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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).


This critically reflective ‘Safeguarding and Working in Complex Situation Case Study’ will be based on a Section 47 (Children Act, 1989) assessment undertaken by myself, a children’s social worker within the Children and Families team, in a Local Authority. Through the study, I will explore Welsh, wider UK and international legislation and policy, collaborative working, analysis in assessment and professional judgement, and reflection on my own role. My practice will be critically examined through three social work theories and models, namely trauma-informed practice, Signs of Safety (Turnell and Edwards, 1999) and anti-oppressive practice, using Thompson’s (2011) PCS model. 

Child 1 (referred to as 1) is the daughter of Dad, (referred to as 2) and step-Mum, (referred to as 3). 1’s birth mother lives in an African country. 1 is the eldest of 4 sisters; 4, 5 and baby 6. The family originate from an African country but have lived in a sub-regional city within a rural county in Wales for 3 years. 1 and 4 go to the local secondary school, 5 and 6 are not in education or childcare and 2 works in a supermarket in the city centre. The family speak an African language and English at home. 1 can speak some Welsh, through lessons in school, but rarely uses it outside of the school setting. As a Black African family living in a predominantly white, largely Welsh-speaking area, the family had limited access to culturally specific support services or community networks, which I was mindful could increase their isolation and affect how they experienced statutory involvement. For clarity, throughout this essay I have focused on the safeguarding of 1 only. 

During early summer, the children’s team received a referral from 1’s school after 1 wrote down on a piece of paper to a friend that she lost her virginity to her uncle, 3’s brother, who reportedly then left the home city of 1 to return to Africa. As the enquiry into this alleged sexual assault and safeguarding concerns developed, another disclosure was made by 1, that 2 had cut her braided hair to punish her, after a disagreement over a school trip.

Safeguarding is defined as ‘preventing and protecting children and adults at risk from abuse or neglect and educating those around them to recognise the signs and dangers.’ (Wales Safeguarding Procedures, 2025). In Wales, it is underpinned by the Social Services and Wellbeing (Wales) Act 2014 (SSWBA) and the Children Act 1989, which require social workers to hold the child’s welfare as paramount, work collaboratively and use the threshold of significant harm to make proportionate decisions. However, safeguarding is everyone’s responsibility and can be complex in practice. I will consider tensions including risk versus rights, a family’s right to private life (Human Rights Act, 1998; Council of Europe, 1950) inequality, bias and cultural dissonance.  


Case Overview

Following 1’s disclosure to a friend, school staff lawfully shared this with the Local Authority in accordance with their duty to report (SSWBA 2014; Wales Safeguarding Procedures, 2025; Data Protection Act 2018 and UK GDPR). At the strategy discussion with the police, Health Visitor, Safeguarding Specialist Midwife and school, I shared the referral information, and all agencies agreed that there was reasonable cause to suspect that 1 was suffering, or likely to suffer, significant harm (Children Act 1989). I recommended and initial single agency Section 47 enquiry, since no crime had yet been reported and I felt 1 might speak more freely to a social worker than to a police officer. My ABE/JET training informed how I approached this conversation: I used open, non-leading questions so that, if 1 disclosed an offence, her account would not be compromised for any later criminal investigation. 1 gave a detailed account of rape and sexual assault, by her uncle, who had since returned to Africa.

This triggered a joint-agency statutory Section 47 enquiry, with the police leading the criminal investigation and myself holding responsibility for 1’s welfare.  I undertook a joint home visit with the police, which I risk-assessed in advance in line with my employer’s duties under the Health and Safety at Work etc. Act 1974. This was a necessary and proportionate measure; whilst everyone has the right to respect for their private and family life and home (Human Rights Act, 1998), where a Local Authority have concerns of significant harm, there is a lawful basis to investigate to pursue the protection of a child. 

