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Task 3

Safeguarding and working in complex situations – Case Study

Guidance;
Please ensure that you meet the NOS 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).

In the interest of confidentiality and anonymity, I will be referring to the children as One, Two, and Three, and the parents will be referred to as Ten and Eleven. I will also not directly name any of the locations or services used.

[bookmark: _Hlk210508966]Introduction

This essay uses Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (1988) to critically reflect on professional practice. The model’s six stages — description, feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusion, and action plan — support deeper learning and informed decision-making, essential in social work. Reflection helps practitioners assess their actions, improve future responses, and develop professionally.

I will examine how the case study aligns with safeguarding legislation, policies, and procedures, integrating relevant theories and considering the Welsh context. As a social worker in a long-term Community Safeguarding Team, my role involves risk assessment, safety planning, and managing complex safeguarding concerns. The Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 (Welsh Government, 2014) underpins statutory duties to promote well-being and protect children. Part 7 outlines the duty to report and investigate suspected harm, supported by multi-agency collaboration (Welsh Government, 2019).

This framework aligns with Systems Theory, which emphasises the role of relationships and environments in safeguarding (Payne, 2020). Risk assessment is guided by Corby’s (1996) structure— preventative, investigative, and ongoing— requiring evidence-based judgment (Barlow et al., 2022). The Wales Safeguarding Procedures (2019) complement the Act by standardising multi-agency responses and outlining professional responsibilities in child protection.

Description
This case study concerns a White British nuclear family residing in a rural area of Wales, near a popular town, within a county borough of approximately 141,900 residents (Office for National Statistics, 2025). The family has had long-term involvement with Children’s Services, with previous case closures followed by recurring safeguarding concerns. Notably, the children were once subject to Public Law Outline proceedings, which were later withdrawn.

The case involves interfamilial child sexual abuse (IFCSA), incest, and historical neglect. Eleven has been absent for over a decade following accusations of sexually abusing a child in the presence of One, Two, and Three, who were allegedly encouraged to participate. Nine years later, One and Two sexually abused Three, with One reoffending a second time. One no longer resides in the family home but maintains contact with the family. Ten and Eleven are closely related, raising concerns about a possible genetic mutation linked to learning and behavioural difficulties and a shared physical appearance among the children.

A recent referral from Education and Police followed five incidents involving Two’s sexually inappropriate behaviour toward peers, and a separate event where Two and Three consumed alcohol with an adult friend and engaged in inappropriate sexual behaviour with them —though not simultaneously.

Given the severity of the concerns, a Section 47 enquiry under the Children Act 1989 was initiated, which requires local authorities to investigate suspected significant harm. IFCSA demands a coordinated safeguarding response due to its long-term psychological impact (Gekoski, Davidson and Horvath, 2016).

As the social worker, I led the enquiry and completed a Children and Young Persons Service (CYPS) Assessment under Part 4 of the Social SSWB(W)A 2014, which requires consideration of both safeguarding risks and care needs (Welsh Government, 2019). The All Wales Safeguarding Procedures advocate a child-centred, multi-agency approach to IFCSA and harmful sexual behaviour (Safeguarding Wales, 2021).

International frameworks such as the UNCRC and the Human Rights Act 1998 reinforce the child’s right to protection and prioritisation of their best interests and wellbeing (UNCRC, 1989; HRA, 1998). These underpin the ethical and legal duties of social workers to safeguard children, especially in cases involving familial perpetrators (Garstang et al., 2020).

Following assessment, progression to an Initial Child Protection Conference was deemed unnecessary due to lack of current evidence of ongoing sexual abuse among siblings. Ten showed willingness to engage with services and accepted interventions including parental education, long-term support for Two’s harmful sexual behaviour, and therapy for Three.

However, post-enquiry, Two and Three began displaying challenging behaviours at school—defiance, truancy, and lateness which prompted concerns about unmet needs or further safeguarding issues. Ten’s unsociable working hours appeared to limit supervision, potentially contributing to these behaviours.


