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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 essay presents a critically reflective case study based on an assessment I undertook as a children’s social worker within the Assessment and Intervention Team of a Welsh Local Authority. The case concerned two children following disclosures of physical chastisement within their family. The reflection is structured around Kolb’s experiential learning cycle, which emphasises the integration of experience, reflection, conceptualisation, and active experimentation in professional learning (Kolb, 1984). Using this framework, I will critically evaluate my professional judgements, collaborative working, and the application of theory within the Welsh safeguarding context. 
Safeguarding practice in Wales operates within a distinctive legal and policy framework. The Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 (Welsh Government, 2014) provides the overarching framework for social care, embedding duties of cooperation and integration across agencies. Part 7 of the Act sets out specific responsibilities for safeguarding children at risk of harm. This is complemented by the Children (Abolition of Defence of Reasonable Punishment) (Wales) Act 2020 (Welsh Government, 2020), which removed the legal defence of reasonable punishment and positioned Wales as the first UK nation to prohibit all forms of physical chastisement. These laws reflect Wales' commitment to children's rights, particularly those set out in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (United Nations, 1989). 
Welsh legislation frameworks interacts with wider UK and European structures. Information sharing is governed by the Data Protection Act 2018 and GDPR (European Union, 2016), while guidance such as Working Together to Safeguard Children (HM Government, 2018) continues to influence practice in England. Practitioners in Wales, particularly in border areas, must navigate devolved and UK-wide responsibilities while aligning with international obligations.
I have maintained confidentiality in this essay in line with the Code of Professional Practice for Social Care (Social Care Wales, 2017) and data protection law. The case is anonymised: the children are referred to as Child (1), male aged five, and Child (2), female aged eight; their parents are Mother (3) and Father (4).
Having outlined the legislative framework that underpins safeguarding practice in Wales, it is important to consider how these duties are put into action within the specific case. The following section sets out the background to the referral and the initial response undertaken by both myself and partner agencies, demonstrating how statutory obligations shaped the assessment process and informed the decisions made at each stage. 
The referral began when Child (1) disclosed to his school that his father had struck him with a belt. Under Section 28 of the SSWBA (2014), Schools, Health, Police, and Local Authorities have a statutory duty to share information necessary to safeguard a child's well-being. This created an immediate need for a multi-agency response.
In England, safeguarding is primarily guided by the Children Acts 1989 and 2004 and Working Together to Safeguard Children (HM Government, 2018), the SSWBA 2014 consolidates responsibilities for children and adults in one part. Part 7 requires timely strategy discussions and coordinated interventions. In this case, this led to a strategy discussion with the Police within 24 hours of the referral being received, in accordance with the Wales Safeguarding Procedures (2020).
The Children (Abolition of Defence of Reasonable Punishment) (Wales) Act 2020 (Welsh Government, 2020) was also central. This Act removed the defence of “reasonable punishment,” making all physical chastisement unlawful in Wales. Child (1)’s disclosure of being “flogged” with a belt therefore met the legal definition of abuse, regardless of the family’s cultural background. This reflects Wales’ commitment to UNCRC Article 19, which protects children from “all forms of physical or mental violence.”
The More Than Just Words strategy (Welsh Government, 2022) also illustrates the uniquely Welsh safeguarding environment. While primarily designed to protect Welsh language rights, its principle of the “active offer” of communication in a person’s language of choice was used in this case to provide the parents with interpretation in their first language. Demonstrating how Welsh policy promotes equitable, accessible, and culturally sensitive services. 
Cross-border issues added further complexity. The family had recently moved from England, living near the Wales–England border. Had the disclosure occurred in England, the response would have been framed by Working Together rather than the SSWBA. As I am a Welsh practitioner working within a border region, I must therefore be mindful to differences in thresholds, duties, and procedures across the UK.
Information sharing was also shaped by the Data Protection Act 2018 and GDPR, which provide a lawful basis for sharing concerns. Safeguarding a child at risk outweighs confidentiality restrictions.
Following Child (1)’s disclosure, a strategy discussion was held within twenty-four hours between my team manager and the Police. This complied with the Wales Safeguarding Procedures (Welsh Government, 2020), which require timely responses to safeguarding concerns. The statutory basis lies in Part 7 of the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 (Welsh Government, 2014), which frames safeguarding as a shared duty across agencies.
The outcome of the strategy discussion, was to initiate a joint Sec47 (CA89) enquiry under the Children Act (1989), SSWBA (2014) and the Local Authority’s threshold document. This dual reference demonstrates how Welsh practitioners must navigate both devolved and UK-wide frameworks. 