During the joint visit, 1 also disclosed that 2 had cut her braid as punishment following a disagreement over an unpaid school trip. I judged this as a serious safeguarding concern as a potential physical assault as a calculated intrusion upon 1 and as an act with a particular cultural and gendered significance, which I explore below. The police investigation into the braid-cutting reached No Further Action, as 2 denied the assault and no other family member corroborated 1’s account of her braids being cut against her will. I had to hold the lack of corroborating evidence alongside my belief in what 1 had told me, a tension that I later return to in this essay.

1 also said that 2 was threatening to send her to Africa, 2 knowing that she did not want to go and was happy and settled in Wales. This was also concerning as 1 feared the consequences, should she disclose further information to any of the agencies involved. 

Key Safeguarding Concerns - Physical Chastisement, Sexual Assault and Emotional Abuse

The key safeguarding concerns were the alleged rape, the braid-cutting and the emotional harm caused by the threats. I was concerned about 1’s immediate safety, the risk of ongoing abuse and psychological trauma, and a controlling and punitive parenting style. At the Initial Child Protection Case Conference, I recommended registration under emotional and physical abuse because the braid-cutting and threats indicated a controlling and punitive pattern of parenting. I did not recommend the sexual abuse category because the alleged perpetrator had left the UK, so the ongoing risk to 1 lay within the home. Partner agencies agreed, and 1’s siblings were not registered. The resulting Child Protection Plan was reviewed by a Core Group of parents and professionals every four to six weeks. 
	
In Wales, when a child becomes subject to child protection (Section 47) enquiries, they are entitled to an Active Offer of advocacy, known as an Independent Professional Advocacy (IPA) to ensure that their wishes and feelings are heard, taken into account and that they understand their rights (Welsh Government, 2022b, SSWBA, 2014). 1 declined the Active Offer, feeling that the support in place via social services met her needs at the time. I respected 1’s decision, as pressing it would have undermined the control the Active Offer is designed to give her. However, it placed greater responsibility on me to ensure her views were heard, so I recorded her wishes in her own words and presented them at conference. 

I was curious about the cultural context, as in the family’s country of origin there is arguably a more lenient legal position governing the acceptance of physical chastisement and increasing debate about whether it should be abolished. Whilst the country is a signatory to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, its Constitution (Constitution of the Republic of X, 1992) and the Children’s Act (1998) prohibit cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment, whilst permitting correction that is not unreasonable in kind or degree (Children Act, 1998 (X)). This is arguably ambiguous, and parents may use this to rationalise their actions. By contrast, since March 2022, all physical punishment of children has been illegal in Wales, the first UK nation to remove the ‘reasonable punishment’ defence (Children (Abolition of Defence of Reasonable Punishment) (Wales) Act 2020). I explored 2 and 3’s values and beliefs about discipline before discussing the law, because I felt change was more likely to be sustained if they understood why the law in Wales differs, rather than simply being told to comply. I assessed their capacity for change using a Risk Assessment, a framework for reviewing key elements of risk within Children's Services. I offered 2 and 3 a parenting programme because removing physical punishment without offering alternatives risked leaving a gap in their parenting. As 2 denied the incident, this allowed me to focus on future behaviour without requiring an admission and his engagement provided evidence of his capacity for change. However, on reflection I question whether the mainstream programme developed around largely Western parenting norms fully reflected the family’s cultural context, and if something with a culturally adapted approach might have supported more meaningful change. 

The lack of corroborating evidence from the police investigation did not lessen my belief in what 1 had told me, but it did shape my defensible decision making process (Munro, 2011). 
Despite the police investigation into the braid-cutting reaching a No Further Action outcome, I needed to decide how best to manage the immediate risk to 1. I considered three options: whether 1 could remain at home with a safety plan in place; whether 2 should be asked to leave the family home temporarily; or whether the risk was so immediate that police protection (Children Act, 1989) which would remove 1 from her parents’ care, was a necessary and proportionate response. 

