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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 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).


From the start of my journey during my initial qualification, to my first-year practicing as a Newly Qualified Social Worker, the significance of Safeguarding has become quickly apparent. Protecting children and adults from abuse and neglect and their right to live in safety (SCIE, 2025) from is not only hugely important, but a legal duty. I will critically reflect below on my direct experience of the adult case of Mr One (adult defined as aged 18 or above, Social Services & Well-Being (Wales) Act SSWB(W)A (2014)) with safeguarding concerns in the Welsh context. I will consider how the case related to safeguarding legislation, policies, strategies and procedures, also exploring how international law interfaces with European, UK and law in Wales. I will utilise Kolb’s model of experiential learning (1984), considering the cycle of concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract thinking and active experimentation. This will aid me in demonstrating my understanding of collaborative working and professional judgements the in increasingly complex situations and the integration of analysis in assessment. It will also consider the learning objectives of analysis in assessment, collaborative working and professional judgements in increasingly complex situations.

I will first consider why legislation is important. Put simply it informs society what is right and wrong, providing regulation, clear boundaries for professional practice and public confidence for Social Workers (SWs) (Open University (OU), 2025a). Furthermore, it gives SWs a legal and ethical framework for practice. Unlike a power or responsibility, a duty (or law) is something a Local Authority (LA) is required to do (OU, 2025). Safeguarding duties therefore, as employees of the LA are part of a SWs responsibility. In the role of a SW understanding these safeguarding duties is key, as they form the scaffolding and knowledge that informs, explains and guides the decision-making processes, advancing the rights, safety, and well-being of vulnerable individuals, promoting care sector accountability, while ensuring professional practice meets legal and ethical standards (OU, 2025b). Furthermore, in the Welsh arena where resources are finite and there are significant financial challenges (Welsh Government, 2021) a SW needs to know what they “must” do to safeguard individuals. Social Care Wales summarise safeguarding importance, stating “Safeguarding is about protecting children and adults from abuse or neglect and educating those around them to recognise the signs and dangers” (Social Care Wales, 2025).

Although Mr One is a BSL user, my concrete experience (Kolb 1984) of his case was that, like all individuals in Wales, he was initially actively offered services in the medium of Welsh. My reflective observation made me consider the levers in place, such as the Welsh Language Measure (2011), supported by More than Just Words (2022-2027) that ensure there is a duty to offer and provide this, safeguarding the language (a key part of culture) and ensuring services and information can be accessed in their nations first language. Abstractly conceptualising on my knowledge and experience help me realise while these are law and duty, there can be tensions and challenges in offering this service, as in some LA’s (like ours) not enough staff are Welsh speaking or there may be delays in accessing them. This is despite the law stipulating in Welsh Social Care, the Welsh language standards should be accessed as easily and at the same standard as English (Welsh Language Commissioner, 2025). Conversely while in Wales Mr One’s first language (British Sign Language (BSL)) has been recognised as a native language since 2004 (Welsh Government, 2004), BSL and those that use it have no safeguards in place to protect and promote the language or encourage others to learn. 

Mr One is one of the 575,000 deaf and hard of hearing people living in Wales (Action on Hearing Loss, 2016). This number includes a minority group of over 4000 culturally Deaf British Sign Language (BSL) users (Shank & Foltz, 2019). Therefore, being conducted in two languages (BSL and English), in some ways made this case more complex. To set the scene, the individual in question (Mr One) and his wife lived (but had no rights to tenancy) with Mr One’s mother and were her main carers. While Mr One, his wife and Mr One’s sister-in-law used BSL, his mother and sister did not (so a significant communication barrier. There was also some suggestion of cognitive decline in Mr One’s mother, and he and his wife had moved in to provide care for her. The relationship in the flat appeared to break down (apparently leading to hostility and aggression on both sides) when both Mr and Mrs One underwent significant surgeries scheduled closely together, and while recovering could not provide care for Mum. Reflecting and considering Mr One’s situation in relation to Systems Theory (Bertalanffy, 1968), it shows how the interconnectedness and dynamic of the household (Mr One, his wife and mother) changed dramatically when Mr One and wife were unwell. Critically reflecting and in hindsight, planning and early intervention to utilise the other parts of the family system (sister and sister-in-law) to cooperate and ensure their mothers needs were meet as Mr One and his wife recovered, could have perhaps avoided the breakdown of the overall function of the system, which appeared to be working well prior. The theory also helped me to realise the apparent fragility of the family dynamic and perhaps how Mr One’s mothers cognitive decline and his and his wife’s ill health, may have already started conflict and dysfunction in the system. As SW I have learned that in similar situations, if aware working collaboratively with the individual and family, steps can be taken to maintain the system while its disrupted.

