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Introduction 

The concept of safeguarding is predominantly applied in Ireland and the United Kingdom (UK) 

to denote the measures undertaken to protect the well-being, health as well as the human rights 

of the people, paving the way for the individuals particularly the young people, children and 

the vulnerable adults to be protected from harm, abuse and neglect (Fyson & Kitson, 2010). 

The UK government has published and enacted legislation for the protection of children from 

maltreatment, ensuring children are raised up in safe and effective care circumstances, prevent 

impairment of the development or the health of the children and enabling the young people and 

children to be in possession of the most exceptional outcomes. For example, the concept of 

safeguarding has been addressed in the Mental Capacity Act 2005 in Wales and England, 

Mental Capacity Act 2016 applicable in Northern Ireland as well as Adults with Incapacity Act 

2000 applicable Scotland and The Children (NI) order 1995 among many others. On the other 

hand, the adults who call for safeguarding needs, are generally the frail and elderly and either 

live in care homes or alone with limited family support (Jack & Gill, 2010). They might be 

suffering from mental issues, learning difficulties or physical disabilities. 

 Professionally carers such as social workers should concentrate on the prevention, 

empowerment, partnership, protection, proportionate responses as well as accountability 

towards the safeguarding of the vulnerable adults.  As pointed out by Davies and Ward (2012), 

safeguarding of the children and adults from harm is one of the fundamental responsibilities of 

social workers. Ideally, it is significant that every individual within the field is obliged to do 

something. Despite the existence of the legislation, it is undeniable that most of the children 

and adults are at risk from exploitation and abuse and consequently, they can inadvertently at 

greater risk through inconsistent or inadequate practice and policy. The essay primarily seeks 

to present a detailed account of safeguarding adults and children from the social work 

perspective.  
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The human rights-based approach is primarily one of the human rights principles concerned 

with the empowering, understanding as well as claim human rights. Therefore, it strives to 

enhance accountability and ability of institutions and the individuals responsible for the 

protection, respecting and the fulfilment of rights. This provides individuals with significantly 

greater opportunities for taking part in the shaping of decisions that ultimately impacts of 

human rights (Coy, 2016). Furthermore, the human-based approach strives to enhance the 

ability of those mandated with the responsibility of fulfilling human rights such as social 

workers to understand as well as recognise the ways of respecting those rights and ensuring 

that the can be held accountable.  

As pointed out by Burton and Reid (2017), the human rights-based approach is prevalent in the 

UK to ensure that both the principles and the standards concerned with the safeguarding of 

human rights of adults, young people and children are integrated within policymaking in 

conjunction with the daily working of social work practice and organisations. It primarily shifts 

the concentration from servicing developmental needs towards the building and empowering 

of the communities and building the capacity of the individuals. Moreover, it as well means 

enhancing the ability of those having the responsibility for the fulfilment of rights in the 

recognition and respecting human rights such as the local authorities, social workers, NHS or 

the care providers 

The human rights-based approach entails the identifications of the power relations amongst 

distinct groups in the access of the resources and decision making as well as the understanding 

of the specific cultural context where the occurrence of abuse and neglect of the children and 

adults occurs. There exist several underlying principles which are of very significant relevance 

as far as social work practice is concerned with respect to human rights. They include the 

following principles: Participation in decisions affecting human rights, accountability of the 

individuals responsible for protection, respect as well as the fulfilment of human rights. Non-
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discrimination and equality, empowerment to understand their rights as well as the way of 

claiming (McGarry et al., 2015). Lastly, the legality of the entire decisions through an explicit 

linkage with respect to the legal standards of human rights in the entire outcome measurements 

and processes.  

The Human Rights Commission of Scotland has come up with a "FAIR" approach for helping 

social works as well as organisation for putting a human rights-based approach in lace 

purposely for safeguarding children and adults. The inherent steps of the FAIR approach are 

as follows: Facts which is primarily the experience of the individuals getting involved and the 

essential facts to be understood. The subsequent step is the analysis of the rights, the third step 

entails the Identification of the responsibilities and lastly reviewing of the actions (Davis & 

Ings, 2015).  

