Module 1 - Understanding the Basics
Introduction

Welcome to your programme on protecting vulnerable adults. It is designed to provide an essential introduction for anyone who is new to the subject and act as a refresher for those who already work with vulnerable people in a paid or voluntary capacity.


Most adults live normal happy lives. However, for a number of unfortunate people, abuse is a reality and the effects can lead to great unhappiness and sometimes, tragedy.

In simple terms, abuse to adults exists and if you suspect that a person is abusing or being abused, your responsibility is to prevent it. Also, if you are working with vulnerable adults, you have a legal duty of care to intervene and this is fully supported by legislation. It is not enough to claim ignorance of the abuse or fail to assist.

This short programme aims to help you by developing your understanding of:

· who may be vulnerable

· what adult abuse is and its effects

· who abuses and why

· how to respond if someone tells you that they have been abused

· why it is so important to act on your suspicions or a disclosure

· how to record your concerns

· the reporting process

· good practice guidelines, along with organisational and individual responsibilities in the form of a personal code of conduct.

After you have completed the programme, we hope to have given you sufficient knowledge and confidence to take action to protect a vulnerable adult, should the need arise.

What is a 'Vulnerable Adult'?

First of all, we will start by defining what a vulnerable adult is.
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The Westminster government defines a vulnerable person as someone who is over the age of 18 and:

"who is, or may be, in need of community care services (in any setting or context) by reason of mental or other disability, age or illness",
and
"who is or may be unable to take care of him or herself, or unable to protect him or herself against significant harm or exploitation".

Who may be vulnerable?
Let's move on to look at the range of adults who may be vulnerable:

· people who are elderly and frail

· those with physical or mental disabilities

· people with learning disabilities

· people who are homeless

· people detained in lawful custody

· people who are victims of domestic violence

· people who live in residential accommodation or sheltered housing

· people who receive domiciliary care

· those who are ill and receiving any form of healthcare

· people who are susceptible to being bullied.

You can probably think of other categories of vulnerability yourself.

What is Abuse?

Adult abuse is typically divided into six categories as follows.

Physical abuse
Physical abuse includes hitting, slapping, kicking, pushing, misuse of medication, forcibly feeding, restraint, or inappropriate sanctions.

Sexual abuse
Sexual abuse includes rape and sexual assault (feeling, groping, making fun of a person when they are naked) or sexual acts that the vulnerable person has not consented to or could not consent to, or was pressurised into consenting to. Photographing a person's sexual parts, or photographing them naked without their consent are also forms of sexual abuse.

Psychological abuse
Psychological abuse includes emotional abuse, threats of harm or abandonment, deprivation of contact, leaving the light on day and night, leaving the client exposed to constant noise such as TV or radio, humiliation or blaming, controlling, intimidation, coercion, harassment, verbal abuse, shouting, damage to or removal of personal property, especially photographs or other items which are significant to the person, isolation or withdrawal from services or supportive networks.

Financial or material abuse
This includes theft, fraud, exploitation, pressure in connection with wills, property or inheritance or financial transactions, or the misuse or misappropriation of property, possessions or benefits.

Neglects and acts of omission
This includes ignoring physical or medical care needs, failure to provide access to appropriate health, social care or educational services, the withholding of the necessities of life, such as medication, adequate nutrition, suitable clothing and heating. It also includes deliberately withholding information on a person's rights or entitlements.

Discriminatory abuse
Discriminatory abuse includes racist, sexist and religious abuse, abuse that is based on a person's disability, size or age and other forms of harassment, slurs or similar treatment.

The abuse of vulnerable adults can be a one-off event or repeated and sustained acts of abuse.

It may fall neatly into one of the categories described above, but in many cases, the abused person may be suffering several forms of abuse at the same time. For example, pressurising an older person to change their will on threat of abandonment will incorporate the categories of financial/material abuse as well as psychological abuse. Should the situation deteriorate into pushing and hitting, it would also include physical abuse.

