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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).

As a frontline social worker within Children and Family Services, I work with children and their families across Child in Need of Care and Support (CINCS), Child Protection, and Public Law Outline (PLO) processes that often lead to care proceedings within the court arena. These areas of practice often involve complex decision-making, significant levels of risk, and interventions that can have a profound impact on family life. Consequently, a sound understanding of the legal framework underpinning social work practice is essential.
Legislation provides the authority for intervention, safeguards the rights of children and families, and supports social workers to make lawful, proportionate and defensible decisions. As Parker and Bradley (2014) recognise, effective social work practice requires practitioners to integrate legal knowledge with professional judgement, ethics and values to promote the welfare and rights of those they support.
When undertaking safeguarding work and supporting children who may be at risk of harm, the legislation I rely upon most throughout my practice is the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 (SSWBA), alongside the Wales Safeguarding Procedures (2019). These frameworks guide assessment, planning and intervention while promoting wellbeing, voice, choice and control. In addition, the Children Act 1989 remains central to my practice. Section 1 of the Act establishes that a child’s welfare must be the court’s paramount consideration when making decisions about their upbringing. This principle is fundamental when working with children who are experiencing, or are at risk of experiencing, significant harm, as it ensures that the child’s safety and wellbeing remain at the centre of professional decision-making (Children Act, 1989).
This case study critically reflects a safeguarding assessment involving two children, referred to as Child 1 and Child 2, and their parents, Adult 1 and Adult 2, to preserve confidentiality in accordance with the Data Protection Act 2018, UK GDPR and Social Care Wales guidance on confidentiality.
The assessment took place over an extended period of statutory involvement and progressed from CINCS and Child Protection interventions to PLO and, ultimately, care proceedings. The primary safeguarding concern was not a single incident but the cumulative impact of chronic parental conflict, ongoing emotional harm, and the children’s repeated exposure to adult worries and professional disputes. The case was particularly complex due to competing parental narratives, allegations, expert assessments and court proceedings.
This case demonstrates the challenges social workers face when assessing emotional harm, particularly where concerns emerge gradually over time rather than through a single identifiable incident. Assessing the nature and extent of harm therefore required analysis of patterns, information from multiple sources and consideration of the children’s lived experiences (Bryce, Beccaria and Du Preez, 2022).
Adult 1 and Adult 2 had separated several years prior to Social Services involvement. Following the separation, conflict between the adults escalated significantly and increasingly affected all aspects of the children’s lives. Whilst both adults were able to meet the children’s basic physical needs, concerns emerged regarding their emotional wellbeing due to ongoing exposure to parental hostility, inappropriate sharing of adult information and difficulties maintaining consistent boundaries and routines.
Statutory involvement commenced following an incident involving the adults, which was witnessed directly by the children. Although the incident itself generated safeguarding concerns, assessments identified that the greater risk arose from the wider pattern of parental conflict and the impact this was having on the children’s emotional development and wellbeing. Child Protection enquiries subsequently highlighted that both children had become increasingly aware of adult disputes, allegations, police involvement and court proceedings. Professionals observed that the children often used language beyond what would be expected for their age and demonstrated a level of involvement in adult matters that suggested blurred family boundaries.
As the assessment process progressed, evidence emerged from schools, health professionals, police, direct work sessions and family members that suggested both children were experiencing emotional harm. Child 2 frequently expressed a desire for a “normal life” without arguments and appeared burdened by adult worries. Child 1 demonstrated significant emotional dysregulation, poor school attendance and increasing hostility towards professionals. Whilst both children expressed strong attachment to Adult 1, there was growing concern that their wishes and feelings were becoming influenced by ongoing exposure to conflict and adult narratives.
The family became subject to Child Protection planning under the categories of emotional and physical harm. Despite extensive support being offered, concerns continued to escalate. The local authority attempted to work collaboratively with both adults through Child Protection processes and later through the PLO. However, progress was limited and professionals remained concerned that the children’s emotional wellbeing continued to deteriorate. As safeguarding concerns increased, care proceedings were ultimately initiated.
By the conclusion of proceedings, the central safeguarding question had moved beyond whether parental conflict existed. Instead, my assessment focused on understanding the extent to which the children had been emotionally harmed by prolonged exposure to conflict, adult responsibilities and competing loyalties, and whether either adult could sufficiently prioritise the children’s emotional needs over their own grievances and disputes.
