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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).

I am a Social Worker in a child and family team in Wales. My role involves assessing children’s needs, identifying safeguarding risks, supporting families to make sustainable changes and contributing to formal processes including child protection planning, the Public Law Outline (PLO) and care proceedings. These responsibilities are underpinned by the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 (SSWBA 2014) and the core principles of the Children Act 1989 (CA 1989), which place the welfare of the child at the centre of decision making and promote partnership working, early intervention and proportionate support for families (Wales Safeguarding Procedures, 2026). 

To demonstrate my work in legislation, theories, professional judgement, critical analysis in assessment and Welsh context, I have chosen a case study to discuss that involves a family I worked with during the PLO process where parenting assessments were undertaken. The case involved four siblings and their parents. I will refer to father as adult 1, mother as adult 2 and will refer to the children as child 1, child 2, child 3 and child 4. These pseudonyms are used to protect the family’s confidentiality in accordance with professional expectations and the Data Protection Act 2018 (DPA 2018).  

I recognised that effective PLO practice must be guided by the values within the Code of Professional Practice for Social Care Workers (CoPP, 2026) and the principles of the SSWBA 2014. Although I had a statutory duty to assess risk and progress the PLO process, I was mindful not to become overly task focused. Doel (1991) argues that while structured interventions can support change, practice should remain collaborative, empowering and strengths based. I was therefore conscious that focusing solely on risk and compliance could overlook the family's strengths, capacity for change, and influence decision making. This aligns with Care Inspectorate Wales (2024), which highlights the importance of working in partnership with families during PLO, ensuring they understand concerns, participate in planning, and are supported to make meaningful change. Reflecting on this case reinforced the importance of ensuring my professional judgement remained transparent, proportionate and evidence informed, while keeping the child's welfare and the family's strengths central to the assessment process.

Moving on, all family members identify as white/Welsh. In line with legislation the family were offered the opportunity to converse in Welsh, however, they informed me that they did not speak Welsh and that English was acceptable.  In Wales, the active offer is in place to ensure that people feel comfortable and confident to be able to converse in their first language (Welsh Language (Wales) Measures 2011). The opportunity to receive a service in Welsh should be as visible as the opportunity to receive it in English and staff who do not speak Welsh should still be ‘language sensitive’ in their practice (Social Care Wales, 2017).

The case was allocated to me in April 2026, when the children entered the PLO process. Prior to my involvement, the case had been allocated to a less experienced social worker for approximately six months. The assessment concerned cumulative worries about domestic abuse, parental conflict, adult 2’s emotional wellbeing, substance use, inconsistent parenting, unsafe adults within her network and an increasingly unreliable pattern of contact between her and her children. There were also concerns about adult 1’s decision making, his history as a domestic abuse perpetrator and his transparency with professionals. However, the assessment identified important strengths, including the children’s strong relationship with both parents, adult 2’s warmth during structured contact and adult 1’s provision of day-to-day care of the children. 

The assessment required collaboration between myself, the family, the police, schools, legal professionals, a psychologist, substance use practitioners, a parenting service, the domestic abuse hub and members of the extended family. It’s crucial that professionals working with a child and their family effectively work together and share information to build a full picture of the child’s life (NSPCC, 2025). The assessment also required me to balance the children’s need for protection alongside permanence with adult 2’s rights, circumstances, support needs and opportunity to demonstrate change. This case was particularly complex because the concerns could not be attributed to one incident and developed through the interaction of multiple factors over time. This meant that a purely incident led assessment risked either overstating isolated events or failing to recognise the cumulative impact upon the children (Wolverhampton Safeguarding Together Partnership, 2026). Consequently, the assessment brought together information about parenting, relationships, contact, housing, substance use, emotional regulation, professional engagement and the children’s wishes and feelings. 

The use of the previous allocated workers chronology assisted me to examine these patterns rather than viewing individual events in isolation. According to Watts (2022), chronologies are a vital tool in social work assessments because they help practitioners identify significant events, understand children's lived experiences, analyse patterns of harm and protective factors, and inform decision making. 

