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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).

Introduction

This case study critically reflects upon a risk assessment undertaken with Child 5, a White, Welsh but English speaking 15-year-old looked after child. Child 5 is currently living in a residential placement in South Wales, following a relationship breakdown with her adoptive parents. Child 5 presents with emotional, behavioural and mental health difficulties, including emotional dysregulation, self-harm and repeated placement instability. The assessment focused on concerns regarding a relationship she had formed with another looked after child, Child 6, aged 16. Whilst Child 5 consistently expressed a wish to maintain contact with Child 6, professionals from the neighbouring Local Authority, who were supporting Child 6 advocated for direct and indirect contact to cease due to safeguarding concerns, particularly regarding the possibility of sexual activity, the increased dysregulation of the children and the vulnerabilities of both young people.

This case highlighted the challenges of balancing safeguarding responsibilities, children's rights, and professional judgement where risk is uncertain, particularly when professionals hold differing views and children's wishes conflict with safeguarding concerns.

This discussion draws upon relevant legislation and policy including the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014, the Children Act 1989, the Human Rights Act 1998, the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), and the All-Wales Safeguarding Procedures. Moreover, Social work theories including Attachment Theory (Bowlby, 1969), Ecological Systems Theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), Relationship-Based Practice (Ruch, Turney and Ward, 2018), and Reflective Practice Theory (Schön, 1983) are applied to critically analyse the assessment process, multi-agency working, professional judgement and safeguarding decisions within a Welsh context.

Assessment Context

Child 5 had experienced significant instability throughout her life. Following the breakdown of her adoption placement, she experienced multiple foster placements before entering residential care. She had a history of self-harm, emotional dysregulation and fractured family relationships. During this time, Child 5 formed a relationship with Child 6, another looked after child who was supported by a neighbouring Local Authority and had a diagnosis of attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD).

Whilst Child 5 viewed the relationship positively and wished to maintain contact, professionals from the neighbouring Local Authority raised concerns about its impact on Child 6's behaviour and the possibility of the relationship becoming intimate, given Child 5 was below the age of sexual consent and both young people were considered vulnerable. As a result, several professionals recommended that all contact between them should cease.


The case therefore required a safeguarding assessment to determine whether concerns were supported by evidence and whether proposed interventions were necessary, lawful and proportionate. Reflecting on the situation, I recognised that the assessment involved more than determining whether risk existed. Instead, it needed to consider competing factors including safeguarding responsibilities, adolescent development, attachment needs, legal rights, participation and proportionality. This complexity demonstrates that safeguarding decisions are rarely straightforward and often involve uncertainty and professional judgement.

Legislative and Policy Framework

The Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 places a duty upon practitioners to promote individual wellbeing whilst ensuring people are protected from abuse and neglect. Central to the Act are the principles of voice, choice and control, requiring practitioners to place individuals at the centre of decision-making processes. This legislation was particularly relevant within this case because Child 5 consistently expressed clear views regarding the importance of her relationship with Child 6.

Through reflection, I questioned whether the focus on managing risk had overshadowed the young people's wishes and feelings. Whilst safeguarding concerns were understandable, I felt greater consideration could have been given to the impact the restrictions were having on their wellbeing.

The Children Act 1989 requires professionals to consider children's wishes and feelings alongside safeguarding concerns. Whilst welfare remains paramount, I felt it was important to ensure that any restrictions were proportionate to the level of evidenced risk.

Furthermore, Article 8 of the Human Rights Act 1998 provides protection for an individual's right to private and family life. Whilst these rights can be lawfully restricted where necessary to protect others from harm, these restrictions must be proportionate, evidence-based and justifiable. As multi- agency meetings and discussions progressed, I increasingly reflected upon whether the measures suggested by the other professionals, such as preventing all contact, changing Child 5’s transport arrangements and suggestions to move her schools represented the least restrictive options available.

When considering The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child; Article 12 states that children have the right to express their views and have those views given due weight according to their age and maturity. Throughout this case, Child 5 consistently communicated her wish to maintain contact with Child 6 and expressed confusion regarding the restrictions suggested. Whilst professionals were aware of these views, the voice of the child did not appear to influence decision-making. It appeared the other professionals did not place value on the views of the child and decisions had already been determined by professional concerns regarding risk.

This reflection caused me to think about the difference between consultation and participation (Hart, 1992). Consultation involves hearing a child's views, whereas participation requires those views to meaningfully influence decisions (Hart, 1992). Looking back, I believe this was relevant within this case as it appeared the views of the children were not given weight within decision-making. 

