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Help… 

Churches and places of 
worship reflect society 

as a whole, with children 
and adults coming together 
to share in the services and 
activities that go on there. 
Until now, most attention 
has been paid to protecting 
children but we also need to 
ensure that adults at risk of 
harm or abuse (often referred 
to as ‘vulnerable adults’) are 
safeguarded, cared for and 
protected too. Generally, 
unless specified in particular 
legislation, an adult is defined 
by law as someone over the 
age of 18.

Our understanding of 
safeguarding adults has 
developed over the years, as 
people have become more 
aware of how vulnerable 
adults may experience harm, 
whether that be in institutions, 
in their own homes or in the 
community. 

Work in this area has been 
framed by government guidance 
(No Secrets, Department of 
Health, 2000). Subsequently it 
was ammended by the review of 
that guidance published in 2009 
and by standards and guidance 
published by the Association 
of Directors of Adult Social 
Services, together with nation-
specific legislation such as the 
Adult Support and Protection 
(Scotland) Act 2007.

Places of worship and faith-
based organisations provide 
many activities for their 
congregations and communities. 
These may bring them into 
contact with adults who may be 
at risk, in situations such as:

• luncheon clubs for older 
people

• working with homeless 
people

• food banks and debt advice

• counselling

I want to protect 
vulnerable adults



against the risk of significant 
harm, abuse, bullying, 
harassment, mistreatment or 
exploitation.’

It should be noted that reaching 
a certain age or having a 
particular disability does not, 
in itself, mean that a person 
is vulnerable, any more than 
we are all vulnerable in certain 
situations. Clearly, those in 
residential care, in need of 
community care services or who 
require help and support in their 
daily lives do fit that category.

• working with those known to 
the justice system, including 
acting as an Appropriate 
Adult, for example 
supporting an adult with 
learning disabilities

• working on the streets 
providing assistance to 
those who are situationally 
vulnerable (due to 
intoxication or substance 
abuse)

• supporting those who are 
subject to domestic violence

• day to day contact with 
people we meet within 
our churches or faith 
communities

Who may be vulnerable?

Various pieces of legislation 
give different definitions of who 
is a vulnerable adult, or is an 
adult at risk, and to determine 
who qualifies for criminal record 
disclosure checks. In this Help 
booklet we use the following 
simple definition.  A vulnerable 
adult is:

‘Any adult aged 18 or over 
who, due to disability, mental 
function, age, or illness or 
traumatic circumstances, 
may not be able to take 
care or protect themselves 



What is adult abuse?

Adult abuse maybe defined as 
the mistreatment and violation 
of an individual’s human and 
civil rights by another person 
or persons. Such abuse can 
take many forms, from treating 
someone with disrespect so as 
to significantly affect his or her 
quality of life, to causing actual 
physical suffering.  

Abuse may consist of a 
single act or repeated acts. 
It may be physical, verbal or 
psychological; it may be an 
act of neglect or an omission 
to act; or it may occur when a 
vulnerable person is persuaded 
or coerced to enter into a 
financial or sexual transaction 
to which he or she has not 
consented, or cannot consent. 
Abuse can occur within any 
relationship and may result 
in significant harm to, or 
exploitation of, the person 
subjected to it.  See No Secrets.

Similarly, the Adult Support 
and Protection (Scotland) Act 
2007 defines an adult at risk as 
someone who is:

• unable to safeguard their 
own well-being, property, 
rights or other interests

• at risk of harm, and 

• because they are affected 
by disability, mental 
disorder, illness or physical 
or mental infirmity, are more 
vulnerable to being harmed 
than adults who are not so 
affected. 

An adult is at risk if another 
person’s conduct is causing 
(or is likely to cause) the adult 
to be harmed, or the adult is 
engaging (or is likely to engage) 
in conduct which causes (or is 
likely to cause) self-harm.

Abuse can take many forms:

•	 Discriminatory abuse is the 
inappropriate treatment of 
an adult because of their 
age, gender, race, religion, 
cultural background, 
sexuality, or disability. 
Discriminatory abuse exists 
when values, beliefs or 
culture result in a misuse 
of power that denies 
opportunity to some groups 
or individuals

•	 Physical abuse is to inflict 
pain or physical injury, 
which is either caused 
deliberately, or through lack 
of care. Examples include 
hitting, slapping, pushing, 
kicking, burning, hair 



pulling, misuse, or using 
inappropriate restraint or 
sanctions

•	 Psychological or emotional 
abuse is acts or behaviour 
which causes mental 
distress or anguish or 
negates the wishes of the 
adult. It is also behaviour 
that has a harmful effect 
on the adult’s emotional 
health and development - or 
any other form of mental 
cruelty. This includes verbal 
abuse, humiliation, bullying, 
blaming, the use of threats 
of harm or abandonment, 
being deprived of social or 
any other form of contact, 
or being prevented from 

receiving services or 
support.