While the Police focused on gathering evidence for possible prosecution, my role centred on assessing welfare and risk. Bronfenbrenner's ecological systems theory (1979) helps explain this stage: children's immediate experiences in the family (microsystem) are shaped by wider structures such as education, law, and cultural norms (exosystem and macrosystem). Recognising this interplay supported a more holistic decision-making process.
I applied Kolb's (1984) reflective cycle here. The concrete experience of the referral was followed by reflective observation on the role of legislation and procedure. Through abstract conceptualisation, I linked theory to practice, and through active experimentation, I refined how I approached later multi-agency work.
A Joint visit with the Police to the children's school was made in line with Achieving Best Evidence (Home Office, 2011). Although parental consent was not required under Sec47 (CA89).I sought it to reflect the Welsh ethos of transparency and co-production within the SSWBA 2014 (Welsh Government, 2014). This gave me my first interaction with the family; they confirmed they had moved to the area two months prior, following a brief period in a large English city, having originally migrated from Africa. 
The parents were in the UK on work visas. Their first language was their tribal African language, and they spoke limited English. During the initial telephone call, it was evident there was a language barrier. Using the "Active offer," giving the family a choice of language in line with the More Than Just Words framework (Welsh Government, 2022), I was able to conduct the conversation through an interpreter in the language of choice, ensuring the parents were fully informed. Engaging the parents revealed both linguistic and cultural barriers. 
Interpreters were arranged in line with the More Than Just Words strategy (Welsh Government, 2022), ensuring they could fully participate in the process. Both parents described corporal punishment as a normal aspect of their upbringing, with Father (4) disclosing his own scars from childhood. They expressed surprise that such practices were regarded as unlawful in Wales. This required balancing cultural humility (Hook et al., 2013) with clear communication that physical chastisement is prohibited under the Children (Abolition of Defence of Reasonable Punishment) (Wales) Act 2020 (Welsh Government, 2020). 
Referring the family to an Ethnic support group, provided culturally sensitive support and helped address isolation often faced by migrant families in child protection processes (Bernard and Harris, 2019). Child (1) disclosed being “flogged” with a belt, describing it as a recurring disciplinary method both in the UK and in Africa. Child (2) was more guarded but referred to corporal punishment in her African school. While no fresh injuries were observed, these accounts fell within the scope of the Children (Abolition of Defence of Reasonable Punishment) (Wales) Act 2020 (Welsh Government, 2020). I recognised my own initial shock at the disclosure, rooted in personal values shaped within a culture where corporal punishment is socially unacceptable. Kolb’s (1984) reflective cycle helped me process this reaction and situate the parents’ behaviour within a broader socio-cultural context while still prioritising children’s rights (United Nations, 1989). 
These disclosures highlighted tensions between cultural norms and Welsh law. Corporal punishment may be socially accepted in some contexts (Mweru, 2010), yet in Wales it is categorised as abuse. This contrast highlights the clash between cultural relativism and universal rights (United Nations, 1989).
On arrival at the school with the allocated Police officer, we firstly spoke with the designated safeguarding lead, who shared further information about the children's attendance, presentation, parental involvement, and academic ability. Information was limited as they had only been attending for a few months. However, it was shared that both (1) and (2) have excellent verbal English speaking skills. School had noted that (1) behaviour in school on the day of the disclosure was challenging. Child (1)'s dysregulated behaviour in school, including overturning tables, could be linked to trauma and anxiety through the lens of attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969). 
Recognising this helped me consider not just the disclosure itself but also the emotional impact of physical punishment on the children’s development. Engaging the parents revealed both linguistic and cultural barriers. 
This reinforced that safeguarding in Wales requires practitioners to balance empathy with an uncompromising stance on protecting children from harm. A child protection medical was arranged after consultation with health colleagues. Although Child (1) had no visible injuries, evidence shows that bruising can be less apparent on darker skin tones (Magin et al., 2019). Child (2) was found to have historic scars, consistent with corporal punishment in Africa. The medical highlighted the interface between international practices and Welsh safeguarding frameworks. While corporal punishment was common in the children’s African school environment (Mweru, 2010), in Wales it constitutes abuse under the Children (Abolition of Defence of Reasonable Punishment) (Wales) Act 2020 (Welsh Government, 2020). 
This highlighted how practitioners must uphold universal rights (United Nations, 1989) while recognising diverse cultural contexts. Whilst the Police were investigating the matter, (3) had to stay with a friend who did not have children, and (4) had to take on the main caring roles of the children in order to comply with the Police bail conditions. I developed a safety plan to this effect that both parents signed. 