Attachment Theory 

Attachment Theory provides a valuable framework for understanding the significance of the relationship for Child 5. Bowlby (1969) argued that attachment relationships provide individuals with a secure base from which they can regulate emotions, manage distress and explore the world. Although attachment theory is traditionally applied to caregiver-child relationships, Bowlby acknowledged that attachment needs continue throughout the lifespan and may be fulfilled through peer relationships during adolescence.

Child 5 had experienced repeated losses throughout her life, including adoption breakdown, family disruption and placement instability. Consequently, it was understandable that she attached significance to a relationship that offered emotional connection, companionship and shared understanding. 

Reflecting on the young people's experiences as looked after children, I also recognised and shared with the other professionals that they shared experiences which many of their peers would not understand. Both had experienced separation from family, involvement from multiple professionals and challenges associated with living in care. Consequently, their relationship appeared to provide a sense of belonging and understanding between eachother.

However, critical reflection requires consideration of the limitations of theory as well as its strengths. Whilst attachment theory helped explain why the relationship was important to Child 5, there was a risk that I could become overly focused on the positive aspects of the relationship and inadvertently minimise potential safeguarding concerns. Research suggests that attachment difficulties can also contribute to dependency within relationships and difficulties establishing healthy boundaries (Howe, 2011).

Therefore, I needed to balance recognition of the relationship's emotional significance with continued assessment of potential risks. This highlighted the importance of drawing upon multiple theoretical perspectives rather than relying entirely on one.

Professional Judgement and Direct Work

One significant aspect of the assessment involved concerns regarding the possibility of sexual activity between the young people. Child 5 was below the age of sexual consent, meaning that any potential sexual relationship required careful safeguarding consideration. Nevertheless, I was conscious that adolescence is also a developmental period characterised by exploration of identity, relationships and autonomy, something which I recognised in Child 5.

Rather than relying on restrictive measures, I completed direct work with Child 5 regarding consent, healthy relationships, boundaries and personal safety. We discussed what constitutes a respectful relationship, recognising coercive or controlling behaviour, understanding consent and knowing where to seek support if concerns arose. In addition to this, we discussed the legalities which came with her relationship with Child 6 due to his age.

Reflecting upon this work, I believe it was an important aspect of safeguarding. Safeguarding can often become associated only with restriction and prevention. However, safeguarding also involves empowering young people to recognise risks, make informed decisions and build protective factors (Social Care Wales, 2017).

Child 5 demonstrated a good understanding of the discussions we had regarding healthy relationships. She was able to articulate her views, identify appropriate boundaries and discuss the importance of mutual respect. Whilst this did not eliminate all concerns, it provided evidence that she was engaging thoughtfully with support and education around the topic.

Relationship-Based Practice (Ruch, Turney and Ward, 2018) was central to my work with Child 5 throughout the assessment. Developing a trusting relationship enabled Child 5 to openly share her feelings regarding Child 6, the restrictions being proposed and the emotional impact these were having on her. Through regular conversations, she was able to express feelings of rejection, frustration and confusion, which provided important insight into her lived experience. Reflecting on this, I recognised that without a trusting professional relationship, Child 5 may have been less willing to discuss her thoughts honestly, potentially limiting my understanding of the situation (Ruch, Turney and Ward, 2018). Relationship-based practice played an important role in ensuring that her voice remained central to assessment and decision-making in the multi-agency meetings.

Reflection on Professional Disagreement

I felt the most significant professional learning arose from the disagreements between our two agencies. As professionals increasingly challenged my views, I found myself questioning my own assessment and professional judgement. Some of the professionals suggested that my approach placed the children at risk, and as a relatively inexperienced social worker I found this difficult. There were occasions when I left meetings feeling uncertain, anxious and concerned that I was minimising risk and making the wrong decisions. 

I recognise that my dyslexia sometimes affects my confidence during periods of professional disagreement. I occasionally questioned whether I had overlooked information or misunderstood the level of risk. However, through supervision and reflection, I realised this was not a lack of competence but a tendency to scrutinise my own decision-making. Whilst dyslexia can contribute to self-doubt, it has also encouraged me to be thorough, reflective and evidence-based in my practice. This experience reinforced the importance of trusting my professional judgement whilst using supervision to reflect on my decisions.

Using Schön's (1983) concept of reflection-in-action, I found myself constantly re-evaluating my reasoning and revisiting the situation. However, each time I returned to the assessment, I struggled to identify evidence that justified some of the more restrictive interventions being proposed by the other professionals.

This experience enabled me to better understand the influence of professional anxiety within safeguarding procedures. Munro (2011) suggests that safeguarding practice can become risk-averse, with professionals prioritising avoidance of risk over consideration of broader wellbeing outcomes. Reflecting upon this case, I questioned whether some recommendations were motivated primarily by what could potentially happen rather than what evidence suggested was actually happening.

