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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 reflective essay critically analyses a case study from my practice over the past year, with a particular emphasis on the assessment process within the context of safeguarding. The discussion will explore the relevant safeguarding legislation, policies, strategies, and procedures that govern practice in Wales. Furthermore, it will analyse the interplay between safeguarding frameworks at the national level (Wales and the wider United Kingdom), the European Union, and the global context. This reflection will be underpinned by relevant academic literature, social work theories and statutory guidance to demonstrate a comprehensive understanding of safeguarding responsibilities and professional practice.

An understanding of the law is essential for social workers, as it provides a structured framework that supports ethical and legally sound decision-making in practice (Brayne and Carr, 2021). Legal knowledge enables practitioners to navigate complex situations while upholding the rights and welfare of individuals. In Wales, the social work profession is regulated by Social Care Wales, which sets codes of professional practice (COPP) and ensures accountability through registration and fitness-to-practice procedures (Social Care Wales, 2025). The legal framework for practice distinguishes between duties, where social workers are legally required to act, and powers, where they are permitted to act but retain professional discretion. This essay focuses on safeguarding, which is a statutory duty, meaning professionals are legally required to act to protect individuals from harm. Due to the devolution of powers across the four nations of the UK, social work legislation and practice differ between jurisdictions. In Wales, the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 (SSWBWA 2014) as well as the Wales Safeguarding Procedures (Welsh Government, 2019) clarify social workers’ responsibilities. Given the breadth of legal sources relevant to social work, this essay will focus on key legislation that underpins safeguarding in Wales. These include the Human Rights Act 1998 (HRA 1998), SSWBWA 2014, the Children Act 1989 (CA 1989) and the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, United Nations, 1989), all of which play a critical role in safeguarding.

This essay will also reflect on analysis within the assessment process (learning outcome one), as well as giving attention to collaborative working (learning outcome two) and the exercise of professional judgement when engaging with children and their families (learning outcome three). These elements are especially pertinent to the case study under consideration. Effective assessment in social work relies not only on gathering information but also on interpreting it through a reflective and analytical lens, ensuring that decisions are informed, ethical, and person-centred (Milner and O’Byrne, 2020). Furthermore, the use of social work theories, such as Family Systems theory (Bowen Center, n.d.), biographical work, and Bandura’s Social Learning Theory (1977, as cited in Mandal, 2023), will be explored to demonstrate how theoretical frameworks can support social workers in interpreting the information gathered and in decision-making, as well as supporting meaningful engagement and promote active participation of service users in the assessment and safeguarding process.

The case study involves a family unit comprising a mother, stepfather, and two children, a teenage girl and her younger teenage brother. The mother contacted Children’s Services requesting support in managing her son’s escalating violent and controlling behaviour within the home. Given the severity of the risk posed by the boy’s actions and the potential emotional and physical impact on his sister, the situation was assessed as meeting the threshold for an assessment. Consequently, the case was allocated to me to complete the assessment and support planning as a Child in Need of Care and Support (CINCS) under section 21 of the SSWBWA 2014. Professional anxiety in the case was high due to the level of violence the boy was displaying, this was mainly directed towards mother and stepfather. As soon as I began working with the family professionals wanted me to initiate child protection procedures. Although the concerns were significant, a CINCS assessment was considered a proportionate initial response, as the mother acknowledged the risk and was requesting support. The SSWBWA 2014 advises that intervention must be proportionate, avoiding excessive or unnecessary burdens. This means my assessment of situations must be person-centred, evidence-based and focused on what matters to the family. If parents are actively trying to manage challenging circumstances, the decision to initiate child protection procedures can be seen as a punitive or disproportionate. On reflection I feel that at that moment I was applying principles of evidence-based practice, while also considering hypothesized risk, in order to make a defensible and proportionate decision (learning outcome one and three). In social work, practitioners must be able to clearly articulate the rationale behind their chosen course of action, including how it led to a specific intervention and why it was considered the most appropriate decision at the time (McPhail, 2012, as cited in Open University, 2021). This process involves balancing competing demands, such as care and control, empowerment and protection, while also incorporating the views and wishes of service users and fulfilling legal duties (Kemshall and Pritchard, 1997; Bytheway et al., 2002; Parton, 2001, as cited in Seden, 2016).

