt a narrative approach focused on allowing them to explain the existing relationship from their point of view. Baldwin (2013) discusses the benefits of a narrative approach in exploring perspective and the opportunity it allows for practitioners to gain insight onto what individuals value as important in the exchange of information.  From doing so and exploring the relationship between the grandparents and grandchildren prior to this incident I was able to ascertain that the grandchildren were not used to staying overnight and hadn’t done so for a number of years and the frequency of the contact was sporadic. The children’s father had occasionally brought with him when seeing his parents, but this was not for any length of time. This gave me further understanding into why Adult 1 and 2 were struggling to prioritise the needs of the children over the concerns professionals had regarding Adult 3. The children also later told the childcare social worker that they didn’t really know their paternal grandparents and saw maternal side more frequently. The children however were seen playing together positively, sharing toys, offering hugs and support to each other with the oldest speaking up and asking for snacks/drinks for younger siblings where required all of which indicated positive relationships and attachments. Children and Young Persons Act (2008) outlines the duty of the local authority to support siblings to live together unless there is a child-focused reason not to. Hegar (2005) suggested that siblings placed or adopted together had fewer emotional and behavioural problems over time which positively impacted on placement stability. Within this case I was mindful that child 1,2,3 and 4 had experienced the death of their mother and now the arrest of their father and that they had a very positive sibling relationship. Adult 1 and 2 did have the practical capacity in their home to have adequate space for the children now and into adulthood and were stating a desire to do so. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child includes siblings in respect of the children’s right to family life. It is also important however to consider the ability of any placement to not only meet the children’s needs as a collective sibling group but also the individual needs of each of the four children. The [SSWBA] guidance outlines the particular need in consideration of kinship placements for the balance between keeping siblings together but protecting children from continued familial harm.  

The Local Authority Fostering Services (Wales) Regulations 2018 outlines the responsibility of the local authority to ensure that any foster carer (or prospective) has the ability to give care and support to the child placed with them in a way which maintains, protects, and promotes the safety and well-being of the child. Throughout the viability assessment, both the childcare social worker and I had significant concerns about the applicants ability to provide a placement for the children which would promote their safety and wellbeing. As a result of this our assessment was negative and a decision made to explore and assess alternative family members on the children’s maternal side.
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