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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. 


This case study will demonstrate how I have assessed and safeguarded children from harm in my role as a child protection social worker. It will highlight the legislation, statutory guidance, and assessment and analysis tools that informed my decision-making.

The law provides the foundational framework that underpins and regulates social work practice, granting social workers the powers, duties, and authority necessary to carry out their roles effectively. Thomas (2015) explains that the law is filtered through social policy, then agency policy, and finally into practice. Agency policy represents the final stage of this ‘funnelling’ process, where legal and policy requirements are interpreted and applied to the realities of frontline work. Professional values and ethics also play a crucial role in shaping how the law is interpreted and enacted (Banks, 2012). Overall, the law is instrumental in enabling fair and effective practice, promoting equality and human rights, and ensuring accountability (Braye and Preston-Shoot, 2016).

Welsh safeguarding law is shaped by the Human Rights Act 1998, which incorporates the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR), ensuring children’s protection from harm, respect for family life, and prioritising their best interests. Despite devolution, Welsh law must comply with UK-wide human rights obligations. The Children Act 1989 (CA 89) and Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 (SSWBA) are key legislations embedding the rights of the ECHR and United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC). For example, the CA 89 places the child’s welfare and best interests as paramount, aligning with UNCRC Article 3 and ECHR Article 8 on the right to family life. The SSWBA further reinforces these rights, requiring social services to promote and safeguard children’s well-being in line with both the ECHR and UNCRC.

The UNCRC establishes legal and ethical standards for respecting children’s rights, highlighting the importance of social workers effectively communicating with children. Article 12 guarantees children the right to express their views, which are given weight according to their age and maturity. In Wales, this is embedded in the Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure 2011, which legally requires Welsh Ministers to have “due regard” to the UNCRC, including Article 12, in all policies and decisions. However, social workers have previously been criticised for failing to fully capture the child’s voice in assessments (Aldgate, 2019). Therefore, it is essential that practitioners recognise that both the SSWBA 2014 and CA 1989 place a legal duty on professionals to embed children’s rights in all assessments and decisions, ensuring their voices are heard and their best interests prioritised.

To maintain the family’s confidentiality in compliance with the General Data Protection Regulation (European Parliament and Council of the European Union, 2016), I will refer to the children by numbers and will not share any information that could clearly identify them.

This case involves a sibling group of three children: the eldest, a 15-year-old boy (referred to as 6); the middle child, a 14-year-old boy (7); and the youngest, an 11-year-old girl (8). Their father, 43 years old will be referred to as 9. The family were originally referred to Children Services by the police and had been supported by the Emergency Duty Team as the referral was received out of officer hours. The circumstances were that the three children self-presented at the local police station and disclosed that they were fearful of returning home due to their father’s alcohol use and his threats and acts of physical violence towards them. The police subsequently exercised their police protection powers under Section 46 of the Children Act 1989, which allows officers to remove a child to a place of safety without a court order when they believe the child is at risk of significant harm. This provides immediate protection, allowing the child to remain in a safe environment while the local authority assesses the situation and determines the appropriate next steps. Police protection can remain in place for a maximum of 72 hours. 

In line with the Wales Safeguarding Procedures (2019) (WSP), a strategy discussion was held between police and children’s services following police exercising emergency powers in response to safeguarding concerns. Due to the late evening timing, the immediate priority was ensuring the children’s safety. As a result, the children were accommodated by the local authority, and their father was arrested. It was agreed that a further strategy discussion would occur the next morning between day staff at children’s services and the police. This discussion took place, resulting in a decision to undertake a joint Section 47 enquiry under the Children Act 1989. This places a duty on the local authority to conduct safeguarding enquiries when there is reasonable cause to suspect a child is suffering, or likely to suffer, significant harm. Joint Section 47 enquiries are conducted collaboratively by police and children’s services, especially when a crime may have been committed. Effective multi-agency collaboration is essential to ensure a coordinated response that prioritises both the child’s welfare and any criminal investigation requirements (Howarth and Morrison, 2007).