As the assessment progressed, it became clear that the family's situation was more complex than initially understood. This deeper analysis (learning outcome one) enabled me to evidence that the threshold for a Section 47 investigation under the CA 1989 had been met, to determine whether an initial child protection conference (ICPC) was warranted. Section 47 places a duty on local authorities to investigate where there is reasonable cause to suspect a child is suffering, or likely to suffer, significant harm. The Wales Safeguarding Procedures reinforce this by outlining the need for timely, proportionate, and multi-agency responses to concerns about a child’s safety and well-being, ensuring that decisions are informed by clear evidence and professional judgment (learning outcome three).

There were several indicators that the case fell within the remit of safeguarding and a section 47 investigation was required. One of the key factors emerged during the assessment process when I completed a chronology to better understand the family's history. An effective chronology facilitates the identification of recurring patterns, highlights pivotal moments, and enables a critical assessment of the impact of previous interventions and events (Wilkins, 2025). This approach aligns with the principles of biographical work, which emphasise the importance of exploring an individual’s life story to gain insight into their current circumstances (Open University, 2016a; Open University, 2016b). The chronology revealed the family’s experiences of domestic violence perpetrated by the boy’s father, alongside several other adverse childhood experiences, including parental mental and substance misuse (Welsh Government, 2021). Drawing on my understanding of trauma-informed practice, I was able to recognise how these past experiences were influencing the family’s current dynamics (Bright, 2023). This awareness guided my approach, ensuring that the assessment and support prioritised safety, choice, collaboration (learning outcome two), and empowerment, core principles of trauma-informed care (HM Government, 2022). By adopting this mindset, I was better equipped to respond sensitively and avoid re-traumatisation, while supporting the family in a way that acknowledged their lived experiences. While theoretical frameworks provide valuable insights into human behaviour, it is essential to recognise that individuals experience events in highly personal and subjective ways. What may be perceived as traumatic by one person might not be experienced similarly by another, highlighting the importance of individual differences in perception. Furthermore, a person’s capacity for resilience and the support systems available to them significantly influence how they respond to and recover from adverse experiences (Grant and Kinman, 2016).

Completing the chronology also enabled me to identify and evidence the extensive support previously offered to the family. A recurring theme across multiple case closure summaries was the mother’s limited engagement with services. Her focus appeared to be on professionals ‘fixing’ her son, rather than recognising her own role in contributing to and facilitating change within the home environment. During supervision, I raised concerns with my Practice Lead regarding the son’s apparent social isolation within the family unit. I observed that he was being marginalised and labelled negatively, which I believed was adversely affecting his emotional wellbeing and feeding into the controlling and violent behaviour. Additionally, I was concerned that the mother may have been demonstrating signs of disguised compliance, engaging at a superficial level sufficient to prevent professional escalation of concerns, yet insufficient to facilitate meaningful intervention (NSPCC, 2025). This was also being evidenced as the mother demonstrated resistance to follow through with the agreed safety plan by persistently relying on her daughter to manage the younger sibling’s behaviour. Despite being informed that this was inappropriate and posed a safeguarding concern, she continued to express her own fear as justification for her actions. This not only placed the daughter at increased risk of physical harm but also contributed to the deterioration of the sibling relationship. 

My analysis of this situation (learning outcome one) was supported by my understanding of the Family Systems Theory (Bowen Center, n.d.), particularly how the boy’s behaviour cannot be understood in isolation and must be viewed in the broader context of his family system. This perspective is particularly relevant in understanding how parental emotional issues may be projected onto children, and how unresolved familial tensions can lead to emotional cut-off as a coping mechanism. The complex family dynamics, coupled with the absence of consistent and appropriate parenting strategies, appeared to be having an impact on both children. This was particularly evident in the boy who was exhibiting his emotional dysregulation through emotional and violent outbursts. This is further exasperated by mother’s permissive and avoidant parenting style (Baumrind, 1971, as cited in the Open University, 2022). Research suggests that such parenting styles are associated with outcomes including poor self-regulation, low responsibility, entitlement, attachment issues and low empathy, all of which the boy was exhibiting.  However, as with trauma informed practice, the family systems theory and Baumrind’s parenting styles have been critiqued for its tendency to oversimplify complex family dynamics. It risks promoting a one-size-fits-all model that may not adequately reflect the complexities of family life and parenting. 