During this time, I had to complete the Sec47 (CA89) investigation and make a decision whether a multi-agency Strategy discussion was required for the case to be considered for a child protection conference. A  Sec47 (CA89) gives the social worker 10 days to conclude the investigation within this period if there is a likelihood of ongoing significant harm, a request for a multi-agency strategy needs to be made to allow all involved professionals to contribute to the decision, and a request for initial child protection needs to be made. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]A further multi-agency strategy discussion was made with a unanimous decision that the case needed to be heard at the Initial child protection conference. This then gave me a further 10 working days to complete the comprehensive assessment on the family to analyse risk. During the assessment period, I gathered all information from partner agencies. Furthermore, it was imperative for me to gain an understanding and demonstrate cultural competence around the family's background with (3) and (4) lived experiences of being parented in Africa. It is illegal to use physical chastisement in Wales; however, it is considered normal practice in some parts of Africa, with teachers using it and parents as a means of punishment. 
Both parents shared that within their culture and upbringing, being flogged (another word for being hit with a stick, cane, or whip) was common practice, and it was normalised to the family. This shocked me and made me reflect on my own values and beliefs. Although the CPS determined that prosecution was not possible due to insufficient evidence, children's services continued under the civil threshold of "balance of probability." Payne (2020) emphasises that social workers must act on risk even where evidence is inconclusive. This reinforced the distinct roles of agencies: the Police and CPS work within their evidential frameworks, whereas social work prioritises children's welfare. 
The decision to progress to an Initial Child Protection Conference reflected Wales' integrated safeguarding ethos, where risk is evaluated collectively across agencies (Welsh Government, 2014). 
Reflectively, I found this stage challenging, however it strengthened my confidence in my social work role and the importance of professional judgement. At the Initial Child Protection Conference (ICPC), both children were placed on the child protection register under the category of physical abuse. This decision reflected the civil threshold of “likelihood of significant harm” under the Children Act 1989 (HM Government, 1989) and the SSWBA 2014 (Welsh Government, 2014). It also demonstrated the Welsh commitment to collective, multi-agency decision-making (Welsh Government, 2020). 
The Child Protection Plan balanced intervention with supportive partnership. Parents were required to work with a physical chastisement officer to develop parenting strategies. A Schedule of Expectations was drawn up to set clear boundaries. At the same time, the plan was built on parental strengths, such as their commitment to education, aligning with strengths-based practice (Saleebey, 2006). 
Engaging an Ethnic support group ensured culturally sensitive support, reducing the risk of isolation. This reflected the ethos of co-production within the SSWBA (Welsh Government, 2014), which requires practitioners to "work with" families rather than impose solutions. Systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) highlighted how change at the family level could be sustained through wider professional and community networks. 
Reflectively, this illustrated that safeguarding in Wales requires balancing children’s rights with collaborative support for families. By combining statutory authority with preventative services, the Welsh model promotes both safety and change. One of the most complex aspects of this case was reconciling the parents’ cultural norms with Welsh safeguarding law. Both Mother (3) and Father (4) described corporal punishment as an accepted method of discipline in their upbringing. Father (4) disclosed scars from his own childhood, highlighting how physical chastisement was normalised in their country of origin. From their perspective, such practices were neither abusive nor unusual (Mweru, 2010). 
In Wales, however, the Children (Abolition of Defence of Reasonable Punishment) (Wales) Act 2020 (Welsh Government, 2020) prohibits all forms of physical chastisement. This reflects a rights-based ethos grounded in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (United Nations, 1989), particularly Article 19, which requires protection from "all forms of physical or mental violence." Wales has embedded the UNCRC into domestic law, positioning children's rights at the centre of safeguarding policy (Welsh Government, 2019). This clash highlighted the tension between cultural relativism and universalism. 
While respect for cultural diversity is important, certain rights cannot be compromised. My role as a Welsh social worker was therefore to uphold children’s rights while engaging with the family respectfully. Dominelli (2002) argues that anti-oppressive practice requires practitioners to challenge harmful cultural practices without resorting to stereotyping or judgment. To do this, I linked the family with a Welsh organisation supporting minority ethnic families. This provided both practical support and cultural understanding, ensuring that the intervention did not leave the family isolated. 