To inform this decision, I explored 1’s wishes and feelings directly, because her voice was central to judging whether a safety plan could work, and considered the context of the incident, any previous concerns and what protective factors were in place. 1 said that she felt safe, despite what happened, and that she did not want 2 (or 3) to leave the home. This was the only known incident involving this family, so I looked to the immediate network to support the safeguarding of 1. I gathered information from school and health professionals, in accordance with Welsh procedures which place an emphasis on multi-agency information gathering during Section 47 enquiries. I asked 1 who she trusted outside the home, and she chose her neighbour, so I met the neighbour to explain the concerns proportionately and agree her role in the Safety Plan. I wanted the plan to rest on the relationships 1 had chosen, rather than ones imposed on her. I informed the school of the investigation and arranged for 1 to have daily check ins with her tutor, giving her a trusted adult she would see every day. 2 also showed willingness to change, explicitly agreeing not to use physical punishment, threats or intimidation, or alter the children’s hair against their wishes. Despite denying the cutting of 1’s braid, he said that he wanted to work with the Local Authority to support the relationship between 1, 2 and 3, which 1 also. I considered whether 3 was a protective factor within the home, though given that she did not confirm or deny that the braid-cutting had taken place, stating that she did not know, it was difficult to evidence her capacity to safeguard 1 in the event of a further incident. This, taken with 1’s wishes to stay within the family home, an absence of any prior concerns and the measures put in place, meant I assessed it as manageable for 1 to remain at home with her parents, without the need for police protection or for 2 to leave the home. This decision required me to balance 1’s voice and wish to remain at home against my statutory duty to act on the risk of significant harm, even without full certainty. This was a tension between rights and risk that I rationalised by weighting the lack of prior concerns and the strength of the safety plan more heavily than the ambiguity around 3’s protectiveness. I referred 1,2 and 3 to mediation because the braid-cutting arose from conflict over a school trip, and I felt the underlying relationship difficulties would persist without support, reflecting the preventative, long-term approach of the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015. Mediation was completed over four months. 

Signs of Safety 

I developed 1’s Safety Plan with the police using Signs of Safety (Turnell and Edwards, 1999), which maps what professionals are worried about, what is working well and what needs to happen, building safety from the family’s own network. I chose this approach because 1 wanted to remain in the home, and a plan built around the people and routines she already trusted felt more sustainable and less punitive than one imposed by the Local Authority. Its collaborative focus also allowed me to work alongside 2 and 3 despite 2’s denial, focusing on future safety without requiring an admission. The plan included the neighbour 1 trusted, her working knowledge of contacting X Wales Police, a trusted adult in school and a police marker on the home for a faster emergency response (Women’s Aid, 2025). However, a strengths-based model sat uneasily with the uncertainty about 3’s protectiveness and evaluations of Signs of Safety show mixed evidence of impact (Baginsky et al., 2017), reminding me that a plan’s strengths must be tested against evidence rather than assumed. 

I advised 1 that she did not need to tell her family what we had discussed and could instead say we had talked about her holidays, favourite things and hobbies. This sat uncomfortably with my commitment to transparency with the family. I made the decision because 1 feared punishment for speaking openly, and I judged that her immediate safety outweighed full transparency until I had completed direct work with 2 about her rights, dignity and voice (SSWBA, 2014).

Trauma-Informed Practice

I spoke to 2 and 3 about the sexual assault immediately, and the police confirmed that the alleged perpetrator had returned to Africa and would need a visa to return to the UK, which would alert agencies and bring him within police powers. 2 denied any knowledge of the rape, and suggested that 1 could be lying, as ‘girls say these kinds of things’ but said that he would support 1 in working with social services and the Police if she wished to do so. 3 was quiet but also said that, ultimately, she would support 1. 1 did not want to make a formal statement to the police or attend the Rape and Sexual Abuse Support Centre (RASASC) but I offered and discussed both at length with her. 