Becoming the case manager at the stage of PLO being initiated felt extremely challenging. Unlike cases that had been allocated to me at an earlier stage, both assessments and a professional narrative had already been identified. Subsequently, this created initial difficulties in developing my own understanding and professional analysis of the family’s circumstances. Gregory (2023) highlights that social workers construct understanding through a process of sensemaking in which information is organised into narratives that guide professional judgement, however, I was aware of the risk of accepting previous conclusions without sufficient critical scrutiny. Whilst previous assessments provided valuable information, I held responsibility to continuously analyse emerging evidence and remain open to alternative explanations. As a practitioner, being aware of the risk of accepting previous conclusions without sufficient critical scrutiny is essential (Department for Education, 2023).

Due to the severity of the worries surrounding adult 2, at the point of allocation, the children were living with adult 1 on a full-time basis. This was a family arrangement, with adult 2 consenting to the children being cared for by adult 1, recognising that her current circumstances were unsafe for the children. However, one of the most significant challenges I encountered when trying to involve adult 2 in the assessment process was her engagement and commitment to working with services to address the worries. I did not feel that there was a collaborative approach, despite adult 2 having worked effectively with the previous social worker. 

Based on my observations during my initial involvement, I strongly felt that working collaboratively with adult 2 would require a relationship-based approach to overcome the significant barriers to her engagement. According to Beckett and Honer (2026, cited in SCIE, 2023), meaningful relationships are the cornerstone of a strengths based social work intervention and change comes about through the development of effective relationships. Adult 2 had experienced significant trauma in her past, including, being placed in foster care from the age of 10, with multiple placements moves. According to the Centre for Youth Wellness and Zero To Three (2018), parents who have experienced ACEs may find parenting more challenging due to the impact of stress and trauma. Additionally, adult 2 had experienced significant domestic abuse throughout her relationship with adult 1 and had a diagnosis of Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) for which she was unmedicated.  

Although Adult 2 frequently missed appointments, expressed mistrust of professionals and, at times, described assessments as overwhelming, triggering, or unfair, I was careful not to interpret her non engagement as resistance. Instead, I sought to understand her presentation within the context of her lived experiences and the profound loss that she would have been experiencing due to being separated from her children. 


Most people meet a social worker during times of crisis, however, a strong, respectful relationship creates a sense of safety and with that safety comes the space for real, lasting change (Crisp, 2025, cited in BASW, 2025). On reflection, applying a trauma informed and relationship based approach helped me to interpret her disengagement as a possible response to emotional overwhelm, fear and mistrust, rather than a lack of care or motivation. On reflection, this encouraged me to remain empathetic and professionally curious, while continuing to look for opportunities to engage her in ways that respected her individual circumstances and needs. Looking back, I feel that I initially focused solely on her non engagement and therefore, missed important factors that could be influencing her behaviour and reducing the opportunity to build a trusting and meaningful working relationship. During my initial visit, I feel I made the error of discussing and focusing on the concerns rather than applying a solution-based approach. 

On reflection, a solution-based approach would have assisted me to support adult 2 in identifying the cause of her behaviour and supported her to work towards what could be done differently (NSPCC Learning, 2018). I strongly feel that had I done this at the start of my involvement, working collaboratively with adult 2 would have been more effective. Fortunately, my ability to reflect in action (Shon, 1983) and apply this method to my practice equipped me with the necessary skills to begin to develop a positive relationship with adult 2 and begin the process of effective collaboration within the assessment.  

A key aspect of my collaborative practice involved recognising that engagement is not synonymous with compliance. Whilst adult 2 did not consistently attend professional meetings or planned assessment sessions, there were occasions when she expressed her views openly, discussed her experiences and demonstrated insight into some of the difficulties she was facing and the impact this was having on her children. Drawing on relationship-based practice theories (Ruch, 2005), I recognised the importance of maintaining a professional relationship even when progress appeared limited. Rather than interpreting her non engagement as non-compliance, I remained mindful that previous trauma, distrust of professionals and feelings of anxiety may have influenced adult 2's ability to engage. Although I continued to offer opportunities for participation through the typical process of home visits, telephone calls and text messages, I also provided opportunities for her to engage via Microsoft Teams meetings, particularly when she was feeling overwhelmed. In doing so, this approach ensured that adult 2 was able to engage in regular core group meetings and professional discussions which consequently enabled me to uphold my statutory duty of ensuring adult 2 was fully involved in the care planning of her children. 
I strongly feel that this approach reflected the core principles underpinning the SSWBA (2014), particularly the duties to promote wellbeing, participation, voice and control. The Act emphasises placing individuals at the centre of decision making and supporting them to achieve outcomes that matter to them, rather than expecting them to fit within predetermined structures. By making reasonable adjustments, including offering remote meetings and exploring alternative venues when local authority settings triggered traumatic memories, I sought to reduce barriers to engagement and create opportunities for meaningful participation. This enabled me to view Adult 2's engagement more holistically, rather than judging her commitment to the assessment process solely on her ability to attend formal meetings. Whilst repeated non engagement could have prompted a more compliance focused response, this approach may have overlooked the influence of adult 2’s trauma and previous experiences of professionals. By remaining flexible and responsive, I was able to uphold both the safeguarding responsibilities of my role and the rights-based principles underpinned in the CoPP (2026). 