Upon allocation of the children to myself, I accessed the system to review the chronology of available information. While mindful of the 10-working day timescale to complete the Section 47 enquiry, I was also acutely aware that the police protection order would expire within 72 hours (WSP, 2019). I recognised how these tight timescales can create a feeling of pressure potentially limiting our ability to conduct thorough assessments. This can result in barriers to accessing wider information and difficulties engaging with family members within such a restricted period. Davies (2014) highlights that this can increase the risk of bias and therefore I am mindful to carefully exercise professional judgement and critically analyse the information available to ensure decisions are fair and informed. I also requested a Legal Planning Meeting (LPM) for the afternoon which is meeting between legal professionals and social workers to consider whether legal intervention is necessary to safeguard the children. In my local authority, this is standard procedure when the police have exercised their protection powers. It also ensures our practice aligns appropriately with the legal framework in Wales.

Upon accessing the information, I could see that the children were living in an urban area that has high levels of deprivation and high service deprivation (WIND, 2019). The family is originally from Poland. The children moved to the UK with their father in 2018, while their mother, with whom they have minimal contact, remained in Poland. They live in an area where most residents speak English and some Welsh. The children attend a local high school where they are taught in English. Their father works shifts at a nearby industrial estate. 

The information detailed that the children were previously named on the Child Protection Register under the category of Emotional Harm, meaning they had been assessed as being at continuing risk of significant harm and were supported through a Child Protection Plan (Welsh Government, 2016). According to the WSP (2019), the categories under which a child can be registered include physical abuse, emotional or psychological abuse, sexual abuse, financial abuse, and neglect. The children were on the Register for around nine months and then they were de-registered and closed to children services as it was assessed that the risk to the children had reduced. This indicates that the children have already experienced adverse childhood experiences, including exposure to traumatic events such as domestic abuse, parental substance misuse, and physical abuse. Research shows that such experiences can have a significant and long-lasting impact on children’s development, health, and well-being (Spratt and Kennedy, 2021). Munro (2011) also highlights the importance of acknowledging previous abuse when assessing risk as this increases children’s vulnerability.

To prepare to visit the children, I contacted health, education, and housing professionals to inform them of the children’s circumstances and request relevant information to assist our assessment. I visited the children with the police and spoke to them alone. Under a Section 47 enquiry, I did not require parental consent from the children’s father to speak to them alone, and in this case, it was not possible as he was in police custody. While parental consent is not legally required when there are concerns of significant harm, I would usually seek consent where it is safe and appropriate. Munro (2011) emphasises that early engagement with parents helps build trust, facilitates accurate information gathering, and can promote positive change.

The Active Offer had already been made and recorded by staff from the Emergency Duty Team. This means that, in line with the More Than Just Words framework (Welsh Government, 2022), the children were given the choice to receive the service in either Welsh or English. This requirement comes from the Welsh Language (Wales) Measure 2011.The children chose to communicate with the staff in English. Research highlights that clear communication is especially crucial during crisis situations. Expressing oneself in one’s own language reduces misunderstandings and fosters a sense of safety and comfort, allowing for more accurate communication and effective support (Sue & Sue, 2016). Language is also a key part of children’s culture, shaping their values, traditions, and worldview (Warren, 2009). Knowing the children’s first language was Polish, I attempted to secure a face-to-face interpreter however, none were available and under section 47 of the CA 89 I needed to speak to the children within 24 hours. This reflects a resource barrier, which Lymbery (2017) identifies as a growing challenge in social work, often hindering ethical practice and affecting service quality.

The children chose to communicate in English and did not want to use a telephone interpreter at this time. The police and I spoke to the children about the purpose of our visit and each of our roles. O’Reilly and Dolan (2015) emphasise that social workers must adapt their communication to children’s cognitive and emotional development. I created a safe environment and used clear, age-appropriate, jargon-free language when speaking with the children. Contacting the school provided valuable insights into the children’s development which enabled me to prepare appropriately. I recognise that I have found it more challenging to obtain the wishes and feelings of younger children, particularly when they are non-verbal and unable to express themselves directly, as this requires greater reliance on professional interpretation. 