To inform this stage of intervention, I drew on Trauma-informed practice, which recognises the widespread impact of trauma and prioritises safety, trust, collaboration and empowerment (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, 2014). In Wales, this is embedded through the Trauma-Informed Wales framework (ACE Hub Wales and Traumatic Stress Wales, 2022), which sets out a societal approach to understanding, preventing and responding to trauma and adversity, and which informed how I worked with 1. I put this into action by believing what 1 told me, taking time with our discussion and checking in; ‘if you need a break, how will you let me know?’ I also arranged for 1 to be allocated a Social Services Practitioner for support in the immediate aftermath, to build a relationship and offer another protective factor. However, a trauma-informed approach favours allowing a person time and control over a disclosure, which existed in tension with the statutory urgency of a Section 47 timescale. I was mindful that the pace 1 may have needed to disclose and process fully was not always compatible with the timescale I was working to. In future, I will be transparent with children about the urgency of such investigations and use supervision to discuss where a timescale may have limited what could be safely disclosed. 

I felt immediately protective of 1 in this situation, frustrated at her vulnerability, and the wider vulnerability of others, by way of being female. Violence against women and girls is being treated as a ‘national emergency’ (UK Parliament, 2025). I considered the intersection of 1’s gender and race (Crenshaw, 1989), as Black and minoritised women and girls are more likely to experience violence and abuse, yet less likely to seek support (Welsh Government, 2026). The Violence Against Women, Domestic Abuse and Sexual Violence (VAWDASV) Annual Plan recognises that responses to children and young people affected by such violence must improve, including through specialist therapeutic support (Welsh Government, 2026). This reinforced my decision to offer 1 a referral to RASASC and ongoing sessions with a Social Services Practitioner. 

During this enquiry, the safeguarding specialist midwife, representing the health board as a relevant partner (SSWBA, 2014), described the braid-cutting as an extreme act of defeminisation with an almost sinister intent. Her observation sharpened my analysis, but I noticed that it also heightened my own emotional response. Rather than adopting her interpretation, I took it to supervision with my manager, where I explored my frustration and drive to advocate for women and girls affected by violence, and how this might impact my practice. I recognised that I had invested more time in this case and, at times, felt driven by an urgency for justice that 1 herself did not want. Drawing on the BASW Code of Ethics (BASW, 2021), I refocused on 1’s wishes, ensuring my practice remained child-centred and proportionate rather than driven by my personal reactions.

Alienation and Threat of Being Sent Back to Africa

1 told me, during the joint visit, that her father had threatened to send her back to Africa against her will. To safeguard her immediately, the police decided to hold 1’s passport whilst further investigation was undertaken. I found this decision problematic in balancing safeguarding, children’s rights and anti-oppressive practice. Whilst it could be rationalised as proportionate, it was important to me that it sat within the context of an assessment, rather than being a lone or tokenistic precaution. Retaining a passport restricts a family’s rights, including their right to family life (Human Rights Act, 1998) so I felt its proportionality needed to be grounded in evidence of risk and kept under review. Holding the passport could prevent 1 from being taken abroad, but it could not address the threats themselves or the controlling dynamics behind them. Only a full assessment could do that. On reflection, the threat to send 1 abroad against her will, alongside her age and the disclosure of sexual abuse, are recognised risk indicators for forced marriage and honour-based abuse (HM Government, 2023). I did not explicitly assess for this at the time, but in future, I would consider it from the outset. This would include whether a Forced Marriage Protection Order (Family Law Act, 1996) which can require the surrender of passports, would provide a more robust and transparent legal basis than an informal measure, held by agreement. 