In this case study, I also drew upon Bandura’s Social Learning Theory (1977, as cited in Mandal, 2023) which states that individuals learn behaviours, attitudes, and emotional responses through observation, imitation, and modelling. This theoretical lens helped me interpret the boy’s behaviour in the context of witnessing domestic violence and being immersed in unhealthy family dynamics. It became evident that his understanding of what was appropriate or normal was shaped by these experiences. This insight informed my decision-making, particularly in emphasising the need for mother’s engagement with support services, including parenting interventions. Without mother’s active participation in making changes, as well as displaying positive role modelling, and creating a safe, nurturing environment for the children, any work completed with the boy to look at positive coping strategies and self-efficacy was unlikely to lead to sustained behavioural change. This said, Social Learning Theory can also be seen as oversimplifying complex human behaviours by focusing predominantly on external influences, while neglecting internal processes such as emotional regulation, cognitive development, biological predispositions, and cultural factors. Furthermore, it does not adequately explain why children within the same household, exposed to similar behaviours, may respond in markedly different ways, as seen in this case study. 

The understanding gained through utilising the different theories enabled me to critically analyse (learning outcome one) the complex dynamics within the family system and consider the implications for safeguarding and professional intervention. As a result of these concerns, and in line with the statutory duty to protect children at risk of significant harm, it was mutually agreed that an initial strategy discussion was necessary. This decision was informed by the legal framework set out in the SSWBWA 2014 and the Wales Safeguarding Procedures. The day before the strategy discussion, the child physically assaulted both his sister and stepfather, resulting in a significant injury to the stepfather. Again, the safety plan was not adhered to, and the daughter had been asked to intervene and parent the boy. The multi-agency initial strategy discussion was then held, during which it was unanimously agreed that the case needed to progress to an Initial Child Protection Conference (ICPC), (learning outcome two and three).

When considering whether to progress to an ICPC, I referred to the categories of abuse outlined in the Wales Safeguarding Procedures, which are derived from the statutory guidance Working Together to Safeguard People: Volume 5 – Handling Individual Cases to Protect Children at Risk (Welsh Government, 2018). I found that the concerns relating to child-to-parent violence did not clearly align with any single category of abuse, highlighting a limitation in the categorisation framework when addressing complex family dynamics. However, the situation involving the child’s sister warranted a different approach. I was able to evidence that she was at risk of harm due to her exposure to the abuse of others and direct threats from her brother. This aligned with the category of emotional or psychological abuse. Following the completion of the case chronology, I felt more confident in identifying indicators of neglect in the mother’s parenting. Her persistent non-engagement with support services and failure to comply with the agreed safety plan were having a detrimental emotional and psychological impact on both children. Which other professionals and I felt met the threshold for neglect as defined in the Wales Safeguarding Procedures. 

I undertook a home visit to inform the family of the decision to progress to an ICPC. The mother appeared visibly distressed, angry and reacted negatively to the news, in contrast, stepfather expressed that he felt this was the appropriate course of action. While the mother’s emotional response was understandable, upon reflection, I was surprised by the intensity of her reaction. It had caught me unawares as I had previously communicated clearly, on multiple occasions, that continued non-engagement with parenting support services, combined with any further incidents of violence where the safety plan was not followed, would likely result in the initiation of child protection procedures. The decision to escalate the case to an ICPC marked a significant turning point in my professional relationship with the mother. Prior to this, our interactions had been relatively cooperative and productive, with a shared focus on the children's welfare. However, following the decision, the mother’s attitude towards Children Services shifted noticeably. She expressed a strong desire for the case to be closed, indicating a loss of trust and a perception that the intervention was punitive rather than supportive. This reaction underscores the emotional weight that statutory child protection processes can carry for parents, particularly when they feel disempowered or judged. This situation caused an internal conflict within me as it goes against the COPP which focuses on maintaining trust and confidence and respecting the views and wishes and my values around empowering and advocating for people I work with. However, I had remained honest, acted with integrity and remained accountable for my work, in line with the COPP. 