Feelings

In Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (1988), the ‘Feelings’ stage encourages the practitioner to explore and articulate their emotional responses to an experience. This stage involves identifying and reflecting on the emotions felt during and after the event, as well as considering how these emotions may have influenced actions and perceptions. According to Gibbs, acknowledging feelings is essential for developing self-awareness and understanding how emotional responses can impact professional behaviour and decision-making (Gibbs, 1988). This reflective process supports emotional intelligence and helps practitioners manage similar situations more effectively in the future (Dye, 2011).

I found this case particularly challenging due to the disturbing nature of the sexual abuse disclosed, which involved complex intrafamilial dynamics. The severity and historical context of the abuse evoked a strong emotional response, and I had to consciously navigate the tension between my personal feelings and professional responsibilities. It was particularly difficult not to jump to conclusions, given the family’s history of abuse, which risked clouding my objectivity. As noted by Munro (2011), professionals working in child protection must remain vigilant against confirmation bias, especially when prior knowledge of a family’s history may influence current assessments. Similarly, Ferguson (2018) highlights the emotional labour involved in social work, particularly when practitioners are exposed to traumatic abuse that challenges their values and emotional resilience. Maintaining professional judgement in emotionally charged cases requires reflective practice, emotional regulation, and supervision to ensure ethical and effective intervention (Grant and Kinman, 2014).

Initially, I felt strongly that Three was unsafe at home due to the family's history of sexual abuse. This instinctive concern was influenced by the emotional intensity of the case and the disturbing nature of past disclosures. However, I recognised the importance of balancing this reaction with a measured, evidence-based assessment, taking into account Three’s close emotional ties with Ten and Two and the potential psychological impact of separation. Munro (2011) highlights, social workers must be cautious of allowing past experiences to influence current risk assessments, as it can lead to confirmation bias and unjust decision making. Furthermore, Ferguson (2018) notes that child protection work often involves navigating emotionally charged environments where practitioners must manage their own responses to maintain professional objectivity. Reflective supervision and adhering to ethical frameworks are essential in supporting social workers to make balanced decisions that prioritise the child’s safety whilst also considering their emotional and relationship needs (Grant and Kinman, 2014).

Social workers in Wales are required to adhere to the SCW Codes of Professional Practice (CoPP), which outlines the ethical and professional standards expected in all aspects of practice, including case management and decision-making. The Code emphasises the importance of promoting individuals’ rights, well-being, and safety, while also ensuring that practitioners act with integrity, accountability, and respect (SCW, 2017). These principles are essential when managing complex cases, as they guide social workers to make informed, ethical, and person-centred decisions. In addition, the National Occupational Standards (NOS) (2025) for social work provide a framework for the knowledge, skills, and values required to deliver high-quality, evidence-informed practice. The NOS highlight the importance of critical reflection, effective communication, and collaborative working to ensure that interventions are appropriate and proportionate to the needs of individuals and families (NOS, 2025). Together, the CoPP and NOS provide tools that support social workers in maintaining professional accountability and delivering consistent, ethical, and effective services.

Children who have experienced sexual abuse often exhibit concerning sexualised behaviours later in life, including inappropriate sexual knowledge, unclear boundaries, and difficulties in forming healthy relationships (Ruff, 2015). However, children who have lived in environments where sexual abuse is normalised may become desensitised to such behaviours, perceiving them as typical or acceptable (Clancy and McNally, 2006). This desensitisation can complicate assessments, as it may mask the presence of ongoing abuse or lead to misinterpretation of behavioural issues. In this case, I found it particularly difficult to determine whether the behaviours I observed were a result of historical trauma or current abuse. This challenged my professional judgement and required careful reflection and consultation. The Psychodynamic theory offers insight into how early traumatic experiences can shape a child’s internal world and influence their behaviour, often manifesting in ways that are not immediately understood without exploring unconscious processes (Howe, 2005). Additionally, social learning theory (Bandura, 1977) suggests that children may model behaviours they have observed, particularly in environments where abuse is reoccurring, further confusing the differentiation between past and present harm. Applying systems theory also helped me consider the broader family dynamics and environmental factors that may be contributing to the child’s behaviour (Payne, 2014). These theoretical frameworks, alongside supervision and multi-agency collaboration, were essential in guiding my assessment and ensuring that decisions were grounded in both evidence and empathy.