The Interface between social services provision in Wales with the United Kingdom, the European Union (EU) and outside the EU)

Within the UK, Wales has a devolved, but not entirely disconnected, system. England and Wales share core safeguarding legislation (Children Act, 1989) whilst the SSWBA 2014, the Wales Safeguarding Procedures and the abolition of reasonable punishment are distinctly Welsh. Some frameworks operate across both nations, such as the statutory forced marriage guidance (HM Government, 2023). Beyond the UK, since Brexit, child protection cooperation with EU states relies on the 1996 Hague Convention (Hague Conference on Private International Law (HCCH), 1996), whereas cooperation with many non-EU countries is far less established. In practice, Welsh safeguarding powers largely stop at the UK border. This shaped my unease around the passport decision, as if 1 were taken abroad, it could not be assumed that other countries would enforce decisions made in Wales or the UK. 

Anti-oppressive Practice: Thompson’s PCS Model

Thompson’s (2011) PCS model examines how oppression operates at personal, cultural and structural levels, which continually interact. I used it to explore my practice with this family, recognising that unconscious bias could lead me to over- or underestimate risk.

At a personal level, I needed to practice cultural humility, acknowledging that service users are the experts in their own lives. (Tervalon and Murray-Garcia, 1998). I did not share the family’s cultural background, so I risked interpreting their actions through my own cultural lens, which could distort my assessment of risk. As a new family to Wales and unfamiliar with its child protection system, trust was also imperative for them to engage openly. I therefore explained clearly why I was involved, what the concerns were and the possible outcomes, noting the limits of my own knowledge. 

At a cultural level, aspects of the case, such as the significance of 1’s braided hair and the family’s beliefs about discipline, carried meanings I could not assume I understood. Language was also central. I made an Active Offer of services in Welsh, in line with the Welsh Language (Wales) Measure 2011 (Welsh Government, 2022a) but the family’s first language was an African language, showing how Welsh language policy and the needs of minority-language speakers can sit side by side in practice. I offered them an interpreter, and although it was declined, I felt the responsibility for effective communication sat with me, not the family, as misinterpreting their words could directly impact my analysis and judgement.  


At a structural level, the Anti-racist Wales Action Plan (Welsh Government, 2024) asks practitioners to challenge systemic power imbalances, including how race, culture and immigration status shape families’ experiences of authorities (Dalrymple and Burke, 2006). It recognises that ethnic minority families can face barriers to accessing services, heightened in rural areas where culturally specific provision is scarce, while the Equality Act 2010 protects against discrimination on grounds including race and sex. This informed my response to the police retaining 1’s passport. I was conscious that, as a Black family with international ties, this might experience it as an overexertion of state control. I asked the officer in charge to explain the basis for retaining the passport and how long it would be held, then met with 2 and 3 to explain the decision myself, so that it would not be experienced as an unexplained use of power. 

However, this framework has limits and applying it uncritically risks another kind of harm. Thompson (2011) acknowledges that anti-oppressive practice must not become a reason to avoid scrutiny and I was concerned that cultural humility could inhibit my statutory duty and judgement about risk. Here, I held both. I named the power dynamics around the passport whilst supporting it as a proportionate response to the risk to 1. Anti-oppressive practice this was not about avoiding difficult decisions, but making them with transparency, driven by what had happened rather than generalised assumptions about families from this background. 


Summary 

This complex enquiry was an invaluable learning opportunity at an early stage in my career as a Newly Qualified Social Worker (NQSW). Munro’s (2011) concept of defensible decision-making helped me understand and resolve my anxiety about the NFA outcome: the decision not to seek police protection was not about certainty that no risk was present, but about ensuring my reasoning was evidenced and justifiable given the information available. On reflection, I also recognise that the threat to send 1 abroad, alongside her disclosure of sexual abuse, which the family may have perceived as bringing dishonour, should have prompted me to assess for forced marriage from the outset, a practice unlawful in both the UK and the family’s country of origin (Children Act, 1998 (X)). I benefited from my Team Manager’s guidance during the enquiry, including support to manage the assessment’s time constraints. To support my continued professional development, I would value the guidance of a senior social worker or more experienced colleague to provide constructive scrutiny to my work, specifically when considering risk and harm within Section 47 enquiries. 

Word count: 3,938
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