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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 appendix 5 and 6 of the 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).


The Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 (SSWBA) and the Children Act 1989 (CA 1989) are the main legislative framework and guidance used in Wales to safeguard children. The CA 1989 and Part 7 of the SSWBA provided the framework for the Wales Safeguarding Procedures which sets out the legislative requirement when safeguarding a child in Wales. The CA 1989 is a legislation for children in England and Wales. However, part 3 of the CA was devolved to Wales and it was replaced with the SSWBA for Wales, followed by the Wales Safeguarding Procedures.

This assignment will critically reflect on a case study where an assessment was undertaken jointly with police regarding safeguarding a child. The assessment undertaken was a section 47 enquiries from the CA 1989 following a report of a child that might be at risk of harm. The purpose of the assessment was to establish if the child is at continuing risk of significant harm. 

This assignment will include a brief explanation of the relevant terminology and a summary of the background of the case study. To protect the confidentiality of the family, numbers will be used to identify the child and their family members. The assignment will aim to demonstrate how different safeguarding legislation relates to the case study and my understanding of the integration of analysis in assessment, collaborative working and professional judgements in increasingly complex situations and the use of social work theories.

Social Care Wales (2022) states that safeguarding is about protecting children and adults from abuse or neglect and educating those around them to recognise the signs and dangers. The SSWBA defines a child as a person who is under 18 years of age (Legislation, 2014). Section 130 of the SSWBA defines a child at risk as a child who is experiencing or is at risk of abuse or neglect or has needs for care and support (Legislation, 2014). The Wales Safeguarding Procedures (2023) also notes in its guidance that actual abuse or neglect does not need to occur for a child to be at risk. It can include children from families that require early intervention to prevent the child from actual harm, abuse, or neglect. The procedures also notes that the risk of abuse or neglect may be the consequence of one concern or a result of many factors (Wales Safeguarding Procedures, 2023). Harm in relation to a child is defined in section 197 of the SSWBA as abuse or impairment of physical or mental health; or physical, intellectual, emotional, social, or behavioural development (Legislation, 2014). This can include sexual abuse, neglect, emotional abuse, and psychological abuse (Wales Safeguarding Procedures, 2023). There is no definition for significant harm and therefore practitioners should compare the child’s health or development to a similar child to conclude whether the child’s health or development is at risk of significant harm (Legislation, 2014).

2 is a 5-year-old girl from a white Welsh family. 2 resides with her mother (3) and younger half sibling in a town in Wales. 2 is from a Welsh speaking family. 2’s father (4) and 3’s relationship ended when 2 was younger and 4 now lives in a village nearby. A Child Arrangement Order is in place which states that 2 is to live with her mother and have weekly overnight contact and alternating weekend contact with her father. It also allows more contact during school holidays. A Child Arrangement Order under the Children Act 1989 sets out where a child lives, who the child lives with and how much time the child spends with each parent (Legislation, 1989). 2 was previously open to the children’s service when she was 3 years old following a report of a child at risk and a section 47 enquiries was undertaken. The main concern raised in the previous report was that 2 had told her mother that her dad hit her. 3 also disclosed that she was a victim of coercive control by 2’s father when they were together. 3 and 4 have limited contact and use a contact book to write updates to each other on 2. A family member was appointed as third party to transport 2 to contact with her father. The outcome of the enquiries was that the concerns were not substantiated and 2 was not assessed to be at risk of significant harm.

My involvement began with the family following a report of a child at risk which was discussed in a strategy discussion between social services and police. The main concern in the report was that 2 had disclosed to her mother that her father might have sexually abused her during contact. The strategy discussion concluded that there was a concern for significant harm and that further enquiries was required through a joint section 47 enquiries with police. The enquiries did not need to include 2’s younger half sibling as the suspected risk in this case is 2’s father which the younger half sibling does not have any contact with.

Under the SSWBA the Local Authority has a duty to investigate when a report is received raising concerns about a child in its area who are either in need of care and support or safeguarding protection (Legislation, 2014). The Wales Safeguarding Procedures (2023) states that if a report concludes that the local authority has reasonable cause to suspect that a child is at risk of significant harm, they should convene a strategy discussion within one working day. The purpose of a strategy discussion is to share and discuss information gathered about the child and determine whether section 47 enquiries from the Children Act 1989 should be undertaken. Agencies can share information on a child and family to other agencies to prevent abuse or serious harm under the Data Protection Act 2018 (Legislation, 2018).  Section 47 enquiries can be undertaken as single agency by local authority social worker or by working jointly with the police, dependent on the risk of harm or abuse. In a joint section 47 enquiries by social services and police, social services take lead in the section 47 enquiries and child’s well-being whilst the police are responsible for the criminal investigation. The purpose of the section 47 enquiries is to gather as much information from the child, family, and agencies to establish if the child is at risk of significant harm and requires safeguarding. The voice of the child is central to understanding the abuse, neglect or harm the child has or is experiencing and therefore it is important that the child is seen and spoken to alone during the section 47 enquiries. The parents do not need to give consent for section 47 enquiries to take place however they should be consulted if possible and appropriate. However, If the parents refuse to co-operate and social workers are unable to see the child, the local authority can apply for an order from the court such as an emergency protection order, care and supervision order or an assessment order unless evidence can be provided that the child is not at risk of significant harm. A medical examination by a paediatrician should also be considered during the section 47 enquiries if the child as suffered physical abuse or neglect. Section 47 enquiries should conclude within 10 working days and if decision is made at strategy that risk of significant harm is evident then case should proceed to initial case conference within 15 working days (Wales Safeguarding Procedures, 2023).