I experienced considerable pressure from other professionals to escalate the case to a child protection conference and to consider the removal of Three from the family home. This additional pressure heightened stress and led me to question my professional judgement, even outside of working hours. Social workers often work in environments with intense scrutiny and conflicting professional opinions. According to Ferguson (2018), the emotional demands of frontline social work, particularly when safeguarding children, can lead to anxiety, self-doubt, and decision-making fatigue. These pressures highlight the importance of reflective supervision and adherence to professional standards, enabling practitioners to maintain clarity and confidence in their assessments while ensuring that decisions remain child-centred and ethically sound. The British Association of Social Workers (2021) highlight the importance of critical reflection and accountability in upholding professional integrity, especially when practitioners are under emotional or multiagency pressure. By mirroring practice with these standards, social workers can maintain confidence in their decision-making and ensure that interventions are proportionate, lawful, and child centred.

I found that engaging in supervision with my manager was vital in helping me to rationalise the current facts of the case and distinguish them from historical information and personal assumptions, as well as giving me the confidence to assure other professionals my decision to manage the plan under the auspice of care and support was right at that time. Supervision provided a safe space where I could critically examine my own emotional responses and potential biases, which is essential when working with complex safeguarding cases. According to Wonnacott (2012), effective supervision enhances professional judgement by promoting reflective thinking and emotional containment, particularly in emotionally charged situations. Similarly, Beddoe and Davys (2016) emphasise that supervision supports ethical decision-making by enabling practitioners to process their feelings and maintain objectivity. This reflective dialogue helped me to remain focused on the present risks and needs of the children, rather than being too influenced by the family’s history.

Evaluation

In Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle, the ‘Evaluation’ stage is where you assess the experience by identifying what was positive or negative about it. This step encourages you to think critically about the outcomes and your actions, considering both what went well and what could have been improved. It’s not just about pros and cons, but understanding the impact of your decisions and behaviours on others.

Positive Aspects:

I worked collaboratively with the family to develop a support plan that was shaped by their own goals and priorities, using an outcomes-focused approach. This method emphasises the importance of achieving meaningful, measurable changes in the lives of service users by centring their voices in the planning process (Glendinning et al., 2008). By enabling the family to participate actively in their own plan, I was able to build trust and foster a positive working relationship, which in turn promoted their engagement with social services. This approach aligns with the CoPP for Social Care in Wales, which requires practitioners to promote the well-being, voice, choice and control of individuals while supporting them to remain safe (SCW, 2017). It also reflects the NOS for Social Work, particularly Section 6, which involves preparing, producing, implementing, and evaluating plans with individuals and families, and Section 5, which focuses on achieving change and development to improve life opportunities (Care Council for Wales, 2003). By embedding these standards into my practice, I ensured that my work was ethically grounded, person-centred, and compliant with professional expectations.

The family has made notable progress in their intervention plan. Ten completed all of their sessions, and Two has since closed to Children’s Services following successful intervention and no further reports of sexually inappropriate behaviour. Both children also showed improved school attendance and behaviour. This reflects the effectiveness of outcome-focused practice, which prioritises meaningful change based on individual goals (Flynn, Sundaresan and Caffrey, 2024). It aligns with the SSWB(W)A 2014, which promotes well-being and person-centred support (SCW, 2025), and the CoPP, which emphasises evaluating outcomes and promoting voice and control (SCW, 2017). By regularly chairing meetings and documenting progress, the family were more encouraged to continue on a positive trajectory and allowed them to reflect on their own progress and outcomes and hold themselves accountable also.