One example involved proposals to move Child 5 to an alternative school. Given her history of instability and the fact that Child 6 was due to leave school within a matter of months, I believed such a disruption would likely have caused significant harm to her wellbeing.

The case taught me that professional disagreement should not automatically undermine confidence in my professional practice and assessment. Instead, disagreement can provide opportunities for reflection, challenge and improved decision-making. Importantly, it reinforced the need to remain focused upon evidence, legislation and the child's lived experience rather than organisational anxieties.


Reflection on Children's Rights, Participation and Voice

A theme throughout this case was the extent to which Child 5's wishes and feelings were influencing decision-making. If Child 5 had not expressed her views to me so clearly, I might have been influenced to consider more punitive restrictions. The Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 promotes the principles of voice, choice and control, whilst Article 12 of the UNCRC states that children should have opportunities to express their views and have those views given due weight according to their age and maturity (UNCRC, 1998). Whilst Child 5's views were consistently sought throughout the assessment, I became concerned that her views were not being fully considered. I felt that Child 6's voice was becoming lost within the process, with many decisions being made on his behalf without a clear understanding of what he wanted. This led me to reflect on whether both young people were genuinely being involved in decisions about their lives or simply being informed of decisions that had already been made.

During one of the multi-agency meetings, I suggested that the young people should be allowed to spend time together during breaktimes and lunchtimes in school. I felt this was a sensible way of balancing any concerns about risk whilst also listening to what the young people wanted. As they attended the same school, it seemed unrealistic to expect them not to see each other at all, and it appeared that the restrictions were increasing frustration and emotional dysregulation for both of them. I also felt that allowing supervised contact during the school day would show both young people that their wishes and feelings had been listened to and taken seriously.

Reflecting on my proposal, I recognise it was influenced by my developing understanding of rights-based social work practice. Initially, I understood participation as listening to children and recording their views. However, this case challenged me to think more critically about participation, whereby children's views should influence decision-making wherever possible (Lundy, 2007). Whilst there will always be situations where safeguarding concerns outweigh a child's wishes, I felt there was limited evidence that managed contact could not be safely facilitated.

The rejection of this proposal led me to question whether professional concerns had become so central that alternative perspectives were no longer being considered. This reflects broader debates within safeguarding literature regarding the tension between protection and participation. Whilst children's rights are often promoted within policy and legislation, they can become difficult to uphold when professionals become increasingly focused on managing potential risks and avoiding adverse outcomes (Munro, 2011). Consequently, I reflected on whether professional anxiety may have influenced decision-making more strongly than the available evidence, resulting in a more restrictive approach than necessary.

Additionally, Child 5 described feeling judged, rejected and stereotyped by the professionals supporting Child 6, as I had to discuss their concerns and their reasoning for imposing such strict restrictions on Child 6; such as having no access to his mobile phone and being kept in a room in isolation to complete work. She struggled to understand why professionals wanted to make decisions about her life without her agreement. Reflecting on this, it was difficult for me to express to Child 5 the professionals concerns, in an appropriate way which helped her to understand but didn’t exacerbate her feelings of rejection. 

In addition, I was concerned that the approach taken by other professionals risked reinforcing Child 5's previous experiences of powerlessness and loss. Having already experienced adoption breakdown, placement instability and fractured family relationships, she had little control over many aspects of her life. Further restricting an important relationship risked increasing feelings of frustration, disengagement and emotional distress. This was particularly significant given the impact that repeated relational loss can have on a young person's sense of security and belonging (Bowlby, 1988). Furthermore, rights-based approaches emphasise that children should be given meaningful opportunities to influence decisions affecting their lives (Lundy, 2007).

Child 5 and Child 6 eventually absconded from school. When I spoke to Child 5, she stated, "We're not allowed to see each other in school, so what else are we meant to do?" This prompted me to question whether the safeguarding measures had unintentionally contributed to the behaviour professionals were seeking to prevent. Whilst absconding should be taken seriously, the incident highlighted the importance of considering how young people may respond to restrictive interventions. Children are not passive recipients of safeguarding plans; they actively interpret and respond to professional decisions (Ruch, Turney and Ward, 2018). This experience reinforced the importance of ensuring safeguarding plans are realistic, proportionate and developed collaboratively with young people where possible, as failure to meaningfully involve children in decision-making can lead to disengagement and resistance (Munro, 2011).