On reflection (Kolb, 1984), I had begun to develop concerns of a safeguarding nature in relation to Mr One, as it was reported that his mother had become overly aggressive and threatening toward him and his wife. While I had developed these concerns, other professionals and Mr One’s sister (who was supportive of her mother) had also contacted safeguarding in relation to concerns for the well-being of Mr One’s mother, who reportedly was experiencing threatening and aggressive behaviour from Mr One. So, there was a concern that both parties may require safeguarding intervention. This situation was one of my first safeguarding cases as a Newly Qualified SW. I was able to reflect on my concrete experience (Kolb, 1984) with my supervisor. I understood the law and duties for safeguarding, but this was an opportunity to work through our LA Safeguarding procedure and policy. Furthermore, I now understood there are distinct differences between children’s and adults safeguarding. In my LA our policies and procedures differ, in that there is a dedicated adult Safeguarding Team for adults (but not children). 

This Safeguarding Team coordinate information, work alongside professionals, the individuals and those involved to identify solutions and resolve the safeguarding concern(s). They also provided specialist training which I was able to undertake and are governed by the SSWB(W)A (2014). This aims to support the sustainability of social care when finances and resources are stretched (Welsh Government (2021), also reinforces safeguarding, reiterating the need to consider law, guidance, policy and procedure. It also stipulates there must be a separate children and adult safeguarding boards. This experience supported me to reflect and understand that safeguarding was not just a SWs responsibility, but emergency services, members of the public and so on. The safeguarding system is and must be robust and effective, to ensure peoples safety. I reflected also that in Wales; the Codes of Professional Practice (CoPP) (2017) dictate SWs have a Duty to “maintain and developed knowledge and skills”. If a SW doesn’t adhere to this, they maybe may face a fitness to practice concern (Social Care Wales, 2025a), a further mechanism to safeguard individuals against poor practice which could put someone at risk.

Internationally, the United Nations (UN) Convention on the Rights of Disabled People (CRDP) (1989), Article 7. focuses on both protecting and promoting dignity, equaliy, respect and full enjoyment of the fundamental freedoms the able-bodied individuals enjoy, while safeguarding disabled communities and individuals. Underlining this perspective on disability nationally in Wales, while encompassing eight additional “protected characteristics” (for example sex, age and race), is the Equalities Act (2010). This aims to provide a legal protection for people in wider society and employment. As a SW I cannot provide the equivalent support and equal access for Mr One, as I did not have the required BSL skills. So, the CRCP and Equality Act provide the legal tools to do so. They provided the opportunity also to actively experiment with some measures to improve Mr One’s experience, such as collaboratively working directly contacting his preferred Interpreter (bookings are made through an agency) for availability to speed up the process, informing other professionals of the provision and accessing it. This supported my experience of collaborative working, as for many BSL users and therefore Social Workers, a preferred Interpreter is an essential component of effective communication. Working collaboratively with such a professional on reflection enabled me to communicate effectively with Mr One, and his family, as well being able to work in a more person-centred way. Critically reflecting it also helped me to understand that if an individual cannot effectively communicate, practice is not person-centred SW’s practice cannot be person centred, therefore resulting in worse outcomes for those individuals (Gibb and Good, 2014).

