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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 case study critically reflects on a complex safeguarding assessment undertaken within statutory children’s services in Wales under the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014. The family presented with multiple vulnerabilities including poverty, environmental neglect, neurodevelopmental needs and parental trauma. Although partner agencies recommended escalation to Section 47 Child Protection procedures, my assessment concluded that the threshold for significant harm was not met and that a proportionate, strengths-based response was more appropriate.

A key dilemma in this case was the divergence between Welsh and English safeguarding frameworks, particularly Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023). Initially, I recognised how strongly the concerns from Education and Health aligned with a risk-led, procedural approach. However, reflecting on this, I became aware that an uncritical acceptance of this position risked overlooking the wider social and environmental context. Applying the SSWBA required me to move beyond immediate risk indicators and consider poverty, housing instability and neurodevelopmental need as central explanatory factors rather than secondary issues.

This reflection was significant in shaping my professional judgement. It challenged my initial instinct to focus on environmental conditions as evidence of neglect and required me to reframe my thinking towards understanding what the home environment meant in context. I found that adopting a Welsh legislative lens supported a more proportionate response, particularly when balanced against human rights principles under Article 8 of the ECHR and the UNCRC.

The use of ecological systems theory further supported my analysis by helping me recognise how school expectations, service responses and environmental stressors interacted with family functioning. This shifted my understanding away from individual blame and towards a systemic interpretation of need. In practice, this meant I was less likely to interpret behaviours as neglectful and more likely to consider unmet developmental needs.

Multi-agency working was challenging due to differing thresholds of concern. Reflecting on this, I understood that professional anxiety influenced the push for escalation. Rather than responding defensively, I facilitated a Team Around the Family approach, which helped redistribute responsibility and create a shared understanding of risk. This was important in reducing conflict and ensuring consistency of support.

Throughout the case I prioritised reflective practice, using supervision to test my reasoning and ensure defensibility. I became more aware of the importance of distinguishing between poverty and neglect, and the risk of over-intervention where structural inequality is not fully considered.
In conclusion, this case strengthened my confidence in making proportionate safeguarding decisions within a rights-based framework. It reinforced that effective practice requires not only knowledge of legislation and policy, but the ability to critically interpret and apply
them in context. Most importantly, it highlighted the need to remain reflective, analytical and child-focused when working in complex safeguarding situations.

The family consisted of two parents and two children, both presenting with emerging neurodevelopmental profiles. The home environment was characterised by overcrowding, chronic clutter, and animal hoarding, alongside inconsistent routines. These conditions triggered significant concern from the Health Visitor and the children’s school.

Both agencies advocated for a Section 47 Child Protection investigation, citing risk of significant harm. This response reflects alignment with Working Together (2023), which emphasises early identification of neglect through observable environmental indicators and promotes escalation where risk is perceived (HM Government, 2023).

However, early assessment suggested that the environmental conditions were strongly influenced by structural factors, including poverty, inadequate housing, and parental trauma, rather than wilful neglect. This distinction is central within Welsh safeguarding practice. The SSWBA requires practitioners to consider socio-economic determinants and avoid conflating deprivation with neglect (Welsh Government, 2014).

Research supports this position. Bywaters et al. (2016) demonstrate that families living in poverty are disproportionately subject to child protection intervention due to structural inequalities rather than parental intent. This critique is particularly relevant when compared to English safeguarding systems, where threshold-driven responses may insufficiently account for contextual factors.

Protective factors identified included:
· strong emotional attachment between parents and children
· evidence of warmth and responsiveness
· willingness to engage with services
· consistent school attendance when supported
· parental recognition of environmental difficulties

Within a Working Together framework, such strengths may be secondary to risk indicators, particularly where professional anxiety is high. In contrast, Welsh practice requires balancing risk with strengths, ensuring that assessment remains holistic and proportionate.
The Wales Safeguarding Procedures (2019) require evidence or reasonable suspicion of significant harm to justify Child Protection intervention (Welsh Government, 2019). In this case, while concerns were legitimate, the threshold was not clearly met.

This highlights a key divergence:
· Working Together (2023): prioritises risk escalation and procedural safeguarding
· SSWBA (2014): prioritises contextual analysis and proportional intervention
The Welsh framework therefore enabled a more nuanced and defensible interpretation of risk.

This stage of the assessment challenged my understanding of safeguarding thresholds and highlighted the complexity of distinguishing between indicators of neglect and the impact of structural disadvantage. Initially, I found myself focusing on the visible environmental concerns within the family home, particularly the clutter, overcrowding and animal hoarding. Reflecting on this, I recognised the risk of allowing observable conditions to dominate my analysis without fully considering the factors contributing to them. Through supervision and ongoing assessment, I became increasingly aware that poverty, housing limitations and parental trauma were significantly influencing family functioning.