The approach I used to gain the children’s wishes and feelings was grounded in systems theory, commonly applied in social work to understand and assess children’s needs. Systems theory emphasises interconnectedness, helping social workers view children within the broader context of their social systems. This includes examining family dynamics, community influences, education, and wider societal factors such as housing, poverty, and cultural norms. The approach is valuable as it encourages practitioners to consider multiple, interacting factors that may contribute to a child’s situation, rather than focusing on single issues in isolation. This supports a more holistic assessment and leads to more informed, effective interventions (Payne, 2014).

This approach is reflected in the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014, where practitioners are guided to use the Integrated Assessment Framework (IAF) (Welsh Government, 2015). The IAF is a holistic, person-centred, and strengths-based tool used in Wales to assess the care and support needs of individuals, including children, adults, and families. It supports the practical application of systems theory by providing a structured approach to assessment, promoting multi-agency collaboration, and helping practitioners break down complex situations into manageable areas. The framework also supports the identification of both risk and protective factors across the child’s environment (Welsh Government, 2015). 

I initially spoke with Child 8 using a direct tool based on systems theory, an ecomap. At the centre of the page, the child 8 wrote their name inside a circle, with six lines extending outward to categories labelled: friends, home, school, family, hobbies, and about you. Next to each category were three faces representing happy, sad, and unsure emotions. Child 8 selected a face for each, which allowed me to explore what mattered most to her and examine the systems surrounding her. The tool supported a natural flow of conversation; for example, when discussing family, I asked, “Who are the most important people in your life?” Trevithick (2012) highlights that communication tools support effective engagement and help practitioners develop a clearer understanding of children’s needs.

By mapping systems with Child 8, I was able to learn that she feels frightened when her father is drinking alcohol and unsafe at home. Her father’s relationship with his partner has broken down, with his alcohol use and domestic abuse being contributing factors. As a result, Child 8 has lost a relationship she identified as important to her. Additionally, her father’s alcohol use has caused tensions with their neighbours and within their Polish community network, leading to further isolation. Child 8 also shared insights into some neglect in the home, such as limited access to food. She reported that she has not been physically assaulted, explaining that the violence and threats were primarily directed at her brothers, which she believes was based on gender. A strength she identified was a positive relationship with school and her friendship groups. Child 8 was very clear that she feels fear daily.

I had similar conversations with both Child 6 and Child 7, whose lived experiences closely mirrored those of Child 8. The children were able to explain that during a recent incident, although there was no direct physical assault, their father had thrown knives and smashed various items in the kitchen to instil fear. While we gathered initial wishes and feelings through direct conversations, I also introduced the children to the Mind of My Own app. It allows them to answer questions about their identity, wellbeing, and safety at their own pace, with responses sent directly to Children’s Services via email.

According to the NSPCC (2020), signs of child abuse may include withdrawal, anxiety, fearfulness, poor relationships with parents, running away, and limited social skills. These indicators are not always obvious, and signs of abuse can significantly vary depending on circumstances. However, the signs identified above were consistent with the behaviours displayed by these children. Child abuse can have both immediate and long-term effects on a child's well-being and development. These may include an increased risk of mental health issues, poor educational outcomes, difficulties in forming relationships, substance misuse, and involvement with the criminal justice system (NSPCC, 2020). Despite these challenges, Ungar (2013) highlights that children who have experienced abuse often demonstrate remarkable resilience, empathy, and determination. Perry (2006) emphasises the critical importance of early intervention, noting that the sooner trauma ends and support begins, the more positive the outcomes for the child. Understanding this research supports me to remain child focused. 

I found that using a systems theory approach, enabled me to not only identify the direct cause of the issue, namely the father's alcohol use, but it also provided clear insight into the ripple effects this had across various domains of the children’s lives. However, there are some limitations to systems theory. For example, practitioners need to be cautious not to become overly focused on engaging with all systems, as this can delay urgent interventions. Additionally, while systems theory is helpful in identifying how different systems interact, it offers limited guidance on specific actions to take. Therefore, although it is a valuable tool for assessment, practitioners can draw on other theories and models to inform clear and effective intervention strategies (Payne, 2020).