Safeguarding practice in Wales is underpinned by a range of legislation, policy and guidance which informed my assessment and intervention undertaken in this case. The primary legislative framework was the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 (SSWBA), which places a duty on local authorities to promote wellbeing and protect children at risk of abuse, neglect and harm. The Act is underpinned by the principles of voice, choice and control, whilst recognising that statutory intervention may be necessary when children’s welfare cannot be safeguarded through voluntary support alone.
The principles underpinning the SSWBA were particularly relevant throughout this case. Whilst the Act promotes collaboration, participation and co-production, this case highlighted that these principles can be difficult to achieve when significant safeguarding concerns are present. Considerable efforts were made to work collaboratively with Adult 1 and Adult 2 through Child Protection processes, PLO meetings and ongoing assessments. However, despite these interventions, concerns regarding the children’s emotional wellbeing continued to escalate. This required me to balance partnership working with my statutory responsibility to safeguard Child 1 and Child 2.
Alongside the SSWBA, safeguarding decisions were guided by the Wales Safeguarding Procedures (2019), which provide practitioners with a consistent framework for identifying, assessing and responding to abuse and neglect across Wales. The procedures emphasise multi-agency working, information sharing and child-centred assessment when evaluating risk. Within this case, they supported the gathering and analysis of information from a range of agencies to build a fuller understanding of the concerns and inform decision-making.
A further challenge within this case related to power and authority. As a statutory social worker involved in Child Protection and care proceedings, I held powers that had the potential to significantly affect family life. Throughout my involvement, I remained mindful that although statutory intervention was sometimes necessary, families should still be treated with dignity, respect and transparency. The Welsh Government’s Anti-racist Wales Action Plan (2024) highlights the importance of recognising power imbalances and ensuring services work in a way that actively challenges discrimination and oppression. This required me to balance my legal responsibilities with the need to ensure that Child 1, Child 2 and the adults felt listened to and understood throughout the assessment process.
Reflection on this case encouraged me to think critically about how families experience social work intervention. Whilst safeguarding concerns required statutory involvement, I remained aware that professional authority can sometimes be experienced as intrusive or disempowering. Creating opportunities for participation, explaining decisions clearly and ensuring the family understood the reasons for professional concerns helped promote transparency throughout the assessment. Reflecting on power in this way strengthened my understanding of how anti-oppressive practice extends beyond recognising discrimination and also involves considering how statutory processes affect engagement and trust.
Adult 1 frequently challenged professional involvement and raised complaints about agencies. Whilst these challenges were difficult, they provided a practical reminder of the issues discussed above and reinforced the importance of considering how statutory intervention can be experienced by families. Maintaining transparency about concerns, explaining decision-making and ensuring opportunities for participation helped reduce the risk of families feeling that decisions were being imposed upon them. This helped me remain focused on building and maintaining working relationships, even where there was significant disagreement with professional views and recommendations.
Whilst safeguarding practice is devolved in Wales, Children’s Services also operate within a wider United Kingdom and international legal framework. The Children Act 1989 was central to this case, particularly the principle that the child’s welfare should be the court’s paramount consideration when making decisions about their upbringing. As concerns escalated and proceedings entered the court arena, the Children Act 1989 provided the legal basis for court intervention and informed consideration of the welfare checklist when assessing the children’s needs, wishes and feelings, the harm they had suffered or were likely to suffer, and the capacity of each parent to meet those needs. Information-sharing responsibilities continue to be influenced by UK GDPR, which has its origins in European Union legislation, whilst the Human Rights Act 1998 and United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) provide additional legal and ethical frameworks that support rights-based practice when working with children and families.
Furthermore, Article 8 of the European Convention on Human Rights, incorporated into domestic law through the Human Rights Act 1998, protects an individual’s right to respect for private and family life. Decisions to escalate concerns, initiate care proceedings and seek restrictions upon family relationships therefore represented significant interference with family life and required clear evidence that intervention was lawful, necessary and proportionate. Throughout the assessment, I needed to consider whether the concerns identified justified increasing levels of intervention and whether there were any less intrusive options available that could safely protect the children. Although preserving family relationships remained important, the children’s rights to safety, wellbeing and protection from harm ultimately required significant weight within decision-making.