As my assessment progressed, I also developed a greater understanding of the parents' own experiences and the extent to which these impacted their ability to meet their children's needs. Both parents described growing up in environments where routines, boundaries and life skills had not been consistently modelled or reinforced. Reflecting on this, I recognised that difficulties in establishing routines were not necessarily indicative of a lack of care or motivation, but rather reflected a lack of opportunity to learn and experience effective parenting practices themselves. This challenged me to move beyond a simple assessment of what was absent within the family and instead explore why these difficulties existed.

A further consideration was the emerging neurodevelopmental needs of both children and the significant impact this had on family life. The parents demonstrated limited understanding of neurodivergence and how it affected their children's behaviour, emotional regulation and daily functioning. However, this appeared to stem not from unwillingness to learn, but from a lack of access to appropriate information, guidance and support. Prior to social work involvement, no targeted support had been provided to help the parents understand the children's presentations or to adapt their parenting approaches accordingly.

Importantly, assessment also suggested that the parents themselves presented with traits associated with neurodivergence, including difficulties with executive functioning, organisation, planning, information processing and maintaining consistent routines. Reflecting on this, I became increasingly aware of how their own unmet needs may have affected their capacity to navigate complex systems, process professional advice and implement changes within the home environment. Tasks that professionals may view as straightforward, such as establishing structured routines, budgeting, meal planning, attending appointments or completing benefit applications, appeared considerably more challenging for the parents due to these difficulties.

This understanding significantly altered my interpretation of risk. Rather than viewing the family's difficulties solely through a child protection lens, I began to understand them as the result of an interaction between poverty, trauma, unmet neurodevelopmental needs and a lack of supportive intervention. The parents' struggles to establish routines, promote healthy lifestyle choices and access financial entitlements were not simply matters of choice but were influenced by limited knowledge, reduced executive functioning skills and the absence of appropriate support networks. This reinforced the importance of adopting a strengths-based and trauma-informed approach that sought to build parental capacity rather than attribute blame.
Reflecting on this process, I recognised the potential risks of pathologising families whose difficulties are rooted in unmet need rather than intentional harm. Had I focused exclusively on the presenting environmental concerns, there was a risk that the wider context would have been overlooked, potentially leading to disproportionate intervention. Applying the principles of the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 enabled a more nuanced understanding of the family's circumstances and highlighted the importance of addressing underlying needs through support, education and partnership working. This ultimately strengthened my confidence in distinguishing between neglect arising from a lack of care and difficulties arising from poverty, trauma and neurodivergence


The assessment process also reinforced the importance of recognising the distinction between poverty and neglect. Research by Bywaters et al. (2016) demonstrates that families living in poverty are disproportionately represented within child protection systems, often due to factors beyond parental control. This evidence challenged me to question my own assumptions and remain alert to the possibility of structural inequality influencing professional judgement.

Safeguarding in Wales is governed primarily by the SSWBA, which establishes duties to safeguard children while promoting well-being, prevention, and participation (Welsh Government, 2014). This contrasts with Working Together (2023), which focuses more explicitly on inter-agency procedures, statutory thresholds, and accountability mechanisms (HM Government, 2023).

Although the Children Act 1989 remains applicable in both jurisdictions, its interpretation differs. In England, Section 47 is often used as a primary safeguarding mechanism once risk is identified. In Wales, its use is moderated by SSWBA principles, requiring that intervention is necessary and proportionate.

The Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure 2011 embeds the UNCRC into Welsh law, requiring due regard to children’s rights. This creates a stronger legal basis for rights-based practice than in England, where the UNCRC informs policy but is not directly incorporated.
Two key UNCRC rights were central:
· Article 19: protection from harm
· Article 18: parental right to state support
Balancing these rights required careful analysis of whether harm could be mitigated through support rather than intervention.

The Human Rights Act 1998 further reinforces proportionality through Article 8 (right to family life). Any unnecessary Child Protection intervention risks breaching this right (UK Government, 1998).

Although the UK has exited the EU, European human rights principles remain embedded in safeguarding practice. Welsh policy continues to reflect these values, particularly in its emphasis on dignity, participation, and non-discrimination.

The Wales Safeguarding Procedures (2019) and All Wales Practice Framework operationalise these principles, emphasising:
· strengths-based assessment
· relational practice
· ecological analysis
· defensible decision-making
In contrast, Working Together (2023) provides more procedural guidance, with less emphasis on social determinants and structural inequality. This can result in differing interpretations of similar cases across jurisdictions.