•	 Financial or material 
abuse is the inappropriate 
use, misappropriation, 
embezzlement or theft 
of money, property or 
possessions including theft, 
fraud, exploitation, applying 
pressure in connection 
with wills, property or 
inheritance or financial 
transactions, or the misuse 
or misappropriation of 
property, possessions or 
benefits

•	 Sexual abuse is the 
involvement in sexual 
activities to which the 
person has not consented, 



or does not truly 
comprehend and so cannot 
give informed consent. Or it 
may occur where the other 
party is in a position of trust, 
power or authority and uses 
it to override or overcome 
lack of consent or to which 
they felt pressurised into 
consenting such as rape, or 
sexual assault.

•	 Neglect or acts of omission 
are the repeated deprivation 
of help that an adult needs 
which, if withdrawn, will 
cause them to suffer. This 
includes failing to intervene 
in behaviour which is 
dangerous to the adult, or to 
others

•	 Institutional abuse, 
which may happen in 
nursing and residential 
homes or hospitals, is the 
mistreatment or abuse 
of an adult by a regime 
or individuals within an 
institution (e.g. hospital 
or care home) or in the 
community. It can occur 
through repeated acts of 
poor or inadequate care and 
neglect, or poor professional 
practice, or ill treatment.

Who might be at risk? 

Some adults might be more at 
risk than others. The following 
factors could increase the risk of 
abuse:

• Learning, sensory or 
physical disability

• Old age and frailty, 
especially if creates 
dependency on or needing 
help from others

• Mental health problems

• Dementia or confusion

• Severe illness

• Addiction to alcohol or drugs

Who may abuse?

• A partner, child, relative or 
friend

• A paid or volunteer carer

• A health, social care or 
other worker

• A church worker, or minister 
of religion

• Anyone else



Where may abuse occur?

Abuse can happen anywhere, 
for example:

• In the home

• In supported housing

• At a carer’s home

• Within a nursing home, 
hospital, residential care or 
day care

• At work or in educational 
establishments

• In places of worship, such 
as churches

• Anywhere else

In addition adults may be 
made vulnerable by means 
of a permanent or temporary 
reduction in physical, mental 
or emotional capacity 
brought about by life events 
- for example an illness, 
bereavement, past abuse or 
trauma.

Responding to concerns

You may suspect abuse 
because:

• You have a general concern 
about someone’s well being

• You see or hear something 
which could be abusive



• Someone tells you that 
something has happened or 
is happening to them which 
could be abusive

In these circumstances, do not 
delay. Pass on your concerns 
to the Safeguarding Adults 
Co-ordinator (or deputy) in 
your church or organisation 
immediately.

Involving Adult Social Services, 
Social Care or the Police:

• Where the Safeguarding 
Adults Co-ordinator is 
concerned that a vulnerable 
adult may have been - or is 
in - danger of being abused 
they should contact Adult 
Social Services immediately

• If he or she is not sure 
whether an official 
referral is warranted, but 
they nevertheless have 
legitimate concerns, they 
should still contact Adult 
Social Services to discuss 
the matter. Alternatively, 
they may contact CCPAS 
for advice 

• The primary responsibility 
for managing any 
investigation process 
rests with the managers 
of Adult Social Care social 
services teams. When the 

concern involves someone 
in residential care, the Care 
Quality Commission will be 
involved. Where a crime 
may have been committed, 
the police will investigate 

• Adult Social Care Teams 
operate Emergency Duty 
Teams (EDT), outside 
regular office hours, 
at weekends and over 
statutory holidays. They 
are available to offer advice 
and will also take action 
to protect a vulnerable 
adult, including arranging 
emergency medical 
treatment and, where 
appropriate, contacting the 
police. 