The Equality Act 2010 was particularly relevant in relation to Adult 1’s reported health difficulties and subsequent diagnosis of Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD). The Act requires public bodies to avoid discrimination and make reasonable adjustments where necessary. Throughout my involvement, I needed to ensure that Adult 1’s communication needs and reported difficulties were considered appropriately. Whilst Adult 1’s ASD diagnosis helped me understand some of the difficulties they experienced, I was mindful that the concerns for Child 1 and Child 2 could not simply be explained by a diagnosis. Thompson (2016) argues that anti-oppressive practice requires practitioners to look beyond labels and consider an individual’s circumstances more holistically. Therefore, rather than focusing on Adult 1’s diagnosis itself, I remained focused on the children’s lived experiences and the impact that Adult 1’s behaviours were having upon them. I felt this was important in ensuring the assessment remained balanced, evidence-based and child-centred.
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) states that children’s best interests should be a primary consideration in all decisions affecting them, (Article 3), and that children have the right to express their views in matters concerning them (Article 12). These principles were reflected throughout my direct work with Child 1 and Child 2, where understanding their wishes, feelings and lived experiences formed a key part of the assessment. However, this case also highlighted the complexity of balancing the children’s wishes and feelings with an assessment of what was in their best interests.
Whilst Child 1 and Child 2 were given opportunities to share their views throughout the assessment, there were concerns that prolonged exposure to adult conflict had influenced how they understood the situation. This meant I could not rely solely on what the children were saying at a particular point in time and instead needed to consider their views alongside their lived experiences, presentation and the wider information available. This approach remained consistent with the child-centred principles of the UNCRC whilst ensuring that safeguarding decisions were informed by a holistic assessment of need rather than expressed wishes in isolation.
The Welsh context of practice extends beyond safeguarding legislation alone. The Active Offer and the principles outlined within More than Just Words (Welsh Government, 2012) require practitioners to proactively consider language preference and communication needs rather than expecting individuals to request support themselves. Both Child 1 and Child 2 were Welsh speakers and initially attended Welsh-medium education. During the course of proceedings, Child 1 transferred from a Welsh-medium school to an English-medium school due to difficulties with their peers and staff members. Whilst this altered the language of education, it did not remove the need to consider the children’s linguistic identity as part of a holistic assessment of wellbeing.
It was therefore important to ensure that opportunities remained available for both children to communicate in their preferred language if they wished to do so. Although Welsh language services were not specifically requested by the family, consideration of language and culture formed part of a person-centred and rights-based approach to assessment and intervention. This aligns with the Welsh Language (Wales) Measure 2011 and the wider principles of participation, inclusion and wellbeing that underpin social work practice in Wales. The Active Offer is particularly important because it places responsibility upon services, rather than individuals, to identify and respond to language needs. In this case, consideration of Welsh language and cultural identity formed part of the overall assessment of the children’s wellbeing and contributed to ensuring their voices remained central throughout the safeguarding process.
As the assessment progressed, it became clear that this was more than a case of separated parents struggling to co-parent. What increasingly concerned me was the extent to which Child 1 and Child 2 appeared drawn into adult disputes, court proceedings and professional involvement, rather than being protected from these issues.
No single incident led me to conclude that Child 1 and Child 2 were experiencing emotional harm. Instead, concerns developed gradually through direct work, information from schools, health records, police involvement, parenting assessments and observations from professionals involved with the family. When looked at together, a consistent pattern emerged. Bryce, Beccaria and Du Preez (2022) suggest that cumulative harm is often best understood through a child’s lived experiences and the impact of repeated adverse experiences over time. This reflected my experience of the case, as many concerns appeared less significant when viewed individually but became increasingly worrying when considered alongside the wider picture.
What became increasingly apparent during direct work was the emotional burden both children appeared to be carrying. Child 2 regularly spoke about adults arguing and often expressed a wish for their life to be different. Child 2 appeared preoccupied by adult matters and frequently referenced court proceedings, professional involvement and conflict between family members. Child 1 presented differently but with similar underlying concerns. Difficulties with emotional regulation, poor engagement with education and hostility towards professionals became recurring themes throughout the assessment. Whilst these presentations may have had several possible explanations, I was concerned by how closely they sat alongside the ongoing conflict and instability surrounding them.
This was particularly important when considering the wellbeing duty contained within the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014. The Act requires practitioners to consider a child’s overall wellbeing rather than focusing solely on immediate safety concerns. Looking beyond individual incidents and considering how Child 1 and Child 2 were experiencing everyday life helped me develop a clearer understanding of the impact that ongoing conflict was having on their emotional wellbeing and overall development.