Part 7 of the SSWBA also formed the new structure for the safeguarding boards in Wales. Safeguarding boards was first introduced in the Children Act 2004 and one of the main reasons for this legislation was ‘Every Child Matters’ following the murder of Victoria Climbie. Every local authority is part of a safeguarding board, and their main objective is to ensure that relevant agencies have effective measures in place to protect children from abuse, neglect, or other kinds of harm (Legislation, 2014). The safeguarding boards are also responsible for undertaking Child Practice Reviews, audits, reviews and facilitate research and training into protection and prevention of abuse (xxx Safeguarding Board, 2023). 

Children’s rights to be protected from abuse or harm are also protected under the United Nations Convention on the Rights of The Child 1989 and the Human Rights 1998. Article 19 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of The Child 1989 states that the “Governments must do all they can to ensure that children are protected from all forms of violence, abuse, neglect and bad treatment by their parents or anyone else who looks after them” (UNICEF, 1989). Article 3 of the Human Rights Act 1998 is the freedom from torture and inhuman or degrading treatment (Legislation, 1998).

The strategy discussion concluded that there was a concern for significant harm and that further enquiries was required through a joint section 47 enquiries with police. I was allocated the case to undertake the section 47 enquiries following the strategy as I was the duty social worker that day. I had a brief discussion with my manager to gain knowledge on the case and a brief synopsis on the previous section 47 enquiries that took place. My manager informed me that it was decided in the strategy that the police would take lead in discussions with 2 and that the allocated detective constable (DC) will be in touch within the hour to plan arrangements. To prepare for the section 47, I went over the information held on 2’s file. This included the referral, previous section 47 enquiries, and information from other agencies such as police and health. When I was informed who the duty DC was that day, I realised that she did not speak Welsh, however could understand some spoken Welsh language. From reading 2’s file and speaking to my manager, I knew that 2’s first language was Welsh and that she came from a Welsh speaking family and attended a Welsh primary school. The ‘More than just words’ strategic framework that was published in Wales in 2016 states that Welsh speaking individuals should receive service through the medium of Welsh (Welsh Government, 2022). I could see from 2’s file that the active offer had previously been offered to the family and they chose to have the service through the medium of Welsh. I raised this with my manager who had further discussions with the police. Unfortunately, there was no Welsh speaking DC available at that time to undertake the joint section 47 enquiries and therefore it was agreed that the enquiries would be going ahead however that I was taking lead in discussions with 2 and the family as I was Welsh speaking. I spoke with the DC and asked if there were any specific questions the police would like me to ask 2. I asked this beforehand to try and ensure that we did not miss any crucial information during the visit if the DC could not understand the Welsh conversation in its entirety.

The main objective of the section 47 enquiries is to assess whether the child is at risk of significant harm. To support me with my assessment and to gather information, I used the ecological model from the system theory. The ecological model was developed in 1979 by Bronfenbrenner, when he realised that individual’s lives were being affected by factors close to home and further away in their environment (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). The model concentrates on how a child or person’s development is affected by their environment. The ecological model encourages social workers to recognise that risks and problems arise because of changes in a child’s environment (Germain and Glitterman, 1996). I used the model to create an eco-map for 2 which included the micro-systems home, family and the local community. Before starting on the section 47 enquiries, I could gather some background information for the eco-map to include family members, living situation, family’s previous involvement with social services, the child arrangement order, current referral, school and health. I continued to fill the eco-map as I gathered more information during the enquiries.


I telephoned 3 to inform her that a report of concern regarding 2 was received by the Local Authority and a strategy discussion concluded that there was a concern for significant harm and a joint section 47 enquiries was needed. 3 was aware of the report and gave her consent to the referrer to share the report with the local authority. I went over the process of a section 47 enquiries with 3 to ensure she was fully aware of what it entailed, and consent was obtained to visit 2. I informed 3 that I would be completing a joint visit with a DC to 2 in school that morning. I arranged to see 3 at home following my visit to 2 in school.