Creating a safe welcoming 
environment 

Churches and faith communities 
should be safe places for 
all, both children and adults, 
where everyone is made to 
feel welcome, are valued, 
respected and cared for. We can 
promote this by ensuring that 
our buildings are accessible, 
recognising the limitations that 
the design of some buildings 
cause and addressing them, 
together with the acoustics 
and lighting. It should be borne 



in mind that negative and 
uncaring attitudes are also a 
major barrier to access. We 
should also be careful to use 
appropriate language and 
suitable vocabulary, which can 
often reflect people’s attitudes 
towards others.

CCPAS Ten Safeguarding Standards

Churches should have safeguarding policies - for both children and vulnerable 
adults - which should cover the following:

1. Safeguarding Policy

2. Developing Safeguarding Awareness Training

3. Safe Recruitment

4. Management of Workers

5. Working Safely

6. Communicating Effectively

7. Responding to Concerns

8. Pastoral Care

9. Managing Those who Pose a Risk

10. Working in Partnership

For further information please see CCPAS’s Safe and Secure Key Facts booklet.

If you are a CCPAS Member, you will find this information in Safe and Secure, 
our online manual which can be accessed in the secure area of our website - 
www.ccpas.co.uk



Safer recruitment and safer 
organisations

Legislation and best practice 
specifies what measures should 
be taken. This ensures that 
recruitment and workforce 
management processes are 
both robust and effective in 
deterring unsuitable individuals 
from working with vulnerable 
people. But they have changed 
a great deal recently. 

The key point to remember is 
that recruiting safely provides 
the first opportunity to safeguard 
vulnerable adults by protecting 
the entry point to churches 
or organisations, for staff and 
volunteers. It should therefore 
be seen as part of your wider 
safeguarding responsibilities 
and procedures, rather than just 
another administrative human 
resources process.

It is important that all places 
of worship and faith-based 
organisations working with 
vulnerable adults are clear 
about the status of their work, or 
whether it is “regulated activity” 
or not. This status will determine 
precisely what sorts of checks 
should be undertaken for staff 
and volunteers (including 
criminal background checks). 

Regardless of what checks 
are required for certain posts 
and activities, the responsibility 
remains to ensure that every 
appropriate measure has 
been undertaken in both 
the recruitment and ongoing 
management of staff and 
volunteers. This is to ensure 
that those who are unsuitable 
to work with vulnerable people 
are not given the opportunity to 
do so. These measures range 
from the appropriate use of 
job adverts, role descriptions, 
application forms, interviewing 
processes and the taking-up of 
references, through to providing 
appropriate support, supervision 
and training for new workers.

More positively, churches 
and faith-based organisations 
have the opportunity to 
demonstrate their commitment 
to safeguarding and setting an 
open, positive culture through 
their employment practices. 
These are essential in setting 
the foundations for safer 
organisations.

For further information on 
recruiting safely, see CCPAS’s 
Help...I want to recruit safely 
leaflet.



Guidelines for those in 
positions of trust who provide 
pastoral care

It is important that anyone 
seeking pastoral care should 
know exactly what to expect 
in terms of good conduct, 
that those caring for them 
are accountable and that any 
boundaries set are respected at 
all times.

In addition:

• Those providing pastoral 
care should avoid any 
behaviour that may give the 
impression of favouritism 

• Workers should be aware 
of the limits of their own 
abilities and competencies. 
They should seek further 
help when dealing with 
situations outside their 
expertise

• Clear guidelines should be 
put in place where workers 
are involved in any aspect 
of personal finance, to 
ensure financial integrity. 
This is important when, 
for example, collecting the 
benefits or pension of, or 
doing the shopping for, a 
vulnerable adult

Be informed and respond 
appropriately

Part of working safely involves 
providing an inclusive and open 
environment which recognises 
differences. So where someone 
has a specific condition, seek 
specialist advice. Be inclusive. 
For example, older children 
and young adults with learning 
disabilities should not be placed 
in the Sunday School, rather 
than the main church service, 
because they understand the 
material better there. Instead, 
support should be given to 
enable the individual concerned 
to participate in the church 
service itself.



Confidentiality

Every effort should be made 
to ensure that confidentiality is 
preserved; although this may 
well be subject to what may be 
an overriding need to protect 
someone who has been, or 
is at risk of, abuse. Everyone 
working with vulnerable adults 
must be clear that it is not 
possible to keep information 
about suspected or actual 
abuse confidential. The needs 
of the vulnerable adult and any 
potential risk to others means 
that any such suspicion must 
be reported to the Safeguarding 
Adults Co-ordinator immediately.