Burton and Reid (2017), stipulates that presently, there exists a notion of three human rights 

generation and how these might be applicable to human rights-based approach in respect to 

social work: First generation rights which are primarily the political and the civil rights such 

as the freedom of discrimination and speech for adults. In this sense, the social workers who 

are taking part in advocacy might be concerned with the protection of political and civil rights 

through refugee action groups, advocacy groups or prisoner reforms. The second generation 

includes social, economic and cultural rights such as the right to good housing, right to 

education and social security as well as the right to health. This right happens to be at the heart 

of most of the social workers doing so in order to deliver the social, physical and the provision 

of emotional support for the adults and children in need. The initial role of the social workers 

is primarily exposing the existing service gaps to underpin the number of individuals has been 

left out in which their rights are increasingly being made. 
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The third generation of human rights is collective rights like the right to self-determination and 

development. This intersects with community development social work practice. Community 

development is primarily a way of working with communities in order to enhance the ability 

and the capacity of finding their own solutions to the underlying problems (Davies & Ward, 

2012). Social workers should serve as facilitators and far as this process of change is concerned 

occurring from the grassroots from the bottom up and linking this influence towards a central 

policy.  

Despite the fact that anti-oppressive practice appears to have become amongst the central focus 

within the theoretical social work practice, the impacts of its underlying principles in the field 

seem to remain marginalised particularly in public social services. Significantly few studies 

that documents the implantation of anti-oppressive practice within the service organisations 

have typically concentrated or grass root community organisations or non-governmental 

agencies. (Burton & Reid, 2017), argues that the anti-oppressive discourse far as public social 

service are concerned, remain unknown virtually. Nevertheless, the anti-oppressive practice is 

crucial in the development of strategies creating an egalitarian environment which is free from 

racism, oppression in conjunction with other types of discrimination of adults and children 

within the larger society through engaging the political and the legal level. Moreover, it helps 

in the regulation of any underlying oppressive practices and significantly assists in the delivery 

of welfare services in quite an inclusive manner. 

From the anti-oppressive practice perspective, amongst the fundamental differences in respect 

to the safeguarding decisions and judgement in social work practice is that it entails risk 

assessments and social workers might come across circumstances in which they feel children 

and adults are at a risk of potential harm, might be suffering from disclosing actual abuse or 

neglect (Humphreys & Bradbury-Jones, 2015). When critically thinking about the concept of 

safeguarding, developing judgement about risks at most times are quite too complex and thus 
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several essential features concerning risk assessment are presented: the chances of harm, the 

motivation and co-operation of the service user, the magnitude of the harm, the chances of a 

successful intervention, the specified outcome as well as the time scale of the intervention. The 

field inherently encompasses typical frames for practice inclusive of critical social work, 

structural social work, and radical social work, service user movement, antiracist and anti-

feminist social work.  

Silverman (2016), articulates that the risks of particular outcomes entail the chances of the 

occurrence of an event either negative or positive although it has been used increasingly only 

within unwanted outcome (negative context). In respect to the safeguarding, there inherently 

exists a danger that the concentration on risks management and risk assessment might 

perpetuate the distortion of the protection system of the child and detract the intervention focus 

to help in the maximisation of the potential and the welfare of the child. Conversely, promotion 

of a needs-led assessment social work approach while concentrating on the strengths not 

balanced by an assessment of risks and it does not pave the way for a risk balancing exercise 

that is, the concerns and strengths or weakness framework.  

From the legislative, policy and practice perspective in respect to harm and safeguarding of the 

children and adults, it is evident that each individual is entitled to a right to be safeguarded 

from any neglect or harm.  Through The Children Act 1989 in regard to its amendment by 

section 53 of the Children Act 2004 in conjunction with the Safeguarding Vulnerable Groups 

Act 2006, there exists a legislative framework in place for safeguarding of vulnerable adults 

and children within the UK contexts.  Additionally, guidance stipulating out the expectations 

and the requirements on the professionals such as the social workers to work collaboratively to 

safeguard children effectively inclusive of other professionals such as Safeguarding Disabled 

Children: Practice Guidance (2009), Working Together to Safeguard Children (2015) among 

others (Burton & Reid, 2017).   
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There is no statutory duty for complying with the ideal arrangements listed in working together. 

Nevertheless, it has put in place the arrangements relevance of promoting and safeguarding the 

welfare of the children and vulnerable adults. For instance, Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) 

under the FGM Act 2003 is illegal in Wales and England. This is amongst the forms of child 

abuse and violence against women (England et al., 2015).  Basing on the fact that the duties 

within the Act are limited in respect to the regulated social care professionals and teachers, 

practitioners who are non-regulated are also obliged with the responsibility of undertaking 

appropriate measures in safeguarding actions in respect to the suspected or identified FGM 

cases.  