This step reflects what Hook et al. (2013) describe as cultural humility — an openness to learning about different cultural perspectives while maintaining professional responsibility to safeguard. Throughout the case, professional curiosity was essential to my learning. The Wales Safeguarding Procedures (Welsh Government, 2020) states the importance of asking probing questions and avoiding assumptions. When Child (2)’s medical examination revealed linear scars, I had to consider whether these were historic injuries from Africa or the result of more recent harm. Without curiosity and careful enquiry, there was a risk that potential ongoing abuse might have been minimised or missed. 
At the same time, I reflected on my own biases and values. My initial reaction to the disclosure of physical chastisement was one of shock, rooted in my personal values where corporal punishment is widely rejected. While this reinforced my safeguarding duty, I recognised the need to avoid letting my own values dominate. Kolb’s (1984) reflective cycle helped me move from the concrete experience of the disclosure, through reflective observation of my emotional response, to abstract conceptualisation of cultural relativism and universal children’s rights. 
This process allowed me to reframe the situation professionally rather than reactively. I also considered how systemic bias might affect the family. Research shows that minority ethnic families can face disproportionate scrutiny in child protection systems (Featherstone et al., 2018). This risk was heightened by the family’s immigration status, as parents on work visas may fear that social work involvement could jeopardise their residency (Bernard and Harris, 2019). 
To mitigate this, I prioritised transparency and partnership, explaining safeguarding processes clearly and ensuring that interpreters were always used and assessments were all translated into the family’s language. This reflection underscored that safeguarding in Wales requires not only compliance with law but also self-awareness and reflexivity. The Code of Professional Practice for Social Care (Social Care Wales, 2017) emphasises integrity, respect, and person-centred practice. 
By recognising my own biases, maintaining curiosity, and actively checking assumptions, I was able to act in a way that was both protective of the children and respectful of the family. The case demonstrated the value of integrating theory into practice. Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (1979) provided a lens to understand how the children’s experiences were shaped not only by family dynamics but also by cultural norms, migration, and wider legal systems. Attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969) helped explain Child (1)’s dysregulated behaviour in school, which could be interpreted as anxiety stemming from exposure to physical punishment. 
Alongside risk, I sought to recognise resilience. Strengths-based practice (Saleebey, 2006) encouraged me to build on positives such as the parents’ commitment to their children’s education and their eventual willingness to engage with support. This aligned with the Welsh Government’s emphasis on well-being and co-production (Welsh Government, 2019). At the same time, anti-oppressive practice (Dominelli, 2002) guided me to consider power imbalances, particularly given the parents’ migrant status and limited understanding of Welsh systems. 
Kolb’s reflective cycle (1984) provided a structure for my professional learning. The concrete experience of managing the case prompted reflective observation on cultural tensions and my own biases. Through abstract conceptualisation, I applied theory and legislation to deepen my understanding. Finally, active experimentation involved identifying how I would improve future practice, such as consulting cultural advisors earlier and embedding reflective tools in real time rather than retrospectively. 
Going forward, I would strengthen early engagement with community organisations and ensure that interventions are framed in ways that respect cultural background while upholding Welsh law. Overall, this section highlighted that safeguarding in Wales requires balancing statutory authority with reflective, culturally sensitive practice. By applying theory and maintaining reflexivity, I was able to integrate analysis into assessment and plan for more effective practice in the future. 
One of the most challenging aspects of the case was the divergence between criminal justice and child protection thresholds. After the child protection medical, the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS) determined that there was insufficient evidence to prosecute Mother (3). This decision reflected the criminal standard of proof, which requires evidence “beyond reasonable doubt.” In contrast, children’s services continued under the civil threshold of the balance of probability. The Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 (Welsh Government, 2014) obliges local authorities to act protectively where there is a likelihood of significant harm, regardless of criminal proceedings.
 This allowed intervention to progress even though the CPS decided against prosecution. Reflectively, I found this difficult. I initially felt frustrated that the children's experiences were not considered strong enough for legal action. However, Payne (2020) notes that social work practice involves navigating uncertainty and exercising discretion in complex multi-agency contexts. While the CPS focused on evidential sufficiency, my duty was to safeguard based on risk. This reinforced my understanding of the distinct role of social workers compared with the Police and courts. The divergence also highlighted the importance of professional confidence. By grounding decisions in Welsh law and children's rights (United Nations, 1989), I was able to justify intervention despite the absence of criminal proceedings. 
This aligns with the Welsh safeguarding ethos, which prioritises children’s well-being over evidential certainty (Welsh Government, 2019). Ultimately, the divergence in thresholds did not undermine the safeguarding process. Instead, it underscored the need for social workers to hold their professional ground while recognising that partner agencies operate within different parameters. The case reinforced my capacity to integrate analysis into assessment and to maintain focus on children’s rights, even when other systems reached different conclusions. 