Reflection on Multi-Agency Working

Multi-agency working is an important part of safeguarding practice, as no single professional is likely to have a complete understanding of a child's situation. Working together allows professionals to share information, consider different perspectives and develop a fuller picture of a child's needs and any potential risks (HM Government, 2018). 

Although everyone shared the same goal of keeping the young people safe, there were clear differences in opinion about how the risks should be managed. I learnt that risk is not always viewed in the same way by different professionals. Whilst safeguarding procedures provide guidance, professional judgement is also shaped by individual experiences, values and organisational approaches to risk (Munro, 2011). This became evident throughout this case, where professionals interpreted the same information differently and reached contrasting conclusions about what actions were necessary to keep the young people safe.

One of the most challenging aspects of the case involved navigating professional disagreement. I often felt as though my professional judgement was being questioned in a way that became uncomfortable and impacted my confidence. I felt increasingly defensive during meetings as discussions repeatedly returned to what actions I would implement to prevent contact between the young people. Looking back, I recognise that these feelings influenced my emotional response to the situation. Gibbs' (1988) Reflective Cycle encourages practitioners to consider the emotions they experience, and through reflection I acknowledged feelings of frustration, anxiety and self-doubt.

Initially, I interpreted the challenges from other professionals as criticism of my competence rather than a professional disagreement about risk. However, supervision enabled me to separate my emotional response from the assessment itself. This helped me recognise that whilst disagreement can feel uncomfortable, professional challenge forms an important part of safeguarding practice and can contribute to better outcomes when managed appropriately.

This case highlighted the significance of professional power dynamics. As a social worker advocating a different approach from the other attendees, I occasionally felt isolated within discussions. This experience increased my awareness of how organisational power and professional hierarchy can influence confidence and decision-making. If I lacked appropriate supervision and managerial support, there is a possibility that I may have altered my assessment to achieve professional agreement.

A meeting involving my Deputy Team Manager and the neighbouring authority's manager proved particularly significant in clarifying whether my professional judgement was right. Their manager supported the legitimacy of my concerns regarding proportionality and both children’s rights. This experience taught me that effective safeguarding involves not only challenging others when necessary but also seeking support when professional disagreements become difficult to navigate.

Anti-Oppressive and Rights-Based Practice

Another important area for reflection concerns the ways in which looked after children can become defined by their vulnerabilities rather than their strengths. Throughout several meetings, I became increasingly uncomfortable with what I perceived to be a predominantly deficit-focused narrative surrounding Child 5. Discussions often centred on risk factors, placement instability, emotional dysregulation and her care experience, with less consideration given to her protective factors. A strengths-based approach encourages practitioners to identify and build upon an individual's existing capacities and protective factors, rather than viewing them through a lens of risk and deficit (Saleebey, 2013). Similarly, anti-oppressive practice highlights the importance of challenging assumptions and labels that may unintentionally disadvantage children who are already vulnerable (Thompson, 2020).

Thompson's (2020) anti-oppressive practice framework suggests that assumptions and stereotypes can unintentionally influence professional judgement. Reflecting upon the discussions, I questioned whether Child 5's status as a looked after child may have resulted in increased scrutiny of her relationship compared to relationships involving young people not known to services; I wondered whether their care experience itself had influenced the heightened risk.

This reflection encouraged me to consider how stigma may affect care-experienced young people. I felt the professionals were not considering that Child 5 was a young person who had significant trauma but instead painting her as a danger to other children who needed to be removed. Research consistently demonstrates that looked after children frequently experience labelling, assumptions and reduced expectations. Consequently, I felt it was important to ensure that Child 5 was viewed as an individual rather than solely as a collection of risks and vulnerabilities.

Anti-oppressive practice also requires practitioners to consider how power is exercised within professional relationships (Thompson, 2020). In this case, the power imbalance between professionals and Child 5 was considerable. Adults determined where she lived, who she spent time with and what restrictions were imposed upon her relationships. Whilst some restrictions are necessary to safeguard children, this case reinforced my belief that professionals should continually reflect on whether their use of power remains justified, proportionate and child centred. It also highlighted the importance of ensuring that children are not only listened to but are given meaningful opportunities to influence decisions that affect their lives (Lundy, 2007).

Bronfenbrenner's (1979) Ecological Systems Theory further helped me understand the complexity of Child 5's circumstances by recognising that her behaviour and wellbeing were influenced by multiple interacting systems rather than individual factors alone. At a ‘microsystem’ level, Child 5 was experiencing instability across several significant relationships, including the breakdown of her adoptive placement, multiple foster placements and changing residential environments. Her relationship with Child 6 appeared to be one of the few consistent relationships available to her during this period. Within the ‘mesosystem’, tensions between education, residential staff and the two Local Authorities appeared to influence the support available to both young people. Reflecting on this, I recognised that professional disagreements may have unintentionally contributed to the children's frustration and feelings of being misunderstood. Furthermore, Bronfenbrenner's theory encouraged me to consider whether the proposed restrictions addressed the root causes of concern or whether they focused on controlling behaviour without considering the wider systems influencing the young people's experiences.