Reflective theory does not prescribe what information to gather or which areas to prioritise; rather, it guides practitioners to critically analyse and interpret the information collected. It helps to deepen understanding of the complexities within a case, uncover biases, and identify gaps in information (Beddoe, 2010). To facilitate reflection on the information I gathered, I used the SHARE reflective model, which is divided into five sections: Seeing, Hearing, Action, Reading, and Evaluation (Maclean et al., 2018).

In the Seeing stage, I observed the children presenting as anxious and withdrawn. During Hearing, the children’s voices were clear regarding their wishes of not wanting to return home, although their father’s voice was largely absent, as he was in custody. For Action, I conducted a joint visit with the police and gathered information from other professionals. In Reading, I reviewed relevant documents, such as the chronology and legislation, and applied systems theory to understand the family dynamics. Finally, in Evaluation, based on the evidence gathered, I concluded that the children were at risk of harm due to their father’s alcohol misuse, threats of violence, assaults, and exposure to domestic abuse. Although current police powers offered immediate safeguarding, I remained concerned that if the children were to return home, they would be at significant risk of harm.

Some limitations of reflective theory include its reliance on practitioners’ observations and interpretations, which can introduce bias (Maclean, 2014). To mitigate this in complex cases, I had case supervision upon returning to the office. I was also required to present the gathered information at the Legal Planning Meeting. This meeting mirrors a risk assessment model, where we assess past and current harm, the likelihood of future harm, parental capacity and willingness to change, protective factors, the voice of the child and their lived experience, as well as environmental factors (Payne, 2020). This meeting informed the next steps in the decision-making process for the children and was influenced by the solicitors present, who advised we had met the legal threshold. The outcome was for Children’s Services to apply for an Emergency Protection Order that day.

An Emergency Protection Order (EPO), under Section 44 of the Children Act 1989, is a legal measure used to ensure the immediate safety of children. If granted by the court, it allows for children to be removed from their parent's care for up to 8 days. At the time, the children’s father was still in custody. Due to legal obligations to make decisions within a set timeframe, I had to act swiftly without fully engaging with the father. This caused me ethical discomfort, as I was aware of the potential impact on my ability to build a trusting relationship with him in the future. Banks (2012) refers to this as an ethical dilemma caused by law.

I was responsible for writing an Emergency Social Work Evidence Template for the application to court for the EPO. It was crucial to ensure the report was clear, consistent, and legally compliant. I was also accountable for making sure that the recorded information was analytical, to support the court's decision-making process. Poorly recorded information could undermine the credibility of the report and result in vital details about the children being overlooked (Trevithick, 2012). During this time the father had also been given bail conditions that he was not to have any unsupervised contact with the children. 

The EPO was granted, and I visited the children to inform them of the outcome, explaining that they would remain in foster care. The children were pleased with this decision, and I referred each of them to an independent advocacy service to ensure their voices were heard throughout the upcoming process. This aligns with the Code of Professional Practice for Social Care (Wales) (Social Care Wales, 2017), which emphasises the duty of social workers to respect and uphold the rights and dignity of individuals. It also underscores the importance of providing the children with the opportunity to express their views, wishes, and feelings, as well as ensuring their meaningful participation in significant decisions that affect them.

I was also aware that, during this time the children were placed with non-Polish foster carers. Although the children were fluent in English, this arrangement could still lead to communication difficulties, feelings of isolation, and a potential loss of connection to their cultural roots. Without exposure to their Polish traditions, holidays, and family practices, they might feel disconnected from their heritage, and this could have a negative impact on their emotional wellbeing (Gil, 2013). In these circumstances foster carers play a crucial role and can be supported by their supervising social worker to enhance their cultural awareness and sensitivity. Berge and Sussman (2015) advocate that foster carers should learn about the children's cultural traditions, customs, beliefs, and practices that are important to them. During a later visit to the children’s foster placement, I observed Child 6 cooking a traditional Polish meal for the family, indicating that the foster carers were actively making efforts to embrace the children's culture.