The Initial Child Protection Conference (ICPC) concluded that both children should be placed on the child protection register under the category of physical abuse. This decision reflected the civil threshold of “likelihood of significant harm” under the Children Act 1989 (HM Government, 1989) and the SSWBA 2014 (Welsh Government, 2014). It also demonstrated how multi-agency forums in Wales ensure that no single professional makes safeguarding decisions in isolation. The resulting Child Protection Plan balanced authoritative intervention with supportive partnership. On the one hand, it established clear boundaries: physical chastisement was unlawful, and the parents had to agree not to use it. On the other hand, it included supportive measures, such as work with a physical chastisement officer, who provided alternative behaviour management strategies. This dual approach aligns with Wales' rights-based model of safeguarding, which emphasises prevention and co-production (Welsh Government, 2019). 
To strengthen accountability, I developed a Schedule of Expectations outlining the parents' commitments, including refraining from physical punishment, attending support sessions, and maintaining cooperation with professionals. This was explained through interpreters to ensure understanding and consent. Involving an Ethnic support group continued to be valuable in supporting the family and reducing isolation, reflecting the More Than Just Words ethos of equitable access (Welsh Government, 2022). 
Reflectively, this stage highlighted my role in navigating the balance between authority and empowerment. Bronfenbrenner’s systems theory (1979) helped me view change at the family level as being sustained by wider professional and community support. Similarly, strengths-based practice (Saleebey, 2006) reminded me to recognise parental positives, such as their commitment to education, while addressing risks. 
The eventual police decision to take no further action was disappointing but underscored that safeguarding is not dependent on criminal justice outcomes. Children’s services work on the balance of probability, meaning that risk is managed even where prosecution is not possible. This reinforced my professional identity as a social worker operating within a distinct legal and ethical framework. From a learning perspective, the case emphasised the importance of resilience and reflexivity. It taught me to anticipate divergences in agency thresholds, to ground decisions in Welsh legislation and children’s rights, and to maintain transparency with families.
 Going forward, I would strengthen early engagement with cultural advisors and refine how I apply reflective models during ongoing work, not just retrospectively. Overall, the Child Protection Plan reflected Wales’ distinctive safeguarding ethos: combining statutory authority with preventative, rights-based support. It demonstrated that sustainable outcomes for children are achieved not only through protective measures but also through collaboration, cultural sensitivity, and professional confidence. 
This case study has critically reflected on a child protection assessment undertaken in Wales, applying Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning cycle to analyse practice. It demonstrated how safeguarding in Wales is shaped by distinctive legislation and procedures, particularly the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 (Welsh Government, 2014), the Children (Abolition of Defence of Reasonable Punishment) (Wales) Act 2020 (Welsh Government, 2020), and the Wales Safeguarding Procedures (Welsh Government, 2020). 
These frameworks emphasise children’s rights, multi-agency collaboration, and preventative intervention, setting Wales apart from other UK jurisdictions. The case illustrated the complexities of safeguarding in culturally diverse contexts. While the parents normalised corporal punishment, Welsh law categorised this as abuse, reflecting international children’s rights obligations under the UNCRC (United Nations, 1989). This tension required me to balance respect for cultural background with a clear commitment to children’s safety. 
By engaging an Ethnic support group and interpreters, I sought to practise cultural humility (Hook et al., 2013) and anti-oppressive approaches (Dominelli, 2002), ensuring that the family was supported as well as held accountable. Reflective analysis also highlighted the importance of professional curiosity, bias awareness, and judgment. Divergence between criminal justice and child protection thresholds reinforced that social workers must exercise discretion based on the balance of probability rather than evidential certainty (Payne, 2020). Theoretical frameworks such as ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969), and strengths-based practice (Saleebey, 2006) deepened understanding of the children’s experiences and informed intervention planning. 
Reflectively, the case reinforced the importance of professional curiosity, bias awareness, and confidence in decision-making, particularly where thresholds diverged between criminal and child protection systems. Theoretical frameworks — ecological systems (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), attachment (Bowlby, 1969), and strengths-based practice (Saleebey, 2006) — supported analysis of risk and resilience.
In conclusion, the case demonstrated that safeguarding in Wales is distinguished by its progressive, rights-based ethos, integrated legal framework, and emphasis on co-production. By combining statutory authority with reflective, culturally sensitive practice, social workers can both protect children and empower families to change. 
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