On reflection, by maintaining consistent contact and adapting my approach to meet Adult 2’s individual needs, I was able to mitigate some of the power imbalance inherent within statutory intervention (Department for Education, 2025). Dominelli (2002) argues that practitioners must be mindful of how statutory authority can be experienced as threatening by service users, therefore, rather than expecting adult 2 to engage solely through traditional processes, I sought to create opportunities for participation that promoted her confidence, autonomy and sense of control. This enabled Adult 2 to engage in a way that felt safer and more manageable for her circumstances. 

Collaboration with Adult 2 was particularly influential in shaping my analysis. Initially, her inconsistent engagement could easily have been interpreted as a lack of willingness to prioritise her children’s needs. However, by adopting a relationship-based approach and creating opportunities for meaningful participation and collaboration, I gained a greater understanding of the impact that trauma, loss, previous professional involvement and emotional overwhelm were having on her ability to engage and her parenting. On reflection, this challenged my initial assumptions and enabled me to move beyond a compliance focused interpretation of her behaviour. Consequently, my assessment analysis became more nuanced, recognising both the risks present and the barriers that were affecting her capacity to demonstrate change. 

Moving on, my relationship and work undertaken with the children was integral to understanding the risk and impact of the concerns throughout the assessment. I recognised that if I were to rely entirely on the parents’ accounts, there was a risk that I could overlook how the experiences and incidents had affected the children’s wellbeing, daily lived experiences and sense of safety. This approach is consistent with the SSWBA (2014), which places children's wellbeing and personal outcomes at the centre of assessment. The Act is further underpinned by the principles of participation and the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), which recognises children's right to express their views in matters affecting them. The importance of hearing the child’s voice is also reflected in the CA (1989), whereby a child’s wishes and feelings should be considered when making decisions about their welfare. 
From a theoretical perspective, Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (1979) supported my practice to further understand the children’s experiences within the context of their relationships, family environment and wider social systems, rather than relying on parental narratives. Similarly, the Framework for the Assessment of Children in Need and Their Families (Department of Health, 2000) emphasises that assessments should consider the interaction between parenting capacity, child development and family and environmental factors. This highlights the importance of direct work with children to understand the impact of adversity from their perspective. Research by Daniel et al. (2011) further argues that children’s lived experiences provide crucial evidence of the cumulative impact of harm, which may not be fully apparent through adult accounts alone. By spending time with the children, observing their presentation and exploring their wishes and feelings through direct work, I was able to develop a more holistic understanding of risk and protective factors, ensuring that my analysis remained child centred rather than adult focused.
I undertook regular visits, play, observations during contact with their parents and relied on information from professionals during core group meetings, for example, school staff and their independent advocates to inform my analysis throughout the assessment. Rather than approaching direct work as a single event designed to obtain answers, I understood it as a relational and emotional process in which trust and understanding develops over time. Recognising the hard emotional work that a child will do in direct work sessions and taking steps to create a nurturing environment can be invaluable (MacFarlane, 2025). I therefore spent time getting to know the children individually and this allowed me to adapt my communication with them based on their age, development and understanding of the situation. 