As a Deaf individual, the social model of disability considered Mr One disabled, one of the “protected characteristics” of the Equality Act (2010). The Act empowers individuals with disabilities, providing a duty for others to make “reasonable adjustments” to ensure equality and a fairer society while protecting people from discrimination and individuals from unfair treatment. For Mr One, the provision of a BSL Interpreter is an example of this in action. Ensuring Mr One’s communication needs were met not only from a safeguarding perspective, but also all aspects of my support. It would not be possible to work effectively or in a person-centred way with Mr One, if he was not fully aware and understanding of the situation. Both in relation to safeguarding, but the case in general and communication with his mother. Mr One’s communication needs were meet through a BSL Interpreter, allowing him to access support and services in his first language, with this service and its availability being crucial to supporting and involving Mr One. On reflection there are tensions and imbalances, as while there is a legal obligation under the Act to provide Interpreters, there is a significant short fall in Wales (ASLI, 2025). While the incoming BSL Bill will provide greater protection and promotion of the language and greater protection and recognition for its users, it is being passed through the Senedd (Senedd Cymru, 2025) and not yet law. With little protection, this Interpreter shortage creates a structural barrier to implementation. I quickly realised, as a SW and part of my safeguarding role, I could advocate and support Mr One’s Interpreter provision.

A consideration was made also to safeguard Mr One in relation to his personal information,. We all have a duty to do this (Data Protection Act, 2018) and any data we have about them. Mr One’s sister was initially his main conduit for communicating with Social Services and accessing support in the wider hearing world and able to access his records. When their relationship began to deteriorate however, Mr one requested that his sister no longer be the main point of communication for him. My judgment in this increasingly complex situation led me as his SW, to respond responsibly by informing colleagues and other professionals working with Mr One, and updating our social services database, that he no longer granted his sister access. If this was not carried out in a timely fashion, resulting in private information being shared, this would have been in breach of the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), 2018) and a situation where I failed to safeguard Mr One. On reflection by being accountable for the quality of my work in co-operating with colleagues to achieve this goal. This aligns with section 3 of the Codes of Professional Practice (CoPP) (2017) which promote the well-being, voice and control of individuals and carers while supporting them to stay safe. As an SW in Wales, I have a duty to adhere to the principles laid out in the CoPP (2017) and National Occupational Standards (NOS, 2011), as I have reflected on during this case. This ensures that the standard of my practice is high and meets the legal duties. I have been careful to reflect and critically examine my approach and consider my judgement during and after this case. For example, considering and refreshed my knowledge of the CoPP and NOSs. I am aware, not only is it a duty but is also part of my personal and professional values as a SW.

In considering Mr One’s situation in relation to safeguarding, I was aware of and able to utilise the Wales Safeguarding Procedures (2019). The procedure repealed several laws, bringing them under the same umbrella, and is designed to support practitioners working under the SSWB(W)A (2014), in applying the Acts statutory guidance. The Wales Safeguarding Procedures website has become a useful tool in understanding my role and responsibility in safeguarding, as well as other professionals. It supports Social Workers to inform interventions by facilitating the analysis in our assessments. Supporting this is my LA’s safeguarding policies procedures, and its initial statement that “Safeguarding is the council's number one priority” and that “safeguarding is everyone’s business”. This last statement led me to reflect on what that means, that it’s not just SW, but Police, doctors, Teachers and so on. The LA also gives information how mandatory (indicating its importance) training opportunities, contact information, staff resources and process for both adults and children. Furthermore, it provides information, resources and support / assessment tools, as well as links to the Regional Safeguarding Board (which operate under the SSWB(W)A (2014), Part 7). These boards support each region to meet the Acts legislative responsibilities. All of which supports me and other SWs in analysing assessments to inform the correct intervention in safeguarding situations. Being aware of and able to explore and utilise this resource will be invaluable for future practice, in this instance supporting my intervention and application of professional judgement in what was an increasingly complex situation.