The next stage within 5 days involved making a formal application to the court for an Interim Care Order under section 38 of the Children Act 1989, along with a Care Plan. The local authority requested that they share parental responsibility with the children’s father and that the children remain in their foster placement while appropriate assessments were completed. Applications to court are made with the understanding that removing children from their families should be a last resort (Munro, 2011), a principle grounded in the legal framework. Balancing the right to family life with the safeguarding of a child is a complex issue in social work law (Banks, 2012). The child’s safety and welfare must always come first, while also respecting the rights of parents and maintaining family connections whenever possible. 

As the father had been released from custody, I was able to obtain his wishes and feelings regarding the court application and ensured he was aware of how to access free legal support to participate in the process. Having difficult conversations with parents can be very challenging, and I was mindful that he might experience strong emotions such as shame and a sense of power imbalance. Given the nature of the conversation, I understood it might have felt quite authoritative to him. Therefore, I treated him with respect, communicated clearly and honestly about the circumstances, and used sensitive language throughout. I remained calm, focused on the children’s well-being, and made sure to actively listen to his perspective. To foster a collaborative approach, I clearly identified the concerns and involved him in the next steps, including the legal process. This approach aligns with what Forrester et al. (2021) describe as effective practice in managing difficult conversations. I recognise this is a skill I have developed over time and being emotionally prepared and aware of the complexities involved has greatly supported my growth. I also acknowledge that there have been times in my practice when I was not emotionally prepared for these conversations, and I can see how this has negatively impacted my empathy and ability to handle conflict sensitively, likely causing strain in my relationships with parents.

The Interim Care Order (ICO) was granted, meaning that the children would remain Looked After Children while assessments took place. Since we were still within the 10-day working period of the Section 47, I then held a multi-agency strategy meeting to conclude the outcome of the Section 47 enquiry. The Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 is clear that safeguarding is everyone's responsibility and advocates for a multi-agency approach to protecting children. It is widely reported that failures in inter-agency communication can lead to delayed or inappropriate responses to child protection concerns (Munro, 2011; Brandon et al., 2012). The outcome of the Section 47 enquiry was that the concerns of significant harm were substantiated. However, it was concluded that the children were not at ongoing risk of significant harm, as they were being safeguarded by virtue of being Looked After Children.

Each child will have a Looked After Child Plan, which in Wales is a comprehensive legal requirement outlining how the local authority will meet the children's needs. My role involved obtaining the desired outcomes of both the children and their father. This process can be complex, as the outcomes of the children and their father did not fully align. For example, while the father wanted to prioritise the reunification of the children, the children, having experienced harm, wanted to prioritise their safety, stability, and emotional wellbeing. In these cases, my role is to advocate for the child’s best interests while promoting their family relationships in a secure environment. As a result, the children began to have supervised contact with their father, provided he did not attend under the influence of alcohol.

The Looked After Child plan is a holistic approach that prioritises the children's wellbeing, covering areas such as safety, health, education, emotional support, and contact with family. The plan is regularly reviewed and is a multi-agency process, with the children actively involved in its creation. It outlines specific actions that need to be completed and designates which professional is accountable for meeting these needs. For example, due to Child 7 experiencing bullying at school, the education team was made accountable for ensuring that appropriate measures were put in place to address this.

Reflecting on this assessment, I can see the complexities and challenges involved in balancing the immediate safety of children with their long-term outcomes. I remained conscious of the need for cultural sensitivity, though the lack of available resources at times hindered this. A strength I feel was maintaining a child-centred approach, being reflective in my decision-making, and consistently advocating for the best interests of the children. However, I recognise that time constraints can negatively impact the thoroughness of assessments. Despite this, these three children demonstrated remarkable resilience, given their challenging lived experiences, and I sincerely hope for positive outcomes for their future.
Child protection work is undoubtedly an emotive role, and I continue to prioritise reflection during supervision and make self-care a priority to ensure I can continue to provide the best support for those I work with.
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