A school visit to 2 was completed with the DC. I ensured that I worked in a child centred approach which meant that 2 was central to my section 47 enquiries. This approach, which can also be known as the person-centred approach involves putting the individual at the centre of the intervention (Howe, 2009). This approach focuses on the desired outcomes for the person rather than the convenience of the assessor (Trevithick, 2005). For a Child Centred approach, it is important to engage the child in the assessment and find out about their daily lived experiences. It is important that the child’s wishes and feelings are heard however we must ensure that their wishes do not override their best safeguarding interests (Ferguson, 2001; Featherstone, 2018). During my discussions with 2 I ensured that her wishes and feelings were heard and that I could gather some information about her daily life experience. For my discussions with 2 I ensured that I adapted my communication methods to fit her age and understanding. This meant using basic Welsh Language and avoid using jargon words. Sexual abuse is a very sensitive conversation to have with a child and can be difficult to have dependent on their age and understanding. I was very mindful that 2 was only 4 years old and therefore ensured that my enquiries were carried out in a way that minimised any distress to 2. I did this by using my communication skills of active listening and asking prompting questions that were age appropriate. The outcome of the discussions with 2 was that there was no clear evidence to suggest that sexual abuse had taken place however the police would need to make further enquiries with 4. 2 was able to tell me what happened, and it did not match the disclosures that were reported by mum. 

Following our visit to 2, a strategy discussion was had to determine whether a medical examination was needed. The police and social services agreed that there was not enough evidence of abuse or when the apparent abuse took place to conclude that a medical examination was needed. A medical examination can be traumatic on its own for a child and therefore should only be conducted when necessary. The police also highlighted that there was a high chance that no evidence would be gained from the medical examination.

A joint visit with the DC to 3 was carried out following our visit to 2. I was open and honest with 3 about our discussions with 2 and what the next steps would be in the enquiries. The section 47 process was explained to 3 along with possible outcomes of the criminal enquiries. 3 was visibly upset and wanted her child to be safe, reassurance was given to 3 that a full enquiry was taking place to ensure 2 is safe and happy. I explained to 3 that 2 could not have contact with 4 until the police had spoken to him. I ensured that mum understood the reason behind this was to safeguard 2 as at that point we could not conclude if 2 was at risk of harm in the care of 4. I asked 3 not to allow contact with 4 until agreed by social services.

Following my initial enquiries with 2 and 3, I had supervision with my manager to reflect on my practice and the case. Supervision is a vital part of social work practice and through supervision, social workers can review their day-to-day decision making, plan their learning and work through the considerable emotional and personal demands the job places on them (Howe and Gray, 2013). This was my first section 47 enquiries working jointly with the police and I acknowledged that I was feeling nervous, especially as I had to lead the sensitive discussions with 2. I felt nervous at the beginning however reflecting back I felt I led the discussions in a way that made 2 feel at ease and therefore comfortable to talk about sensitive subjects. On the other hand, I did reflect on how difficult it was trying to manage a conversation with 2 whilst also trying to translate to the DC and taking quick notes. As I reflected, I could see that my conversations with 2 could have had an easier flow if I didn’t have to pause to ensure that the DC was able to understand all information. Nevertheless, the conversations with 2 went well and I could observe her to be comfortable talking to me with the DC present.

The police concluded that they would need to investigate the case further. The father was arrested, interviewed, and released on bail. The bail conditions only allowed 4 to have supervised contact with 2 until the police concluded their investigation. I assessed a family member to supervised contact and made arrangements with both parents which allowed 2 to have contact with her father whilst the investigation was ongoing. To ensure contact could go ahead I had to work collaboratively with the parents and wider family members to ensure 2’s best interest was central to our work.

My visit and discussions with 4 could not take place until the police had arrested and interviewed him. This was to ensure that the criminal case or any evidence was not put at risk. It was important that 4 engaged with the section 47 for the best outcome for 2. At the beginning of the visit to 4, I explained that I did not know the conclusion of the police investigation and therefore could not say if 2 is at risk in his care. I thought this was very important for 4 to understand as I observed him to be very nervous and anxious and I didn’t want him to feel that a conclusion had been done without a full investigation. I ensured that I worked collaboratively with him and that his views, wishes and feelings were heard as part of the enquiries. 4 was very engaging during the discussions and emphasised that he only wanted the best for his child. 4 was able to voice his concerns that he thinks that 3 might have led 2 to make the disclosures as similar incidents has happened in the past. 4 was upset and worried that the conflict between him and 3 is affecting his contact with 2. 4 was anxious that 3 might stop all contact following the enquiries which meant that he would have to go back to court which costs a lot of money. If this enquiry concludes that 2 is not at risk and 3 continues to stop his contact with 2, I advised him to seek legal advice.