To ensure the children’s voices remained central to the assessment, I used the Three Houses Tool, (Framework for Practice: The Three Houses Tool), which is designed to help children explore their worries, strengths and hopes for the future in a way that is safe, child friendly and accessible (Weld and Greening, cited in Parker). The tool provided me with a structured opportunity for each child to identify what was worrying them, what was going well in their lives and what they hoped would change, enabling their lived experiences to inform my analysis rather than relying solely on their parent’s accounts of their experiences. I adapted the direct work to each child’s individual preferences by using their favourite colours when drawing the houses and beginning conversations about their hobbies, interests and positive experiences before exploring more difficult topics. On reflection, this helped me to establish rapport and reduced the potential of the session feeling as though the children were being questioned. By using this approach, I was able to create a more balanced environment in which the children felt comfortable sharing their views and did not feel as though it was entirely focused on the worries. By alternating discussions about worries with conversations about strengths and interests, I was able to minimise the emotional impact of the direct work while still gaining a meaningful understanding of how the difficulties within the family were affecting their wellbeing and sense of safety. 

However, I had to recognise the power I held as the allocated social worker. The children may have viewed me as the person who made decisions about where they lived and when they saw their mother, having already experienced the trauma of leaving their family home and residing with adult 1. Lefevre, (2010) emphasises that children often experience social workers as authority figures because of their role in decision making and statutory intervention and argues that practitioners must be aware of how power dynamics can affect communication and engagement with the children and young people they work with. 

I also considered the importance of where I would meet with the children to undertake the direct work. Although home visits were important for understanding their lived experiences and relationships with their family, I decided to undertake the direct work within their school. This decision was informed by not only the limited space available which may have restricted the children’s ability to speak openly and confidently, but school provided a familiar and predictable environment where the children were already accustomed to engaging with their advocate and family wellbeing practitioner. Research suggests that children are more likely to participate meaningfully when they feel safe, comfortable and have established trusting relationships within their surroundings (MacFarlane, 2025). 

On reflection, this decision reinforced my understanding that effective direct work is influenced not only by tools and techniques but also by the context in which children are invited to participate. By meeting the children in a setting they associated with safety and support, I observed that they were more relaxed and willing to engage in discussion about their experiences. Most importantly, this was not just an assumption made from my observations, the children themselves created drawings of me when asked about trusting adults within their network. 

On reflection, their feedback challenged me to reflect upon how professional involvement can sometimes be heavily shaped by statutory processes and it reminded me of the importance of actively seeking and responding to the children’s views rather than assuming what will work best for them. I also strongly believe that choosing a setting that was associated with positive relationships and experiences helped minimise the intrusive nature of the assessment process and enabled the children’s voices and experiences to be effectively represented within my assessment analysis. 

When I assumed the role as case manager for this family, I was required to exercise my professional judgement by balancing the immediate stability adult 1 and the paternal family were providing to the children, against concerns arising from adult 1’s history as a perpetrator of domestic abuse and his historical lack of honesty and transparency with the Local Authority. I recognised that while the children were residing with their father and were currently safe, this did not necessarily mean that he was able to meet all aspects of their emotional and safeguarding needs. The history of domestic abuse was a significant part of my analysis because domestic abuse can affect children even when they are not physically harmed during incidents (Barnardo’s, 2025). On reflection, I needed to consider what the impact of adult 1’s behaviour during the relationship had had on the children and whether this behaviour would pose a future risk if they were to remain in his care.   

On reflection, exercising my professional judgement required me to avoid making decisions based on a comparison between the parents. Although serious concerns had been identified regarding adult 2, those concerns did not remove the need to assess adult 1 independently. I needed to consider whether his presentation as the more stable parent risked minimising the concerns about the domestic abuse, his history of being dishonest and his ability to protect his children effectively. Research indicates that children can have their basic physical needs met, while still being exposed to significant emotional harm, neglect, domestic abuse, or other safeguarding risks that can adversely affect their wellbeing and development. (NSPCC Learning, 2026). I recognised that whilst adult 1 was providing routines and practical care to the children, there was the potential that significant risks could still be present. 

A key aspect of my professional judgement was recognising that the domestic abuse concerns could not be understood as isolated incidents between the adults. On reflection, it was important that I looked beyond individual events and considered the cumulative impact that this pattern of behaviour may have had on the children’s emotional wellbeing, sense of safety and experiences of family life. To inform this analysis, I drew upon the direct work completed with the children to gain a deeper understanding of their current lived experiences with adult 1 and their wishes and feelings regarding their relationships with both parents. I also spent time observing the children with adult 1 within the family home and with each parent in the community. According to Nicholas (2015, cited in Community Care, 2015), home visits help social workers to build a picture of what life is like for a child, which may differ from initial assumptions, while considering both family strengths and areas of risk. 