Throughout my intervention with the family, it became clear that the concerns could not be understood by looking at one incident or one relationship in isolation. Difficulties were evident across several areas of the children’s lives, including their family relationships, education, involvement with professionals and wider support networks. Antony (2022), drawing on Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory, suggests that children’s wellbeing is influenced by multiple interconnected systems and experiences. This reflected my assessment of Child 1 and Child 2, as concerns were evident across different areas of their lives rather than within a single environment. It also reinforced the importance of gathering information from multiple sources to develop a fuller understanding of their lived experiences.
I was also concerned by the extent to which Child 1 and Child 2 appeared drawn into difficulties that should have remained between adults. Family Systems Theory suggests that difficulties between adults often affect the wider family system rather than remaining contained between those directly involved (Minuchin, 1974). This seemed particularly relevant within this case. Child 2 often appeared caught between competing narratives and struggled to separate personal feelings from information received from adults. Child 1 similarly appeared to carry worries that were beyond their developmental understanding. Rather than being protected from conflict, both children appeared to have become part of it.
Identifying risk was only one part of the assessment. I also needed to consider the strengths and protective factors within the family. Both children clearly had a strong relationship with Adult 1 and enjoyed spending time with them. It was evident that they loved Adult 1 and wanted to maintain that relationship. This was an important protective factor and one that required careful consideration throughout the assessment. However, I was mindful that strong attachments do not automatically mean a child’s emotional needs are being fully met. Bowlby (1988) highlights the importance of secure and consistent relationships in supporting children’s emotional development. Whilst Child 1 and Child 2 demonstrated a strong attachment to Adult 1, I remained concerned about the extent to which they were exposed to adult worries, conflict and responsibilities whilst in their care.
Alongside the strengths identified in Adult 1’s relationship with the children, assessment also identified a number of protective factors associated with Adult 2’s care. Information from schools, family members and professionals suggested that Child 1 and Child 2 experienced greater routine, consistency and emotional containment whilst residing with Adult 2. Improvements in school attendance, daily routines and emotional presentation were observed during periods where exposure to conflict reduced and expectations remained clear. This did not mean Adult 2’s care was without challenges, but it highlighted the importance of considering both risk and protective factors when assessing the children’s welfare.
The complexity of the assessment was increased by differing adult accounts, changing wishes and feelings expressed by the children and ongoing allegations between family members. Given the complexity of the information available, I needed to remain professionally curious and avoid reaching conclusions based solely on individual incidents or allegations. The Code of Professional Practice requires social workers to exercise professional judgement, use evidence to inform decision-making and take responsibility for the quality of their practice (Social Care Wales, 2026). For this reason, I was careful not to rely on one account, one allegation or one professional opinion when reaching conclusions about risk and harm.
Reaching conclusions within this case was not straightforward because much of the available information was contested. Both adults presented differing accounts of events, and there were occasions where allegations, professional opinions and the children’s expressed wishes appeared to point in different directions. This meant accepting that there were no easy answers and taking time to understand the complexity of the family’s circumstances. Munro (2011) highlights that safeguarding decision-making rarely involves complete information and instead requires practitioners to weigh evidence, consider alternative explanations and make reasoned judgements based on the information available at the time. This reflected my experience throughout the assessment. Rather than focusing on proving or disproving individual allegations, I found it more helpful to consider whether information from multiple sources consistently supported concerns about the children’s wellbeing. On reflection, this strengthened my understanding that professional judgement is not about certainty but about reaching defensible conclusions through careful analysis, critical reflection and evidence-based decision-making. This was particularly important given the significant implications that assessment outcomes could have for the children and their family.
Ultimately, what concerned me most was not one particular incident but the impact that ongoing conflict was having on Child 1 and Child 2 over a prolonged period of time. The assessment indicated that both children had become increasingly affected by adult worries, divided loyalties and ongoing disputes between the adults. This informed my professional judgement that Child 1 and Child 2 required greater stability, consistency and emotional protection than they were currently experiencing. Under the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014, wellbeing extends beyond physical safety and includes emotional wellbeing, relationships and participation in everyday life. It was my assessment that the children’s wellbeing was being adversely affected by continued exposure to conflict and adult worries despite the support and interventions already in place. Consequently, the focus of the assessment moved beyond identifying concerns and towards considering what intervention was necessary to safeguard their wellbeing and promote better outcomes in the longer term.