Safeguarding in this instance provided some challenges and tensions between striving to maintain the trust and confidence of the Individuals involved (Codes of Professional Practice, 2017), while having to compromise that trust and confidence. I had to make them aware, perhaps against their wishes (as was the case for Mr One), that I would have to inform the Safeguarding Team of the situation to protect him and his wife from potential harm. This situation also highlights that while Social Workers can make considerable effort to minimise the power imbalance (such as, provide choice and control, involve the individual in decision making), situations such as this can still develop. Indeed, they are perhaps more likely, in situations of tension for the SW, where they suddenly are forced to share sensitive information against the individuals wishes, as in this Safeguarding case. On reflection, I realise that it is not always possible to work co-productively with those we support and their carers, family and friends in safeguarding situations. As SWs have the authority and duty to safeguard individuals and must report these situations regardless of the wishes of those involved. Having built up a close working relationship, trust and a good rapport with Mr One, his wife, mother and sister-in-law and working in a person-centred way, then having to explain that I needed to share this information with others, as I had duty to do so and I had a professional concern, it caused considerable tension. As the enquiry was in relation to concerns from both sides of Mr One’s family, it appeared to damage my working relationship with all involved. It also demonstrated how the balance of power had shifted, and my practice had perhaps become oppressive. The added frustration for me was knowing the CoPP (2017) imposed a duty on me to “strive to establish and maintain the trust and confidence of individuals and carers”, while my duties in relation to safeguarding directly compromised this. This led to tension between myself and him, while on one hand I was “making considered professional judgements”, I didn’t feel I was “being trustworthy” (BASW Code of Ethics, 2012) and true to my values as a SW.

As the situation evolved, the relationships had broken down between Mr One, his wife and mother, Mr One’s mother had threatened to “throw them out” and if they did leave. Not having a key (as the locks had recently been changed while they were out) or any tenant rights, they would effectively be homeless, while Mr One’s mother would have no one to support her. Shortly after, the importance of effective communication was again underlined, as Mr One had informed me that I was no longer to communicate with his mother or sister, while all communication to him, should go through his sister-in-law (a hearing BSL user). I critically reflected, considering this in relation to Social Exchange Theory (SET) (Malinowski, 1922), where social relationships are a series of cost-benefit analyses. It appeared that Mr One had weighed up the costs (accepting that the relationship with his mother and sister and broken down, and as they didn’t get on with his sister-in-law, that could make it worse) and rewards (a family member from the hearing world, who was comfortable communicating with him in his first language) in making the decision. These interactions effectively decided that Mr One wished to maintain his relationship with his siter-in-law and move towards an end to the relationship with his mother. This to Mr One in his challenging situation, was minimising the outlined costs, while maximise his rewards.

After several weeks, I became concerned this may also be becoming a safeguarding issue, as I was no longer able to communicate directly with Mr One. I became increasingly concerned that, as he was unable to read my e-mails (difficulties with literacy), the information relayed to him could be inaccurate, not objective and not his words (although he had been copied into the messages. My reasons were this were that his e-mail responses (written by his siter-lin-law) appearing increasingly hostile, uncollaborative and perhaps not reflective his character. I was unsure if he had been fully aware of the messages and content or if they had been relayed to him in full. I had concerns also that while a qualified Interpreter will objectively relay these messages, his sister-in-law may not be relaying them subjectively. In effect she was in control of his understanding of the information provided to him. Considering Rational Choice Theory (Smith, 1976), it supported me to understand Mr One’s decision was in his situation rational, in that she was the only individual he knew who could realistically support him to communicate with the hearing world quickly and easily. In that moment, although they were previously estranged, the benefit of being able to communicate with the hearing world, have someone support with e-mails, support with Social Servies and Housing, even more given his surgical recovery and situation in the flat, outweighed the cost (further damaging his relationship with his mother) and risk of not being able to quickly and easily communicate. Reviewing this experience helped me to understand people may sometimes be forced into decisions which are against their wishes, but necessary in difficult and complex situations such as this. The Safeguarding Team concluded in each case that they did not meet the “threshold” to open a case to the Team.