As part of the section 47 enquiries, it is also very important to work collaboratively with other agencies that work with the family to gain further information. Part 9 of the SSWBA states that the Local Authority must promote co-operation with others to plan care and support for children and families (Legislation, 2014). Agencies have a duty to provide information to the Local Authority to support them with their assessment and care planning. This ensures that the Local Authority and other agencies have all the information to safeguard and care plan for children and families (Welsh Government, 2020). The two main agencies working with 2 and her family were school and health. I had a discussion with the school’s headteacher to have a better understanding of how 2 is doing at school, her ability, attainment, and any concerns that have been raised. The school informed me that they have no concerns for 2 and that she was doing very well and reported to be very happy in class. As 2 is in primary school, the best agency to speak to in health would be the local school nurse. I telephoned the school nurse to gain information on 2’s health and if they had any concerns. The school nurse told me that health had no health concerns for 2 and that she is up to date with all appointments. The school nurse informed me that she has previously supported the mother during the previous section 47 enquiries as the mother was very anxious about 2 having contact with her father. The school nurse thought that the parents’ separation had caused anxiety for the mother. All the information gathered from other agencies was recorded in the section 47 enquiries form.

I could not conclude my section 47 enquiries without an outcome from the police on the criminal investigation. A section 47 enquiries should be concluded within 10 working days however in some exceptional circumstances such as this case we could not conclude, and it wouldn’t be in the child’s best interest to conclude without the outcome of the criminal investigation. Following the police investigation, they did conclude that it would be a no further action decision and all bail conditions were dropped. This decision concluded the section 47 enquiries, and I could assess all information and use my professional judgement to conclude whether 2 was experiencing or at risk of experiencing significant harm. There are three possible determinations of a section 47 enquiries. Determination 1 is that concerns are not substantiated. Determination 2 is that concerns are substantiated but the child is not judged to be at continuing risk of significant harm although they may have care and support needs. Determination 3 is that concerns are substantiated, and the child is judged to be experiencing or at risk of abuse, harm or neglect and a child protection conference should be convened (Wales Safeguarding Procedures, 2023). My determination was that concerns were not substantiated and that 2 was not at risk of significant harm. I came to this conclusion as there was no clear evidence to suggest that any abuse took place; all of 2’s needs were being met and she felt safe and happy with both parents. If there was evidence that 2 was at risk of significant harm, I would have proceeded to case conference with the recommendation that her name be placed on the Child Protection Register.

I had supervision with my manager following the conclusion of the section 47 enquiries. I reflected how the ecological model supported me to come to a determination that 2 was not deemed to be at risk of significant harm. However, by viewing the eco-map I could assess how emotional harm could be a risk to 2 if parental conflict continues. It was evident in this enquiry that the parents were not effectively communicating with each other to co-parent their child. I also had concerns that the mother may have led 2 to make disclosures which resulted in contact with her father being stopped and temporarily supervised. Studies show that parental separation and conflict has a negative effect on the child’s emotional well-being (Xerxa et al., 2020). Conflict overtime may result in the child showing developmental, self-regulatory and attachment issues (Kelly and Lamb, 2000; McIntosh, 2003). The attachment between a child and the parents are the psychological foundation in which children feel emotional security and formulate cognitive working models of the self and others (Bowlby, 1969; Cummings and Davies, 2011; Cummings and Miller-Graff, 2015; Davies and Woitach, 2008). Quality parenting can create a positive model where the child feels valued and loved and perceives others to be loving and trustworthy. However, if the child witness conflict between the two most important attachment figures in their lives, the child can feel insecure which can cause anger and emotional dysregulation (Lin, 2020). Conflict between parents can lead to erratic and insensitive parenting where the child experience less praise, acknowledgements, and warmth (Cummings and Davies, 1994; Davies et al., 2016). From using an eco-map, I could assess the impact of different systems on 2’s life and if it puts her at risk of significant harm (Healy, 2005). From 2’s eco-map I could see how the child arrangement order; unstable contact with her father; conflict between parents and conflict between wider family members were having a real impact on her development especially her emotional development.

In my final visit to both parents I informed them of the outcome of the section 47 enquiries and that 2’s case would now be closed to the children’s service as there was no longer a role for a social worker as all of 2’s needs were being met. I also had the difficult conversation with the parents of my concerns for 2’s emotional wellbeing if the parents do not find a more effective way to co-parent and to not let 2 be in the middle of their conflict. This was a difficult conversation for me to have with 3 as she was the one to raise the sensitive disclosures by 2. Reflecting on my practice, I was very clear with the parents and ensured that 2 was at the centre of my discussions. Following the visit, I finished all the required documentation and closed 2’s case to the children services.
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