Although, it became evident afterwards that the decision to proceed to an ICPC was necessary to safeguard the children, it also had unintended consequences for the working relationship (learning outcome two). Relationship-based practice is central to effective social work, relying on empathy, transparency, and mutual respect to build trust and facilitate change (Hennessey, 2011). However, when statutory thresholds are met, the shift from supportive to protective intervention can be perceived by families as a betrayal, even when the rationale has been clearly communicated. This highlights the importance of maintaining open, honest dialogue throughout the process and being attuned to the emotional impact of decisions on service users, in line with the COPP. It also reinforces the need for social workers to balance their statutory duties with a compassionate, relational approach that seeks to preserve engagement and collaborative working wherever possible (learning outcome two). In response to the breakdown in the mother’s trust and confidence in professionals, I utilised my next supervision to critically reflect on this breakdown and explore ways in which I could reestablish the trust and confidence and promote further collaborative working (learning outcome two). I also reflected on whether alternative approaches could have been employed earlier in the process to prevent the breakdown to try and ensure this does not happen with another family. This reflective process highlighted my own internal drive to fix the relational issues swiftly, an impulse rooted in a personal need for resolution and harmony. However, supervision provided a crucial space for deeper reflection, emotional processing and the development of professional insight. My manager supported me in recognising the legitimacy of the mother’s frustration and anger, directed not only at myself and other professionals, but also towards herself, and encouraged me to acknowledge the importance of giving her the time and emotional autonomy necessary to work through these responses. By adopting a more measured and emotionally attuned approach, I was able to rebuild mother’s trust and confidence and restore collaborative working (learning outcome two). This outcome reflects Trevithick’s (2012) emphasis on the value of emotional intelligence and empathic practice in social work and aligns with Ruch’s (2014) advocacy for relationship-based approaches that centre on a service user’s experiences and promote resilience through reflective practice.

The mother’s response to the initiation of an ICPC, coupled with her voicing her desire for Children’s Services to end our involvement, highlights the complex tensions that can arise when navigating multiple legislative frameworks. As discussed, the CA 1989 places a duty on social workers to investigate and intervene when there are safeguarding concerns and a child may be at risk of significant harm. However, this duty can sometimes conflict with the rights-based and strengths-focused ethos embedded within the SSWBA 2014, which places emphasis on collaboration and promoting individual well-being. It encourages practitioners to work with families, fostering voice, choice, and control. This can conflict with the more directive approach embedded in the CA 1989, especially when families resist intervention or perceive it as punitive. The HRA 1998 adds a layer of complexity to safeguarding procedures by enshrining the right to respect for private and family life (Article 8), which can challenge statutory interventions when they are perceived as disproportionate or lacking justification. This right can lead families to perceive statutory interventions as intrusive or unjustified, particularly when safeguarding processes are initiated without their consent. However, it is important to recognise that Article 8 is a qualified right, meaning that public authorities may lawfully interfere with it where such interference is necessary, proportionate, and in accordance with the law. In the context of child protection, the legal framework of CA 1989 and Wales Safeguarding Procedures permits intervention when it is required to safeguard children from significant harm, thereby balancing individual rights with the overarching duty to protect vulnerable individuals.

These tensions are particularly evident when a parent, like the mother in this case study, expresses a desire for services to withdraw and expresses that she feels her choice and control have been taken away. In safeguarding practice, no single piece of legislation automatically takes precedence over the others, however the child’s welfare remains the paramount consideration (CA 1989). This principle is further reinforced by the UNCRC, ratified into law in the United Kingdom in 1991. Although the UNCRC has not been fully incorporated into domestic law, in Wales, section 7 of the SSWBA 2014 places a statutory duty on practitioners to have due regard to its stipulations. When considering this case study there are four key articles of the UNCRC which informed my decision-making (learning outcome one and three); Article 3, a need to focus on best interests of the child; Article 6, the child’s right to life, survival and development; Article 19, the right to protection from violence, abuse and neglect; and Article 12, the child’s right to be heard. While social workers are expected to promote Article 12 by considering the child’s wishes and feelings, this does not guarantee that those wishes will be implemented, particularly where they conflict with the child’s safety and well-being. Practitioners must navigate the complex task of balancing a child’s autonomy with their need for protection and developmental support, as reflected in Article 6. This tension was evident in the case study, where the boy expressed a desire for services to withdraw, while the girl actively sought support and intervention to prevent further violence within the home. In line with statutory duties and rights-based practice, the decision to proceed with safeguarding measures was guided by the need to protect both children from harm, while trying to respect their individual perspectives (learning outcome three).