This assessment could not have been completed through social work involvement alone. Information was gathered from education, health, police, family support services, independent professionals and the wider family network. Together, these perspectives strengthened my analysis and helped test whether concerns identified through direct work were supported by wider evidence. This reflects the collaborative approach promoted by the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 and the Wales Safeguarding Procedures, which recognise the importance of agencies sharing information and working together to understand and manage safeguarding concerns.
Education professionals were particularly important in helping me understand the impact of the concerns upon Child 1 and Child 2. Whilst the adults often focused on allegations, court proceedings and disagreements, school staff provided information about Child 1’s attendance, emotional presentation and relationships, alongside Child 2’s disclosures and emotional wellbeing. This helped me move beyond the competing adult narratives and focus on the children’s lived experiences. School was also one of the few environments where Child 2 appeared able to speak openly about worries, providing valuable insight into how the conflict was affecting them emotionally.
Health, police and independent assessment information added further context. Individually, some incidents could have been viewed as isolated events. However, when considered alongside the wider chronology, patterns became clearer. The independent parenting and psychological assessments were particularly helpful because they provided an opportunity to compare my own analysis with the views of independent professionals. Whilst these assessments did not replace my own professional judgement, they were largely consistent with concerns already identified through direct work and multi-agency involvement, particularly regarding the children’s exposure to conflict, difficulties with boundaries and the adults’ capacity to make and sustain change.
Collaborative working did not always mean agreement. There were occasions when professionals held different views regarding risk, intervention and future planning. Whilst this was challenging, it encouraged me to revisit the evidence and consider whether I had given appropriate weight to alternative explanations. Regular supervision further supported this process by providing opportunities to test my thinking, consider alternative viewpoints and ensure that my conclusions remained evidence-based. Reflective supervision has been recognised as an important process for promoting analysis, critical thinking and professional judgement within complex social work practice (Research in Practice, 2017).
I found supervision particularly valuable in helping me remain focused on the children’s lived experiences rather than the ongoing disputes between adults. New allegations and complaints could quickly become the focus of professional attention, even when the longer-term pattern remained the more significant safeguarding concern. Supervision encouraged me to return to the central question of what life was like for Child 1 and Child 2 and whether the interventions in place were improving their wellbeing.
The emotional impact of the case on me also needed to be recognised. Adult 1 frequently challenged professional decisions and made complaints against agencies involved with the family. There was a risk that these interactions could influence my assessment or result in me becoming defensive. Supervision provided a space where I could reflect on these experiences and separate my own feelings from the evidence informing the assessment. This helped ensure that Adult 1’s disagreement with professionals was not viewed as evidence of harm in itself and that the focus remained on the impact upon the children.
The professional judgement reached within this assessment was not informed by one incident, one allegation or one professional opinion. It developed through information gathered over time from multiple sources. The combined evidence consistently pointed towards the emotional impact that ongoing conflict was having on Child 1 and Child 2. Collaborative working, professional challenge and reflective supervision all helped me test my analysis and avoid becoming overly focused on individual events. This enabled me to remain child-centred and reach conclusions based upon the children’s lived experiences and overall wellbeing rather than the strongest competing narrative.
This case reinforced the importance of maintaining a child-centred focus throughout complex safeguarding assessments. Throughout my involvement, there were numerous allegations, complaints, court proceedings and disagreements between adults and professionals. However, the longer I worked with the family, the clearer it became that the most important information was not coming from the adults, but from understanding the day-to-day experiences of Child 1 and Child 2. Their presentation, relationships, emotional wellbeing and behaviours provided the clearest insight into the impact the concerns were having upon them.
This case strengthened my confidence in assessing emotional harm and reinforced the importance of professional curiosity, reflective supervision and evidence-based judgement when working with competing accounts and ongoing allegations. Bringing together direct work, multi-agency information, social work theory and the relevant legal and policy frameworks enabled me to develop a fuller understanding of the children’s circumstances and reach professional judgements that were grounded in their lived experiences. Collaborative working and professional challenge strengthened my analysis, whilst supervision helped ensure that my conclusions remained focused on the children’s welfare and wellbeing. Overall, the experience reinforced the importance of maintaining a child-centred approach when making complex safeguarding decisions.
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