Module 2 - Recognising Adult Abuse
Introduction


In this module we will look at the types of people who may abuse, why they may 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 someone confides abuse to you.

Who Abuses?

In reality, only a small number of people set out to abuse, and it should also be understood that some abuse may be through neglect rather than by a deliberate act. However, it is still abuse.

A vulnerable adult may be abused by people varying from someone they know and trust such as a relative, friend, carer, workmate or even a professional (for example, the case of Harold Shipman).

It may be someone who deliberately sets out to exploit a vulnerable person, right through to casual, 'one-off' abuse from a total stranger. Abusers can be of any age, class, gender or ethnicity.

What is essential is that your personal vigilance is needed to identify and expose abusers and that you ACT on your suspicions.
Who may be an abuser?
· A member of staff in a care home.

· Another vulnerable adult resident in a care home.

· A volunteer of a religious organisation who visits the sick and elderly.

· A spouse, partner or other close relative who looks after the vulnerable person in his or her own home.

· A neighbour or friend who visits the vulnerable person.

· A stranger.

· An aggressive or over-assertive workmate.

· Someone who deliberately befriends a vulnerable person in order to exploit them.

· People in a position of trust or power such as health or social care professionals.

Why People Abuse

[image: image1.jpg]



Although a complex matter, the underlying causes may be:

Power – The need to exert power over one or more individuals

Control – The need to control another person for personal gratification

Status – The need to be seen to exert power and control over others

Gain – The opportunity for immediate or future reward

Punishment – They feel that the only way to 'make the person behave' is to punish them.

Abuse may be progressive and sustained; it may start as 'a bit of fun' or 'teasing', but unless checked, it may progress to more serious abuse.

Patterns of Abuse

In the last module we talked about the different types of abuse. Here we see that often abuse falls into a pattern.

Institutional abuse may be found in organisations or environments where there are poor care standards, unacceptable practices, overly rigid routines, lack of training, low pay or recognition or simply not enough staff to cope with the workload. Staff may regard the situation as 'normal' as it has gone on for so long.

Opportunistic abuse may occur if a vulnerable adult is placed in a situation where circumstances make them defenceless, for example if money or valuables are left lying around and get stolen.

Situational abuse where tension has built up, perhaps due to challenging behaviour from the vulnerable person.

Serial abusing in which the abuser deliberately 'grooms' or manipulates a vulnerable adult, often over a long period of time, perhaps to exert power or control or, more specifically, it may be for sexual advantage or financial gain.

Long term abuse may be caused by difficult family relationships and the ensuing tension that this creates.

Neglect of a vulnerable person either deliberately or through negligence because the carer is poorly trained, simply doesn't care or may have problems of their own such as drug or alcohol abuse.

Recognising Abuse

Where does abuse occur?
Vulnerable people can be abused anywhere and at any time, for example, in a residential care home or a day care setting, in hospital or at home.

It is important to understand that vulnerable adults can and do get abused.

Whilst you may not witness abuse taking place, you may become aware of it by putting together a jigsaw of different signs which individually may not alarm you, but together present an altogether different story.

Here are some signs and indicators to help you.

Physical abuse
· Presence of injuries, cuts, bruises or even broken bones which may have occurred over a period of time.

· Injuries which are in odd places, such as the inside of an arm or leg, behind the ear, the sole of the foot or inside the mouth.

· Injuries that have not received medical attention.

· A person who is taken to different hospitals or GPs to receive medical attention to avoid detection.

· Persistent pressure sores and skin infections.

· Strongly smelling of urine.

· Dehydration, often accompanied by dizziness and disorientation.

· Injuries that are in the shape of objects e.g. a cut or bruise shaped like a buckle or ring, through to an iron scorch.

· Unexplained weight loss which is not being investigated.

· Uncontrolled access to prescription drugs.

A person who is suffering physical abuse is often afraid of the perpetrator. They may flinch when she or he approaches them or complain about not wanting to return to the place where the abuse is occurring.

Emotional abuse
This form of abuse is more difficult to identify, but here are some signs to be aware of.

· A carer always being present so you cannot see the person on their own.

· Lack of access to medical care or other appointments such as social services.

· Low self worth, lack of confidence, worried appearance.