This case illustrates how Welsh legislation provides a broader analytical framework, enabling practitioners to consider not only risk, but also context, rights, and well-being.

Engaging with legislation throughout this assessment highlighted the importance of legislative literacy in safeguarding practice. Although both England and Wales operate under the Children Act 1989, reflecting on this case enabled me to appreciate how differently safeguarding responsibilities can be interpreted depending on jurisdictional context.

I recognised that some partner agencies were drawing primarily upon principles reflected within Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023), which emphasises threshold decision-making and escalation where concerns arise. Whilst such an approach has an important protective function, I reflected that applying it uncritically within a Welsh context could undermine the preventative and strengths-based principles underpinning the SSWBA. This created professional tension as I was required to balance differing interpretations of risk whilst remaining accountable for my decision-making.

The case strengthened my confidence in applying Welsh legislation within practice rather than defaulting to broader UK safeguarding assumptions. I became increasingly aware that Welsh social work practice is rooted in social justice, well-being, co-production and rights-based principles. Reflection on this process reinforced that legislation should not simply be cited within assessments but actively applied to support analytical reasoning and defensible decisions.

The case also enhanced my understanding of how safeguarding within Wales relates to wider legal frameworks, including the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, the Human Rights Act 1998 and broader European human rights principles. Considering these frameworks encouraged me to reflect not only on protecting children from harm but also on protecting families from unnecessary state intervention.

The assessment integrated multiple theoretical frameworks to support critical analysis and professional judgement. Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (1979) enabled analysis across multiple levels. At the microsystem level, strong attachment relationships were observed, characterised by warmth, responsiveness, and co-regulation. These findings were inconsistent with neglect (Howe, 2005).

At the mesosystem level, difficulties between home and school contributed to behavioural escalation. The school’s rigid behavioural policies failed to accommodate neurodevelopmental needs, highlighting systemic contributors to perceived risk.

Working Together (2023) encourages information-sharing and multi-agency collaboration but offers limited guidance on analysing systemic factors such as school environments. In contrast, Welsh frameworks explicitly promote ecological analysis, ensuring that responsibility is not located solely within the family.

Attachment theory further informed the assessment. Observations suggested secure-ambivalent attachment rather than disorganised attachment associated with maltreatment (Crittenden, 1995). Trauma-informed practice was essential. The parents’ histories of adverse childhood experiences influenced their behaviours, including hoarding, which functioned as a coping strategy (Keegan, 2017). Without this lens, such behaviours could be misinterpreted as neglect.

A structured “What If?” analysis supported critical thinking, addressing potential risks such as disguised compliance (Reder and Duncan, 2004). Collaboration with neurodevelopmental services ensured that the children’s behaviours were accurately understood, aligning with the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018.
Professional judgement was further supported by a formal risk/benefit analysis. This balanced:
· risks of environmental harm
· risks of intervention (trauma, mistrust, mislabelling)
· protective factors
· likelihood of harm
While Working Together (2023) emphasises risk assessment, it provides less explicit guidance on balancing harms of intervention. Welsh practice, informed by human rights principles, requires this balance. The decision not to initiate Section 47 intervention required professional confidence and defensible reasoning. It was grounded in legislation, theory, evidence, and the child’s lived experience.

This aligns with Munro’s (2011) assertion that effective safeguarding depends on analytical reasoning rather than procedural compliance. Applying theory significantly enhanced my assessment and provided a framework for analysing complex information. Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems Theory encouraged me to move beyond individualised explanations of risk and consider the broader systems contributing to the family's circumstances. Reflecting on this process, I recognised that my initial assessment may have focused too narrowly on the home environment rather than considering school expectations, socio-economic disadvantage and service responses.

The ecological perspective encouraged a more balanced analysis and reinforced the need to view safeguarding concerns within the context of children's lived experiences. This was particularly important given the emerging neurodevelopmental needs identified within the family. Without this theoretical lens, there was a risk that behaviours associated with neurodiversity could have been misinterpreted as parental failure or behavioural concern.

Attachment theory also challenged my assumptions. Although environmental indicators initially generated concern, observations demonstrated warmth, responsiveness and emotional attunement between the parents and children. Reflecting on these observations, I recognised that positive attachment relationships were inconsistent with some of the assumptions underpinning calls for Child Protection intervention.

The use of trauma-informed theory further deepened my understanding of parental behaviour. Learning more about the impact of adverse childhood experiences enabled me to understand some behaviours as adaptive coping mechanisms rather than evidence of wilful neglect. This strengthened my commitment to maintaining professional curiosity and avoiding simplistic explanations for complex family difficulties.

