Module 3 - Reporting Abuse
Introduction

Welcome to the third module of your Protecting Vulnerable Adults programme. In the last module we looked at who might abuse and the patterns that abuse might take. We also looked at the signs and indicators of abuse and how to respond if someone discloses abuse to you. We covered situations where you might personally observe abuse, note signs that it may be happening or receive an allegation of abuse from another person. Finally, we also touched on the reporting process, which we will now cover in greater detail.


In most cases, where abuse occurs, there is suspicion, often long before it is finally exposed, and the most common excuse is 'I thought something was wrong, but I didn't know what to do about it'.

It is a primary aim of this short programme to ensure that this does not happen. If you suspect something is wrong, you must act because we all have a duty of care to protect vulnerable people. Doing nothing is not an option.

What Action Should You Take?

This will depend on whether:
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· you are working within an organisation that has a safeguarding policy in place, and a designated member of staff responsible for its implementation

· you are working within an organisation that does not have a policy

· you are an individual acting alone, on the grounds of your own suspicions.

Organisations with a policy
In organisations that have a safeguarding policy in place there will usually be a senior person with clear responsibility for ensuring the policy is up-to-date, implemented and monitored regularly, and that staff are trained, properly supervised and fully understand their individual responsibilities.

It is important that you ask for training if it is not readily given, know what the protecting policy is and ensure that you operate within the policy guidelines and procedures at all times. You may wish to mention to your employer that you have been through this programme on protecting adults.

Typically, within these organisations if you see, hear, or are told something that makes you concerned about an adult's welfare, you must record it and report it to your designated person at once following your organisation's own procedures.

Unsure about whether the organisation has a policy?
There are many organisations that should have a policy about duty of care and safeguarding vulnerable people, but have difficulty implementing it, or fail to provide the training. In these cases it is even more important that you make sure that you record your suspicions and report your concerns to a senior colleague. Put your concerns in writing as soon as possible because this often results in action, whereas an informal discussion can lead to it being 'swept under the carpet'. Make sure your letter is dated and keep a copy for yourself. However, be very careful only to report facts; do not slander someone (i.e. do not say that someone has definitely abused a client, only that there are suspicions and allegations of abuse).

Whether you work for an organisation that has a policy or not, if you feel threatened or are fearful of reporting your concerns to a senior person within your own setting, you must immediately share your concerns with your local adult protection team. They operate within the social care department of your local council. The telephone number is available in your telephone directory, or call the council's reception and ask to be put through.

If you are fearful of 'whistle blowing' you should contact your union representative for advice and support.

Acting alone
If you do not work within an organisation at all, but you or a relative or friend of a vulnerable person suspects that abuse is happening, you should record and report your suspicions in writing to your local council adult protection team as soon as possible. In an emergency, you can also contact the police directly.

Remember, doing nothing is not an option.

A Step-by-Step Action Plan
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1. Record your concerns in writing making a note of the date, time, your concerns and the circumstances surrounding them, as well as anything that has been said by anyone in relation to the matter. If a vulnerable person has disclosed abuse to you, where possible, use their own words in your report. Then immediately contact your own organisation's adult protection officer, a senior colleague or your council's adult protection team within the social services or social care department, or the local police.

2. Be prepared to provide the following details:

· your name, address, telephone number and your role

· as many details about the vulnerable person as you can including their name, address, and carer's details. You must not, however, disclose confidential information such as the client's diagnosis or gender orientation, unless this is relevant to the situation

· what you have been told or observed about the person, providing dates where possible and details of the person's emotional state at the time

· what the vulnerable adult has said in response to any suspicions or concerns you have had

· the action you have taken so far

· when you make the referral, agree with the person you are making the referral to, what the person's carers will be told, by whom and when

· confirm telephone referrals in writing within 48 hours. Your local authority social care department should acknowledge receipt of this, but if you haven't heard back within three working days, you MUST contact them again.

3. Social care or the police will advise you on what to do next, including whether the carers should be involved. Social care will then take responsibility for ensuring that appropriate further enquiries are made.

4. If the vulnerable adult needs urgent medical attention, obtain this first as a matter of urgency. After this, consult with your local social care department or the police on whether to involve the person's carers.

5. Keep an accurate dated record of what you have seen, heard and done.

What Happens Next?

Most councils have now formed a 'Safeguarding Adults' or an 'Adult Protection' department within their social care services.

When they receive a report of suspected abuse, the identity of the person who reports the abuse will not be disclosed without their prior agreement.

Typically, the following procedure is implemented when there is a concern.

1. The person who the abuse is reported to will need to know what has happened. They should listen carefully to you and take notes so that they can take appropriate action.

2. They will ask permission to share the information with other relevant agencies such as any organisation that knows the victim and the police. They will only tell those agencies who need to know in order to either investigate the abuse or support the victim.

3. Once they have clearly established what has happened, they will pass the information to their manager.

4. The manager will work with a group of people with special knowledge of the vulnerable adult and their needs to agree how to proceed in the best interests of the person concerned. This may mean a full investigation, dependent on the information that is available and the severity and longevity of the abuse.

5. If a decision is made to investigate, an investigating officer will be identified who will look into all the facts of the case, talk to everyone involved and prepare a report with recommendations for action. If there is a suspicion that a criminal offence has been committed, there will be a joint investigation with the police.

6. The investigating officer's report will be considered and the relevant agencies will put together a plan to protect and help the victim.

7. The protection plan is typically reviewed at least every three months and more frequently if there are grounds for concern for the victim's safety.

8. The victim can halt the protection plans at any time except where the abuse is taking place in a residential home or a day care setting because there may be implications for other residents or users of the service.

Once either you or a senior colleague has reported your concerns to the council's adult protection team or the police, the responsibility for gathering information and deciding what happens next rests primarily with the social care department and their safeguarding team.

Having made your vital contribution, you should usually leave matters to those with a statutory responsibility to act. Social care should let you know what action they have taken. Sometimes they may only be able to give you limited information, for example, because they do not want to jeopardise continuing investigations or a prosecution. If there is any likelihood that you will need to attend court as a witness, then seek support from your employer, your union or from a legal organisation, as this can be stressful.

On occasion, the authorities decide to take no action in relation to a referral.

If you continue to have concerns or have new information that might suggest the situation has worsened, it is important that you do not give up. You may need to re-refer another episode.

In Summary
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In this module, you have learned what course of action you should take when a vulnerable adult has confided in you, or what to do if you or someone else has suspicions that abuse is taking place. We also covered what typically happens after you have reported your concerns. In the next module, we will identify good practice guidelines to safeguard the welfare of adults and how those working with them can protect themselves from becoming the subject of false allegations.