Throughout the intervention, professionals demonstrated a noticeable shift toward a more positive and collaborative attitude, which significantly contributed to the family’s engagement and progress. This change aligns with the CoPP for Social Care, which emphasises respectful communication, partnership working, and promoting the well-being of individuals (SCW, 2017). In the Welsh context, the SSWB(W)A 2014 encourages professionals to work in co-production with families, ensuring that their voices are heard and their strengths are recognised in the planning and delivery of services (SCW, 2025). The improved professional relationships fostered trust and created a supportive environment, enabling the family to actively participate in their intervention plan and evidenced my judgement was correct.

Due to the complexity and distressing nature of the case, key professionals and agencies responded swiftly when accepting referrals and initiating support. This included specialist organisations working with children and families affected by sexual abuse. The urgency and coordination of the response reflect the principles outlined in the National Strategy for Preventing and Responding to Child Sexual Abuse in Wales, which advocates for a whole-system, multi-agency approach to safeguarding (Welsh Government, 2025). Education professionals also demonstrated flexibility and compassion by overlooking some of Three’s challenging behaviours, recognising the impact of trauma and prioritising emotional well-being over disciplinary measures. This approach aligns with the CoPP for Social Care, which emphasises promoting well-being, respecting individual circumstances, and working in partnership to support recovery (SCW, 2017).

This was a highly complex case that provided valuable opportunities for learning and professional growth. It challenged me to apply critical thinking and test my own judgement in real-time decision-making. Reflective practice, as emphasised by Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (Gibbs, 1988), enabled me to evaluate my responses and develop greater confidence in managing sensitive and high-risk situations. This aligns with the SCW CoPP, which encourages continuous learning and self-awareness in professional conduct (SCW, 2017). I was also able to attend and engage in regular CSE (Child Sexual Exploitation) Protocol Meetings with police and attend our inhouse CSE Consultation Meetings with professionals that are highly skilled in CSE which significantly expanded my own knowledge base.


Negative Aspects:

Despite living in a relatively populated town, the family faced significant barriers in accessing intervention services, which were notably limited compared to those available in larger urban cities. As a result, Child Three’s counselling had to be delivered online. While this allowed for rapid support, it also presented challenges in engagement, with Three often becoming distracted during sessions and, “zoning out”. In contrast, Child Two received in-person counselling but had to travel approximately 45 minutes each way, resulting in a loss of at least three hours of school per week. Although this posed educational challenges, the face-to-face nature of the sessions appeared to be more beneficial for Two’s emotional well-being and progress.

The disparities in service access reflect broader systemic shortcomings within rural and urban areas of Wales. According to the NHS Confederation (2023), rural communities in Wales often experience reduced access to specialised services due to geographic isolation, professional shortages, and limited infrastructure. The SSWB(W)A 2014 emphasises the importance of equitable access to care and support, with a focus on promoting well-being and ensuring that services are person-centred and responsive to individual needs not costs (SCW, 2025). Additionally, the CoPP for SCW requires practitioners to uphold principles of equality and inclusion, ensuring that individuals are not disadvantaged due to their location or circumstances (SCW, 2017). I don’t feel this has been achieved.

Unlike Three, Two appeared to face increased scrutiny from school staff. Minor behaviours—such as playfully poking a peer’s side— were interpreted as potentially sexually inappropriate, despite lacking clear evidence. This suggests professional bias, where past concerns may have influenced disproportionate responses. According to Welsh Government guidance, safeguarding decisions must be proportionate and based on objective assessment (Welsh Government, 2021). The Trauma-Informed Wales Framework also highlights the need for understanding behaviour in context, avoiding assumptions that may stigmatise children affected by trauma (ACE Support Hub Wales, 2022). In hindsight, I should have challenged this.

Analysis

In the ‘Analysis’ phase of Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle, you explore the deeper reasons behind events, by examining contributing factors, underlying reasons and then applying theory to better understand the outcomes.

I believe that the progress made by Two was more significant than that of Three, primarily due to the nature of the intervention. Two received face-to-face support, which research suggests can build stronger therapeutic relationships and more effective engagement, particularly in safeguarding and child protection contexts. According to Trevithick (2012), direct work with children allows practitioners to better assess emotional and behavioural cues, build trust, and tailor interventions to the child’s unique needs. In contrast, remote or indirect interventions can limit the depth of emotional based practice and reduce opportunities for meaningful interaction, and impact outcomes.