Multi-agency working was central to the case. Partner agencies initially advocated for escalation, reflecting a risk-averse approach consistent with Working Together (2023).
Research indicates that such escalation is often driven by professional anxiety rather than objective risk (Laming, 2009). This was evident in the urgency expressed by the school and Health Visitor.

Social Exchange Theory (Homans, 1958; Blau, 1964) provided a framework for understanding these dynamics. Agencies perceived high “costs” and sought to transfer responsibility through Child Protection processes.

The SSWBA promotes collaboration and co-production, contrasting with the more procedural focus of Working Together (2023). A Team Around the Family approach was implemented, including:
· clear role allocation
· shared responsibility
· regular review meetings
· transparent communication

This reduced professional anxiety and improved collaboration.
Parents were actively involved in decision-making, consistent with UNCRC Article 12. In contrast, critiques of English safeguarding highlight that parental participation can be limited within highly procedural systems.
This case demonstrates how Welsh frameworks support relational, collaborative practice, improving outcomes and reducing conflict.

Multi-agency collaboration was one of the most challenging aspects of this case. Education and Health colleagues expressed strong concerns regarding the children's welfare and advocated for escalation to Child Protection procedures. Initially, I experienced anxiety regarding whether my assessment underestimated risk. Reflecting on this experience, I became aware of how professional confidence can be tested when there is disagreement between practitioners.

This created an ethical and professional dilemma. On one hand, I needed to remain open to challenge and ensure that concerns raised by partner agencies were fully considered. On the other hand, I had a responsibility to make an independent assessment based on the evidence available. The experience highlighted the importance of analytical reasoning rather than simply adopting the views of the most risk-averse professional.
The Team Around the Family process enabled constructive discussion and facilitated shared ownership of the support plan. Reflecting on this process, I learned that effective collaboration is not achieved through agreement alone but through respectful challenge and transparent communication. This experience strengthened my confidence in leading professional discussions and managing conflict within a safeguarding context.
From a Social Care Wales perspective, this aspect of the case demonstrated competency in collaborative working, information sharing and maintaining professional accountability. It also highlighted the importance of understanding how anxiety can influence professional judgement across agencies.

The case progressed under a Part 4 Care and Support Plan, avoiding escalation to Child Protection processes. Over three months, significant improvements were observed in the home environment, parenting capacity, and child well-being.
This outcome demonstrates the effectiveness of proportionate, strengths-based intervention. It also highlights the risks associated with defensive practice.
From a critical perspective, the case illustrates how applying a Working Together approach may have resulted in premature escalation, potentially causing harm through unnecessary statutory intervention.

Reflecting on this case, several key learning points emerged for my future practice. Most significantly, I developed a greater appreciation of the importance of distinguishing poverty from neglect and recognising the influence of structural disadvantage on family functioning (Bywaters et al., 2016). The case also reinforced the value of theory-informed practice, demonstrating how ecological, attachment and trauma-informed perspectives can support more nuanced assessment and analysis. In addition, I became increasingly aware of the impact that professional anxiety can have on safeguarding decision-making and the importance of critically evaluating concerns rather than responding solely to perceived risk. Finally, the experience strengthened my understanding of the importance of legislative literacy, highlighting how a sound knowledge of Welsh safeguarding legislation is fundamental to ensuring that interventions remain lawful, proportionate and consistent with rights-based practice.
The case reinforced that safeguarding requires balancing protection with rights and well-being. Article 8 of the ECHR serves as an ethical and legal safeguard against disproportionate intervention.

A critical element of this case study is the explicit alignment of practice with the professional standards set by the Social Care Wales Code of Professional Practice for Social Care Workers. The Code establishes core expectations including promoting well-being, safeguarding individuals, respecting rights, working collaboratively, and maintaining accountability  . The following mapping demonstrates how these competencies were enacted in practice.

Promoting Well-being and Safeguarding (Code Section 3)
The Code requires practitioners to “promote the well-being, voice and control of individuals… while supporting them to stay safe”  . In this case, safeguarding was not approached solely through risk elimination but through enhancing the children’s overall well-being. The decision to avoid Section 47 intervention, and instead implement a Part 4 Care and Support Plan under the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014, reflects this dual focus. This demonstrates advanced competence in balancing protection with well-being, consistent with Welsh legislative principles.

Respecting Rights, Voice and Person-Centred Practice (Code Section 1)
The Code emphasises respect for individuals’ rights, dignity and participation  . Practice in this case was explicitly rights-based, grounded in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child and Article 8 of the European Convention on Human Rights. Parents were actively involved in decision-making, and the children’s lived experiences were central to analysis. This reflects high-level competence in co-production and anti-oppressive practice.