It was at this point Mr One and his sister-in-law’s relationship with Social Services appeared to begin to break down and could no longer support Mr One in a person-centred way. My analysis of the increasing complex situation also led me to consider, Mr One’s mental capacity (MC), using the Mental Capacity Act (MCA) (2005) another potential safeguard for Mr One. Indeed, if it was evidenced, he did not have the capacity to make specific decisions for himself, given the possible lack of information and knowledge about the situation because of the language barrier and not having direct contact with his SW. While I was aware that Mr One was unwell, recovering from surgery and under a significant about of stress resulting from the situation, it was concluded I had no concerns in relation to his capacity to make decisions in the situation. I was able to discuss and clarify this with my supervisor. Demonstrating the variations in LAs in Wales, I would if necessary have been able to tap into a specialist MCA Team if needed. Deprivation of Liberty safeguards, part of the Mental Capacity Act (MCA) was also briefly suggested. It appeared that perhaps Mr One may be being deprived of his liberty, as he and his wife felt they could not leave their mothers flat in which they lived, as the locks had been changed and they did not have a key to get back in.

While the safeguarding laws that govern my practice and that I utilised to support Mr One, are Wales and UK specific, on reflection they are underpinned and influenced by international law. The Human Rights Act (1998) for example incorporates and recognises the rights set out by the European Convention on Human Rights (1950). Article 14 (protection from discrimination) for example, would apply to Mr One as a disabled individual and part of minority community who have experienced considerable oppression historically (People’s History Museum, 2023). My reflective observation being that safeguarding law is effectively built from societal values and morals, learning from the mistakes of the past, such as the atrocities that took place during World War II, to stop them happening again collectively or, in this case individually. Abstractly conceptualising this case and my understanding has made me consider law, as societies voice protecting individuals. The cascading down of international law “increasing everyone’s access to justice” (Amnesty International, 2025). When actively experimenting to improve my practice, I have been given confidence by this knowledge in my role, knowing that the foundations come from a collective value that everyone should be safeguarded.

Critically reflecting using Kolb’s (1984) model, an area of safeguarding that I had not considered as a concrete experience prior to reflecting on this with my supervisor was that of data protection. The Data Protection Act (2018) is supplemented by the General Data Protection Regulations (2021) (the European Union legal framework for the collection and processing of personal information), demonstrating the influence of international standard and law. Reflectively observing, I realise the importance of this in safeguarding and understand that lays out clear rules enabling information to proportionately share to protect individuals from harm, even if they have not consented. If the situation in Mr One’s case had met the threshold for safeguarding, I, colleagues or other individuals and professionals involved, may have been asked to share confidential information, such as e-mails, case notes and so on. My abstract experience is that I further understand the importance and relevance of “being accountable for the quality of my work” (Copp, 2017), part of which is maintaining up to date case notes and assessments. Actively experimenting, I would ensure I am familiar with and refresh my understanding of GDPR with specific training.

In exploring, reflecting on and delving deeper in this specific case, it has become apparent how much I learned, while improved my understanding of safeguarding. Critically reflecting has enabled me to understand the systems laws, values and ethics that are in place to protect individuals from themselves or others. I understand more so now, how the wider international communities experience and history, have filtered down (Human Rights Act, 1948) and helped to shape the laws and standards in nations across the world, including Wales. I now feel more experienced and have developed collaborative links with colleagues in safeguarding, undergone training, am better able to apply analysis in assessments to inform safeguarding interventions. I have also continued to utilise theory, such as Systems (Bertalanffy, 1968) and Social Exchange Theory (Malinowski, 1922) to support my practice better understand a situation, its construction and provide a different perhaps more objective les unconsciously perspective. Mr reflective skills have improved, helping me to see what I did well, could do better and may have missed. I also now better understand the value of sharing with colleagues in reflection. Furthermore, I now better understand how our national laws, such as the SSWB(W)A (2014) are influenced by international law (CRDP, 1989) and societal views. This filters down further to a regional and local level (Safeguarding boards), with this legislation helps SWs to tell right from wrong and safeguard those who need protection. This case has supported me to ensure I am a tune with the CoPP (2017), NOS’s (2011) and the Code of Ethics (BASW, 2012). While I am still relatively inexperienced and still have a considerable amount to learn, in future safeguarding cases I am now able to draw on this experience to use the gained knowledge. I feel I understand how to work more quickly, effectively and efficiently, knowing processes, actions and having to work collaboratively with the safeguarding Team. Lastly, I am aware there is often no “right” or “wrong” answer as assessing risk is never an exact science (Cree & Wallace, 2009).

Word count: 4238
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