While the CA 1989 and UNCRC may require continued involvement due to safeguarding concerns, the SSWBA 2014 and HRA 1998 necessitate practitioners to consider the family’s wishes, uphold their rights, and engage in transparent, respectful dialogue. Balancing these duties demands professional judgment and analysis (learning outcome one and three), reflective practice, multi-agency responses (learning outcome two) and a commitment to ethical decision-making. In this case study I clearly explained to the mother that although she wanted services to end and was choosing not to engage, the child protection procedures would continue without her engagement in accordance with professionals’ statutory duty to safeguard children from significant harm, as outlined in the CA 1989. However, in line with the SSWBA 2014 and Wales safeguarding guidance parents must be actively encouraged to attend and participate in child protection conferences. Their views are considered integral to the process, and they should be supported to engage in ways that are meaningful to them (learning outcome two). To uphold these principles, I offered the mother various options for engagement, including the use of a professional advocate, support from family and friends, submission of a written statement, or participation via virtual platforms. I ensured she had time and space to reflect on these choices, which allowed her to process her emotions and ultimately decide to engage with the child protection process with support from both a professional advocate and family members.

Reflecting on my approach to supporting the mother’s engagement with the child protection process has highlighted my growing confidence in my use of professional authority within social work practice. I am increasingly comfortable applying the principles of ‘authoritative negotiated child protection’ (Ferguson, 2011, pp. 78–79), which emphasise a balanced use of authority alongside respectful, collaborative engagement with families (learning outcome two). This development marks a shift in my professional identity, as I now appreciate that authority, when exercised transparently and ethically, can be a constructive tool for promoting change and reducing resistance. In line with Ferguson’s framework, I ensured that the mother was given space to express her views and feelings, while collaboratively identifying areas where she could exercise choice and control (learning outcome two). At the same time, I clearly communicated the non-negotiable aspects of the safeguarding process, thereby maintaining a child-centred focus and statutory responsibility. This approach enabled the development of a realistic and supportive plan for the family which they felt they had been part of and had ownership of (learning outcome two). I also recognise that the underlying principles of Ferguson’s approach are aligned with my own personal values of empowerment and advocacy and in line with the COPP. 

This case study has provided a valuable opportunity to critically reflect on the complexities of safeguarding assessments within Wales. Guided by the SSWBWA 2014, CA 1989, HRA 1998, and the UNCRC, I recognised the importance of proportionate, person-centred intervention that respects family autonomy while fulfilling statutory duties. The decision to initiate child protection procedures, although necessary, required careful consideration of both evidence-based practice and hypothesised risk, ensuring that my actions were defensible, ethical, and legally compliant.

The threshold for a Section 47 investigation under the CA 1989 was clearly met, supported by the Wales Safeguarding Procedures (2019). However, the mother’s response, expressing distress and a desire for services to withdraw, highlighted the tensions between legislative frameworks. While the CA 1989 mandates intervention where significant harm is suspected, the SSWBWA 2014 promotes collaboration, voice, and choice. This conflict was further complicated by Article 8 of the HRA 1998, which protects the right to family life. Although this is a qualified right, it underscores the need for interventions to be lawful, necessary, and proportionate. The UNCRC, particularly Articles 3, 6, 12, and 19, also informed my decision-making. Balancing the children’s rights to be heard with their right to protection was challenging, especially when their wishes clashed. The boy wanted services to end, while the girl actively sought support. This required sensitive navigation of autonomy and safeguarding, ensuring that both children’s voices were considered without compromising their safety.

The assessment process, particularly the use of a chronology, enabled a deeper understanding of the family’s history and current dynamics. This approach, rooted in biographical work, allowed me to explore how past trauma and adversity were influencing present behaviours and relationships. Applying a trauma-informed approach helped me respond sensitively, avoiding re-traumatisation and recognising the subjective nature of trauma and resilience. This was crucial in understanding the emotional impact on the children and the role of parental behaviour in shaping their experiences. Theoretical frameworks such as Family Systems Theory, Bandura’s Social Learning Theory, and Baumrind’s Parenting Styles provided insight into the boy’s behaviour and the relational dynamics at play. While these models were useful, I remained mindful of their limitations, particularly their tendency to oversimplify complex human behaviour and family life.

Reflecting on my approach to supporting the mother’s engagement with the child protection process highlighted my growing confidence in using professional authority. Applying the principles of authoritative negotiated child protection, I recognised that authority, when exercised transparently and ethically, can be a constructive tool for promoting change and reducing resistance. Although the mother chose not to engage, I clearly communicated that the child protection process would continue in line with statutory duties, while still encouraging her participation in accordance with the SSWBWA and safeguarding guidance.

In conclusion, this case study has deepened my understanding of the assessment process in safeguarding, highlighting the need to balance legal responsibilities with compassionate, reflective practice. It has emphasised the importance of integrating theory, evidence, and professional judgement to make informed decisions that protect children while respecting the dignity and complexity of family life.
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