The children’s presentation while living with adult 1 was settled, playful and evidenced a strong sibling attachment to one another in addition to a warm and emotional bond with adult 1. Similarly, during my observation during family time with adult 2, I found that the children’s behaviour was similarly calm, with adult 2 displaying lots of emotional warmth and love. These observations were further re-enforced during direct work, with the children telling me that they wanted to spend equal amounts of time with each parent. However, all four children were transparent in telling me that they did not want to live with both parents residing in the same household. Although these findings supported evidence of stability, the children’s settled presentation could not, by itself, resolve concerns regarding the significant risks. 
Consequently, my professional judgement required me to hold these competing elements together. Although adult 1 and the paternal family were providing the children with day-to-day stability, his history as a domestic abuse perpetrator required careful consideration of the children’s safety if recurring events were to happen in adult 1’s future relationships. I also needed to consider the impact and safety of the children should adult 1 and adult 2 reconcile at any point, especially as the children had vocalised their worries about living with both parents within the same household.  
Children are recognised as victims within the Domestic Abuse Act 2021 (DAA 2021) therefore, practitioners must listen to children and adults who have experienced domestic abuse to assess the current harm and risk of future harm (Cafcass, 2025). On reflection, to inform my decision making and balance my professional judgement alongside safe decision making, collaboration with services was essential. Discussions with professionals should be used to challenge thinking and will support social workers to consider ethical dilemmas in complex situations (Social Work, England, 2020). 
I considered information from police, education, domestic abuse services, social work records and discussions with colleagues, I also considered adult 1’s engagement and commitment to work with targeted support services to address the worries. During assessment sessions, I used information shared by partner agencies to challenge him, explore his understanding of harmful behaviour and assess whether he could recognise its emotional impact on his children. I also consulted with my peers and had supervision so that I was able to reflect on whether the children’s settled presentation in adult 1’s care was influencing my judgement or minimising the significance of the domestic abuse history. According to Ruch (2005), reflective practice helps social workers manage complexity, uncertainty and risk by critically considering multiple sources of information and examining how their own assumptions, emotions and experiences may influence professional judgement. On reflection, professional judgement, collaborative working and reflective practice strengthened my professional judgement to support me in reaching an evidence-based analysis in a complex assessment process. 
In conclusion, this case demonstrated that effective safeguarding assessment is not achieved by gathering information alone, but through the integration of analysis, collaboration, reflection and professional judgement. Taking over the case at the point of PLO required me to critically examine the existing professional narrative rather than accept previous conclusions without question. By reviewing the chronology, testing assumptions and considering evidence, I developed an understanding of the cumulative concerns, strengths and lived experiences of the children. 
From a legislative perspective, although I am a practitioner in Wales, relevant UK legislation, including the CA 1989, the DAA 2021 and the DPA 2018, also informed my practice. If either parent had moved with the children outside of Wales, this assessment would need to consider differences in legal jurisdiction and information sharing arrangements. Although these circumstances were not present in this case, understanding this interface will be an essential element of my professional development. 
Overall, the case developed my understanding that professional judgement in complex and safeguarding work must remain child centred, evidence informed and open to challenge. Most importantly, I learned that a strong assessment depends upon holding risk, strengths, rights and uncertainty together, while remaining critically reflective about how my assumptions and statutory authority may influence relationships and decision making.

Moving forward, I want to continue developing my confidence in analysing cumulative harm, particularly domestic abuse and parental engagement within complex safeguarding assessments. I want to strengthen my use of reflective supervision to challenge my initial assumptions to fully recognise how previous professional narratives may influence my judgement to ensure that my decisions remain balanced and evidence informed. I also want to expand my knowledge of trauma informed practice so that I can respond effectively to barriers while maintaining clear safeguarding expectations. Most importantly, I want to continue to develop my direct work skills with children to help me to ensure that their voice, wishes and feelings remain central to my assessments, planning and decision making. 
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