This case highlights the need for continued investment in accessible, locally delivered services and the importance of considering the Welsh context, where geography and population disparity can significantly impact service delivery. It also undermines principles of Welsh social care legislation, in designing interventions that are both effective and equitable (Livingston, Redcliffe and Quinn Aziz, 2023).

In this case study, it is evident that dysfunction and sexually inappropriate behaviour has become normalised within the family. This normalisation can result from prolonged exposure to abuse and inappropriate familial relationships, which shape children's understanding of acceptable behaviour. Psychosocial Development Theory, theorised by Erikson (1950), helps us to understand the impact of such environments. According to Erikson, children progress through stages of development, each marked by a psychosocial conflict that must be resolved to achieve healthy psychological growth. During early formative years, children begin to develop a sense of self and morality. Exposure to sexual abuse and dysfunctional family dynamics can severely disrupt this process, leading to shame, confusion about boundaries, and impaired emotional regulation (Fitzgerald et al., 2008), which could explain Two and Three’s disruptive and challenging behaviour in school.

Research suggests that children raised in dysfunctional families often internalise harmful behaviours as normal, especially when abuse is intergenerational or unchallenged by caregivers (Senthil, 2016). This can result in them replicating sexually harmful behaviours, as children mimic what they observe and experience. The Family Systems Theory also supports this idea, stating that all members of a family are affected by its functioning, including victims potentially becoming perpetrators of abuse themselves (Minuchin, 1974). For social workers, recognising systemic and developmental implications of different environments is essential for formulating effective, trauma-informed plans and interventions that address both immediate safeguarding concerns and also the long-term needs of the child.

In cases involving significant or repeated sexual abuse, particularly where children have been exposed at an early age, early intervention is critical to mitigating harm and promoting recovery. If timely and targeted support had been prioritised— especially in the case of Child Three— it is possible that some of the incidents of sexual abuse could have been prevented or their impact reduced. Research is consistent that early intervention can significantly improve outcomes for children affected by sexual abuse, reduce trauma symptoms and prevent further victimisation (Shuman, 2021; Silovsky, Hunter and Taylor, 2019). The Attachment Theory helps explain how early trauma can disrupt a child’s capacity to build secure relationships, while trauma-informed practice emphasises the need to recognise and respond to trauma with sensitivity and support (McPherson et al., 2025). These approaches advocate for holistic, child-centred interventions that address not only the immediate safety concerns but also the long-term emotional and psychological needs of the child.

While the family is currently following the child protection plan and has made progress, there is a concerning history of relapse. The mother has shown signs of limited capacity to fully grasp the long-term implications of sexual abuse, which may impact her ability to maintain a safe environment. Psychosocial Development Theory (Erikson, 1950) highlights how unresolved trauma and inconsistent caregiving can impact a child’s emotional development, particularly in forming trust. To promote continued success post case closure, it is essential to provide a clear, structured plan alongside continued access to support services. Research emphasises that ongoing resources and multi-agency involvement are critical in preventing re-traumatisation and ensuring long-term changes (Davies and Ward, 2012).

Demonstrating a positive attitude, offering encouragement, and showing a genuine willingness to work collaboratively with the family has significantly improved their perception of social workers. This shift in perspective is crucial, as it fosters trust and promotes future engagement with services if needed. The ability to build open and honest relationships aligns with the principles of relationship-based practice, which emphasises empathy, mutual respect, and the therapeutic value of prioritising working relationships with service users (Murphy, Duggan and Joseph, 2013). Such approaches are particularly important in complex safeguarding contexts, where trust and communication are essential for meaningful change.

The SCW CoPP requires social workers to be honest, trustworthy, and to support individuals in achieving what is important to them, while respecting their dignity, rights, and views (SCW, 2025). Similarly, the NOS for social workers highlights the importance of engaging effectively with individuals, families, and communities, and promoting active participation in decision-making (SCW, 2025). By adhering to these standards, practitioners not only fulfil their professional responsibilities but also contribute to empowering families and enhancing outcomes through collaborative practice, which I feel I achieved in this case.