What are the Effects of Abuse?

There are common negative effects on the emotional, physical and financial well-being of abused people, but for specific groups of people the effects can be more clearly defined.
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Older people
Older people are particularly vulnerable because they may not be as physically strong or resilient as younger people.

They can suffer physically in the following ways.

· Abuse can trigger many stress-related illnesses such as high blood pressure, chest pain, breathing problems, panic attacks and stomach disorders such as ulcers.

· Older bones may break easily and take much longer to heal. Bruising can be more widespread and take longer to fade.

The emotional effects of abuse on older people are also far reaching.

· Feelings of isolation, worry, anxiety and depression often caused by loss of contact with visitors, children or grandchildren and friends or relatives.

· Some abused older people adopt harmful practices in order to help them cope. For example, they may start to increase their doses of medication or drink more alcohol.

· They may lose interest in living and become withdrawn. Some may also become suicidal. The stress of living with abuse can shorten life by several years.

Dementia
Additional factors such as a person's dementia can enhance the likelihood of abuse. The term 'dementia' is used to describe the symptoms that occur when the brain is affected by specific diseases and conditions, including Alzheimer's disease, strokes and many other less common conditions. Symptoms include loss of memory, confusion and problems with speech and understanding.

Dementia can strike regardless of sex, ethnicity or any other demographic factor other than age and currently affects over 700,000 people in the UK. When a person loses mental capacity for whatever reason, they often become unable to manage their financial affairs, making them highly vulnerable.

Children and young people who witness abuse to older people can themselves form an opinion that it is acceptable. They may go on to perpetuate abuse as they grow up and so the cycle of abuse continues.

What are the Effects of Abuse? Continued

Domestic violence
Living in an abusive relationship has a significant negative impact.

For example:

· severe lack of confidence

· low self-esteem

· broken bones, bruising and stress related ill health

· poverty

· dwindling or non-existent social life making it more difficult to engage in the community and in society generally

· financial hardship resulting in a lack of opportunities.

For disabled, black or minority ethnic people who are suffering domestic abuse, the barriers are even harder to climb. There is also a strong link between domestic violence between husband and wife or partner and the abuse of children and young people.

It should also be noted that men as well as women might suffer domestic violence.

Physical disability
Physically disabled people are particularly vulnerable to the effects of abuse since they may be unable to leave an abusive relationship and may even be forced into compliance out of fear or when the abuser is their main source of support.

The effects are wide ranging and long lasting:

· feelings of isolation, powerlessness and of being a burden

· loss of self-confidence and self-esteem

· lack of personal development, educational and employment opportunities

· loss of dignity

· loss of privacy.

Learning disability
The emotional impact of abuse is the same for those with learning disabilities as those without, but those with learning disabilities are more vulnerable due to:

· limited or no verbal communications skills

· lack of sex education

· need for intimate personal care

· multiple carers

· a culture of compliance

· not knowing how or who to complain to or even the knowledge that they have a right to complain.

According to the Foundation for People with Learning Disabilities, 47% of adults with learning disabilities have experienced verbal abuse and bullying, and 23% have experienced physical abuse. The effect is to make these people even more withdrawn, making it more difficult to lead a normal life and to take advantage of opportunities.

These are just a few examples of how lives can be negatively affected by abuse; you can probably think of other examples yourself.

In Summary
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In this module, we have looked at what defines a vulnerable adult and the range of adults who may be vulnerable. We then focused on the different forms of abuse including physical, sexual, psychological, financial or material, neglect and discriminatory abuse. We gave examples of what sort of behaviour would constitute each type of abuse.

Finally, we covered the effects of adult abuse and we learned that it can have a devastating effect on a person's physical and emotional health as well as their financial well-being and quality of life.

In the next module we will look at the types of people who abuse and the situations in which it could occur. We will also give you pointers on how to recognise adult abuse and finally we will look at how you should respond if an adult confides abuse to you.