· Increased levels of confusion.

· Toileting problems.

· Disturbed sleep patterns.

· The adult feeling they are being continually watched.

· Inability to communicate.

· Submissive behaviour when the perpetrator is around.

· Excessive distress, particularly when a visitor is leaving.

· An uncomfortable living environment, such as extreme tidiness or extreme disorder/lack of personal items.

Recognising Abuse Continued

Sexual abuse
This again may be difficult to identify, but there are some indicators.

· Signs of sexual activity having taken place e.g. pregnancy or sexually transmitted diseases.

· Pain, soreness, itchiness.

· Bladder infections.

· Unusual difficulty in walking or sitting.

· Bruises or tears around the genital area.

· Reluctance to accept examination.

· Presence of computer or photographic equipment.

Financial abuse
· Unusual financial transactions or loss of financial assets.

· Unexplained loss of valuable items, jewellery, heirlooms, personal collections etc.

· Changed signatories to bank accounts or other assets.

· A person who always visits on the day they receive state payments (disability benefit or a pension).

· Unexplained visits from neighbours or local young people, where these are not supervised or enjoyed by the client.

· Bills not being paid.

· Household repairs not being carried out.

· Evasive behaviour from carers.

· Needing to give 'gifts' to staff or visitors.

· Needing to pay for work which is obviously not being done e.g. gardening.

Neglect
This may be easier to detect. As ever, follow your instincts and your training.

· Malnutrition or weight loss.

· Lack of personal care.

· Poor heating and lighting.

· Untreated medical problems.

· Soiled bedding and clothing.

· Lack of physical aids when they are required by the person to live normally (spectacles, hearing aids, dentures etc.).

When considering the signs of abuse be aware that even experienced professionals don't always find it easy to recognise when a vulnerable adult is being abused. Your own knowledge of the person, your instincts, as well as your training, will be your best guide to any changes in behaviour that could give an indication that abuse is happening.

How to Respond if Someone Tells You They Have Been Abused

It can take a great deal of courage for someone to tell you that they are being abused. Often they may have to betray someone who is supposed to care for them or someone who is in a position of trust or authority over them.

Some helpful responses:
· stay calm and receptive

· listen carefully and don't interrupt

· offer a pen and paper

· be aware of the non-verbal messages you are giving, e.g. your facial expressions or tone of voice

· make it clear that you are taking them seriously

· reassure them that they are right to tell

· let them know that you are going to do everything you can to help them

· make notes and use their own words as far as possible

· do not delay getting emergency help if needed, such as medical help.

What to avoid:
· do not allow your shock, distaste, anger or dismay to show

· do not ask for any more information than is offered. You must not investigate yourself

· do not speculate or make assumptions

· do not make any comments about the alleged abuser

· do not make any promises you cannot keep, such as promising everything will be all right or the abuser will be prosecuted

· do not agree to keep the information a secret.

Of course, you may not receive a disclosure, but you may:
· actually observe an abusive act yourself

· be invited or instructed to behave abusively

· observe signs of abuse or neglect or sexual abuse, such as photographs

· receive an allegation from a co-worker, a member of the family/friends or another service user.

Reporting Abuse

When your suspicions have been alerted (and remember, you don't have to be absolutely certain that abuse is taking place, or of the precise nature of the 

abuse), it is important that you ACT upon your suspicions.
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Your first reaction may be shock or disbelief and you may fear reporting it in case you are wrong. However, it is your responsibility to pass on your concerns to the appropriate person, so that action can be taken if necessary. If the person requires urgent medical attention, seek it immediately. Make clear and detailed notes and report the incident or your suspicions in writing to your line manager or the person responsible for adult protection in your organisation and ensure you get an acknowledgement.

If you are concerned about 'whistle blowing' in your organisation, you should contact your union representative for advice and support.

In Summary

In this module we have looked at who abuses and at the patterns of abuse. We learned that abuse can take place at any time, anywhere. We looked at the signs and indicators of abuse and we learned how best to respond if someone discloses abuse to you. We also covered situations where you may observe abuse yourself, note signs of abuse or receive an allegation of abuse from another person.
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Remember, doing nothing is not an option.

In the next module, we look at the reporting process in more detail.