Child Three remains open to Children’s Services and has experienced the highest number of known incidents of sexual abuse. It is essential that they do not internalise these experiences as a reflection of personal failure or feel stigmatised as having ‘the most problems’. Providing consistent and positive encouragement, and a strengths-based approach is vital to maintaining their engagement and promoting resilience. Relationship based practice emphasises the importance of empathy, trust, and emotional understanding in building meaningful connections with service users, particularly those who have experienced trauma (Ruch, 2005). This approach enables practitioners to work openly and honestly with children and families, fostering a sense of safety and empowerment.

The SCW CoPP (2025) reinforce the importance of treating individuals with dignity and respect, promoting well-being, and supporting people to achieve what matters to them. Similarly, the NOS (NOS) highlight the need to build effective relationships and encourage active participation in planning and decision-making. In cases like Child Three’s, these principles are essential to ensure that interventions are not only protective but also restorative, helping the child to rebuild trust and develop a positive sense of self.




Conclusion

A key learning from this case is the importance of maintaining professional judgement and not allowing personal emotions to cloud decision-making. In emotionally complex situations, applying reflective practice helps identify how feelings may influence actions (Gibbs, 1988). Relationship-based practice supports empathy and connection but must be balanced with objectivity to safeguard effectively and ethically (Ruch, 2005). The SCW CoPP (2025) and NOS emphasise ethical decision-making, professional boundaries, and acting in the best interests of service users.

In hindsight, I recognise the importance of trusting my professional judgement. Although I initially doubted myself, this uncertainty prompted deeper reflection and evaluation of my decision-making. Support from my manager was instrumental in helping me process the situation and reaffirm my professional reasoning. This experience aligns with Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory as well, which emphasises learning through reflection of experience (Kolb, 1984), and with Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle, which encourages critical analysis of emotional responses and their impact on practice (Gibbs, 1988). The SCW CoPP (2025) also highlights the importance of accountability, self-awareness, and seeking supervision to ensure ethical and informed practice.

Engaging in reflective practice has not only enhanced my own professional development but also enabled me to critically consider the practice of social workers involved in the case prior to my involvement. This also aligns with Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (1988), which encourages analysis of both personal actions and broader systemic factors. Reflecting on others’ approaches allows for deeper learning, promotes accountability, and supports continuous improvement in safeguarding practice. The SCW CoPP (2025) also emphasises the importance of reflection in maintaining high standards and learning from experience to improve outcomes for service users.

Wales requires improved and more accessible resources for supporting victims of sexual abuse, especially when compared to England and the EU. Limited specialist services and long waiting times delay recovery (CSA Centre, 2024; Community Care, 2024). The Welsh Government’s draft strategy (2025–2035) acknowledges these gaps and calls for better prevention and lifelong support (Welsh Government, 2025). Implementing the Independent Inquiry into Child Sexual Abuse recommendations, including a dedicated Child Protection Authority and increased funding, is essential for future progress (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2022).

Finally, I recognise the vital role of multidisciplinary working in social work. Collaborative practice ensures holistic support and better outcomes for children and families. This reflects the principles of Systems Theory, which views individuals within interconnected networks (Payne, 2014), and aligns with the SCW CoPP (2025), which promotes partnership and communication across agencies. I feel I achieved success in this but not without initial challenges.


Action Plan
If I were to encounter a similar case in future practice, I would prioritise early intervention, ensuring timely access to CSE specific therapeutic services. Developing a detailed chronology of historical and current events would support pattern recognition and facilitate objective risk assessment and safety planning whilst minimising emotional bias. I would place greater trust in my professional judgement, while seeking early supervision to strengthen confidence and reduce self-doubt, particularly when challenged by other professionals. 

Ongoing reflective practice, both individually and collaboratively, will be essential for continuous learning and improvement. Additionally, I would focus on enhancing my professional resilience by maintaining a person-centred approach, concentrating on the needs and strengths of individuals rather than solely on the traumatic events they have experienced.
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