The Security and Counter-terrorism Act 2015 stipulates the need for deterring adults from 

joining terrorism. The prevention strategy is predominantly amongst the counter-terrorism 

strategies, aims and contexts for the mitigation of the threat towards the UK from terrorism by 

preventing them from either supporting or joining terrorists. Organisations like NCB are not 

obliged with the mandate of the adhering to the prevention of duty but rather they are obliged 

with the responsibility of promoting and safeguarding the adults and children. As pointed out 

by Low et al. (2015), the social workers have the responsibility of developing a culture that can 

help in engaging with the children, asking them about their views in most effective ways based 

on their understanding, age, analysing and finally taking into consideration the acquired views 

in the development and the establishment of specific policies in conjunction with service 

improvement.  

The general underlying principle for safeguarding is confined to the actions undertaken in the 

promotion of the welfare for the vulnerable adults and children and to protect them from any 

impending harm. The entire social work staff are obliged to have a general awareness of the 

issues concerned with safeguarding. This includes but not limited to the following: 

Understanding of the organisation that they might raise concerns with, being active and alert 
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to any chances of neglect or abuse of children and adults, being competent enough to undertake 

essential measures with emergency actions or immediately as well as being in possession of 

adequate knowledge in recognising an abuse or a potential abuse set or event of specific 

circumstances (Silverman, 2016).  

As pointed out by Davies and Ward (2012), in an incidence of the staff members having any 

concerns regarding vulnerable adult or child, they are mandated with the duty of alerting the 

Designated Safeguarding Officer (DSO) of the NCB. If there are agreements with the DSO 

there exists grounds of concerns, then appropriate measures must be undertaken to safeguard 

the vulnerable adult and the child at large. This might range from the contacting of the essential 

local social care authority of service or child abuse local police investigation team.  In an 

immediate incidence where the adult or the child is in impending danger, a social worker who 

becomes aware of the impending danger for the first time should dial 999 for alerting the police 

officers (Stalker & McArthur, 2012).  The aforementioned aspects might range from the 

concerns regarding the staff members’ a suspicion  that the child or the adult  is neglected or 

abused  or the activity is taking place that could place an individual at risk 

Irrespective of the political circumstances, social conditions and the arrangement of the 

organisation, social workers are still obliged to balance control and care in their work for the 

service users, support and surveillance, empowerment and protection; they tend to experience 

significant tensions of working for the society and individual change, preventive work and 

casualty change. They are obliged to balance the needs as well as the wishes of the service 

users with their abilities and needs, the legal duties as the interests of the others. According to 

Humphreys and Bradbury-Jones (2015), balancing control and care inherently remains one of 

the key components of social work practice disrespect of the legal mandates, political contexts 

as well as the professional standards. Ideally, balancing of control and care can as well be 

understood as balancing the need and risks. 
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 England, N.H.S. and Wales (2015), raises an argument that balancing of the need and risks is 

quite a dynamic process since the risks and the needs and the societal ideologies regarding 

them tend to change from time to time. As a result, there is a need for adequate measures to be 

undertaken so as to mitigate the underlying assumptions and seeking support as well as 

supervisions for daily practice.  Broadly, the social work practice is professionally developed 

to respond towards the inherent risk and in specific those that the community perceive to be of 

concern and the social worker responsibility is to provide services that would ultimately meet 

this needs that might put an individual at risk of social deprivation or harm.  

From its onset, social work was concerned with three fundamental groups: Children calling for 

protection or support (family and child services); those who are lawbreakers (criminal justice 

and probation settings); and the adults who for specific reasons such as mental ill health, poor 

physical health and age calls for support purposely for the promotion of their well-being (adult 

services). The issues concerned with the need and risk are essential in the entire settings. 

Traditionally, assessment has served as a way for social workers to identify and qualify how 

the needs might be met.  Ideally, the social policy in conjunction with the law shapes the way 

in which social work is delivered amongst the children and the adults.  In a general sense, social 

workers have the legal responsibilities of working with the risks, needs and harm. They are 

obliged to understand the existing relationship between the risk and the need as well as 

understand how to effectively and proportionate response.  

Conclusion 

Safeguarding of children and vulnerable adults is amongst the most crucial aspects that have 

been given an upper hand within the UK perspective. There exists a good number of legislation 

to address the safeguarding of frail adults and children. Basically, social workers have a critical 

role to play as for the safeguarding of children is concerned. The essay has addressed the 
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following issues chronologically: The underlying principles of human rights as well as social 

justice in respect to the safeguarding of children and adults, followed by a critical examination 

of social work practice approaches within the context of risks and need as well as the anti-

oppressive practice framework. Furthermore, the legislation, policies and guidance practice 

concerning harm and children and adults safeguarding has been pointed out. Lastly, the paper 

has analysed and demonstrated an account of effective multi-agency interventions and social 

work with adults and children in the context of both the risk and need in conjunction with the 

rights perspective. 
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