Managing Risk and Supporting Positive Risk-Taking (Code Section 4)
The Code recognises that individuals have the right to take risks, requiring practitioners to balance autonomy with safety  . The decision not to escalate to Child Protection demonstrates professional confidence in managing risk proportionately. Rather than eliminating all risk, the approach focused on risk mitigation through support, reflecting advanced critical judgement.

Collaborative Working (Code Section 3.4)
The Code requires effective partnership working and information sharing  . The implementation of a Team Around the Family model demonstrated competence in multi-agency collaboration. Importantly, this extended beyond procedural compliance to active leadership in managing professional conflict and anxiety, particularly where English safeguarding perspectives influenced decision-making.

Professional Accountability and Reflective Practice (Code Section 6)
The Code requires practitioners to be accountable for their decisions and continuously reflect on practice  . This case required defensible decision-making in the face of challenge from partner agencies. The use of formal risk/benefit analysis, theoretical frameworks, and legislative justification demonstrates high-level professional accountability.

Challenging Poor Practice and Discrimination (Code Section 3.5)
The Code requires practitioners to challenge unsafe or discriminatory practice  . In this case, this involved critically challenging the conflation of poverty with neglect. By applying research (Bywaters et al., 2016) and Welsh legislative principles, the assessment avoided oppressive practice and upheld social justice values.

A significant learning point from this case was the role of professional judgement within safeguarding practice. The decision not to initiate Section 47 Child Protection procedures was made following careful analysis of risk, protective factors and available evidence. Whilst there were legitimate concerns, I concluded that the threshold for significant harm had not been met.

Reflecting on this decision, I recognise that professional judgement involves accepting a degree of uncertainty. There was no clear or straightforward answer, and making a defensible decision required balancing competing duties, rights and perspectives. This reinforced Munro's (2011) argument that safeguarding cannot be reduced to procedural compliance and requires practitioners to engage in critical thinking.

The case highlighted the importance of positive risk-taking, a principle strongly embedded within Welsh social care legislation and the Social Care Wales Code of Professional Practice. Rather than seeking to eliminate all risk through statutory intervention, the assessment identified how risk could be managed through collaborative support and monitoring. Reflecting on this approach strengthened my understanding that safeguarding practice should empower families where possible whilst ensuring children's safety.

This case study demonstrates the complexity of contemporary safeguarding practice within Wales and highlights the importance of professional judgement when balancing protection, rights and well-being. Reflecting on the assessment process has enabled me to critically evaluate how legislation, theory, research and values influence safeguarding decision-making.

The case strengthened my understanding of current safeguarding legislation, including the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014, Part 7 safeguarding duties, the Wales Safeguarding Procedures and the Children Act 1989. More importantly, it reinforced the need to actively apply legislation rather than simply reference statutory guidance. Throughout the assessment, legislative frameworks provided a structure for analysing risk, identifying proportional responses and protecting the rights of both children and parents.

A significant learning outcome was the recognition of how easily poverty can be conflated with neglect. Reflecting on this issue increased my awareness of the impact of structural inequality and strengthened my commitment to anti-oppressive and rights-based practice. The case demonstrated the importance of considering wider environmental and socio-economic influences before reaching conclusions about parenting capacity.

The assessment also reinforced the value of theory-informed practice. Ecological Systems Theory, Attachment Theory and trauma-informed approaches provided analytical frameworks that enhanced my understanding of family functioning. Rather than viewing concerns in isolation, these perspectives enabled me to understand the interaction between individual, relational and societal factors influencing the family's circumstances.

Multi-agency working presented both opportunities and challenges. Professional disagreement required me to justify my analysis, challenge assumptions and maintain accountability for my decisions. Through reflection, I recognise that collaborative practice does not eliminate conflict but rather provides opportunities for constructive challenge that can strengthen assessment quality.
This case clearly demonstrates achievement of the Social Care Wales learning outcomes through analytical assessment, effective collaboration with partner agencies and the exercise of professional judgement within a complex safeguarding context. Most importantly, it reinforced that safeguarding is not solely concerned with identifying risk but with understanding children within the context of their family, community and wider social environment.

Ultimately, the experience increased my confidence in practising within a Welsh legislative framework and highlighted the importance of remaining reflective, evidence-informed and child-centred. Future practice will continue to be guided by the principles of proportionality, social justice, participation and well-being, ensuring that interventions remain focused on improving outcomes whilst respecting the rights and dignity of families.
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