Learning and Professional Development

This case had a significant impact on my professional development and understanding of safeguarding practice. Prior to this experience, I believed that effective safeguarding largely involved identifying risks and implementing plans to minimise harm. Whilst this remains a core aspect of social work, the case demonstrated that safeguarding is more complex than risk management alone.

I learnt that safeguarding requires practitioners to accept uncertainty. Throughout this case, there was no definitive evidence proving that the relationship posed significant harm, nor was there certainty that it would remain entirely risk-free. Subsequently, decision-making required balancing competing considerations rather than identifying a clearly correct answer. Munro (2011) argues that child protection practice often involves uncertainty and that practitioners must use professional judgement rather than relying on procedural responses alone.

The experience also strengthened my confidence in exercising professional judgement. Many times, I questioned whether my assessment was flawed because it differed from the majority professional view. However, critical reflection helped me recognise that disagreement does not necessarily indicate poor practice. Instead, social work assessments should be grounded in evidence, legislation, theory and critical thinking rather than professional consensus alone (Schön, 1983; Munro, 2011).

Furthermore, the case reinforced the value of supervision. Without opportunities to reflect upon my feelings and reasoning, I may have become overwhelmed by self-doubt and professional anxiety. Supervision created a safe space to discuss and examine both the case and my emotional responses, enabling me to remain focused on Child 5's needs and best interests. Reflective supervision is widely recognised as an important process in supporting analysis, emotional resilience and effective decision-making in social work practice (Morrison, 2005).

Importantly, the case increased my understanding of children's rights. I became increasingly aware that participation involves more than listening to children; it requires professionals to seriously consider the implications of their wishes and feelings within decision-making processes. Whilst safeguarding concerns will sometimes require restrictions, these restrictions must remain proportionate, evidenced and regularly reviewed. Lundy (2007) argues that meaningful participation requires children's views to influence decisions, rather than merely being heard.

Looking back, this case highlighted the distinctive nature of social work practice in Wales. Welsh legislation places considerable emphasis on wellbeing, participation, voice and control, reflecting a commitment to rights-based practice. The Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 places voice and control, wellbeing, prevention and co-production at the centre of practice. Whilst safeguarding concerns remained central throughout the assessment, Welsh policy encouraged me to ask not only "What are the risks?" but also "What matters to this young person?" and "How can their voice influence decision-making?". This enabled me to adopt a more balanced approach which considered both protection and participation. The experience reinforced my understanding that safeguarding within Wales is not solely about preventing harm but also about promoting wellbeing, relationships, rights and long-term outcomes for children and young people;  which is consistent with the principles of the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 and the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015.

Conclusion

This case demonstrated the complexity of safeguarding practice when children's rights, developmental needs, emotional wellbeing and professional concerns intersect. Whilst there were legitimate safeguarding concerns regarding the relationship between Child 5 and Child 6, the assessment highlighted the importance of ensuring interventions are proportionate, evidence-based and informed by the child's lived experiences.

The application of Attachment Theory, Ecological Systems Theory, Relationship-Based Practice and Reflective Practice Theory strengthened my assessment and supported a holistic understanding of Child 5's circumstances. These frameworks enabled me to consider the significance of the relationship, the impact of previous loss and instability, the wider systems influencing her experiences, and the importance of maintaining a child-centred approach. Relevant legislation, including the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014, the Children Act 1989, the Human Rights Act 1998 and the UNCRC, further reinforced the need to balance safeguarding responsibilities with participation, rights and wellbeing.

Critically reflecting on this case increased my awareness of how professional anxiety, organisational culture and power dynamics can influence decision-making. It also highlighted the risks of overly restrictive practice and reinforced the importance of reflective, rights-based and evidence-informed professional judgement. Ultimately, the experience strengthened my confidence in advocating for children, exercising professional judgement and ensuring that safeguarding decisions remain proportionate and focused on achieving the best outcomes for the child.

This experience strengthened my professional identity and confidence in exercising professional judgement. It reinforced the importance of reflective practice, supervision, constructive challenge and maintaining a child-centred focus during periods of uncertainty and disagreement. Moving forward, I will continue to apply these learning experiences to ensure that my practice remains rights-based, ethically informed and aligned with the core values of social work.

4,380 Words. 
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