Self-determination and 
independence

Adults have a right to 
self-determination and 
independence. Only in very 
specific circumstances, for 
example where an individual’s 
mental capacity is impaired, 
should decisions be made on 
his or her behalf. We need to 
remember that adults are free 
to put themselves in positions 
which others might judge to be 
inappropriate or dangerous – 
extreme sporting activities are a 
good example. But that is their 
right.

Action by Adult Social Care 

Once a referral is made to 
Adult Social Care they will 
check to see if the vulnerable 
adult or alleged abuser is 
known to them. If they know 
the vulnerable adult, details of 
the referral will be passed on to 
the social worker involved. The 
worker and a team manager 
will then decide if an Adult 
Protection Inquiry should begin. 
If the individual is not known to 
Adult Social Care, it is likely a 
duty worker and manager will 
make that decision.

Adult Protection Inquiry 

The first step in an Adult 
Protection Inquiry is to convene 
a strategy meeting with all 
the appropriate agencies. 
Much emphasis is now placed 
on not working in isolation 
and the strategy meeting, 
by its very nature, facilitates 
communication and joint working 
between the various groups. 
If a crime is believed to have 
been committed, the police will 
also be included. The aim of 
the meeting is for the agencies 
involved to reach a consensus 
on planning and co-ordinating 
the investigation. Ultimately they 
wil produce an Adult Protection 



Plan. Information is shared on a 
‘need to know’ basis only.

The Investigation Process 

The purpose of any investigation 
is to:

• Protect the vulnerable adult 
from serious harm

• Establish and record 
the facts about the 
circumstances giving rise to 
the concerns

• If appropriate, establish 
evidence for formal 
proceedings (i.e. criminal, 

registration or disciplinary)

• Establish with the vulnerable 
adult whether they feel that 
their personal safety is at 
risk, whether they want 
professional intervention 
and what their views are on 
sharing information about 
the incident with other staff 
that need to know

• Decide if protective or other 
action is needed for the 
vulnerable adult or others

• Identify the sources and 
levels of risk

• Decide whether actual 
or suspected abuse has 



taken place and record 
the reasons for these 
conclusions

• Ensure that appropriate 
action is taken in respect of 
any perpetrator

• Consider the communication 
needs of the vulnerable 
adult and ensure that an 
appropriate service is 
offered (this includes people 
with dementia, those whose 
first language is not English, 
people with sensory 
impairment, or people who 
have learning difficulties)

These matters will be 
considered at a case conference 
attended by all the professionals 
and agencies involved in 
safeguarding the adult. 
Decisions will be taken and a 
plan of action formalised in light 
of the information gathered at 
the case conference. This is 
called an Adult Protection Plan.

Adult Protection Plan

The Adult Protection Plan sets 
out:

• The steps to be taken to 
assure the future safety of 
the vulnerable adult

• The treatment or therapy 
they may access

• Any changes to the way the 
services they receive are 
provided 

• Support they may get 
from any legal action they 
may take, or otherwise 
seek redress for what has 
happened to them

• Putting in place an on-going 
risk management strategy, if 
appropriate. 

Other Action

If there is a concern that an 
adult may be subjected to 
violence or sexual harm the 
Police may become involved. 
In circumstances involving 
domestic violence, for example, 
the perpetrator may become 
subject to Multi Agency Public 
Protection Arrangements 
(MAPPA) or Multi Agency Risk 
Assessment Conferences 
(MARAC).

For further information see 
Help…Domestic Violence! How 
should my church respond?

Where the concern is about the 
quality of care provided by a 



nursing home, residential home, 
or domiciliary provider, contact 
the Care Quality Commission on 
0300 061 6161. 

See the Care Quality 
Commission website for more 
information: www.cqc.org.uk

The involvement of relatives 
and carers

Generally, families are informed 
of an allegation of abuse and 
the action being taken. However, 
this may not happen if:

• The vulnerable adult is able 
to give informed consent 
and does not wish their 
family to be informed.

• The alleged perpetrator is a 
member of the family

• Where a police investigation 
is likely and the rules of 
evidence apply. 

What if the vulnerable adult 
doesn’t want certain action 
taken? 

The mental capacity of the 
vulnerable adult is a key factor in 
deciding what should be done. 
All actions should be based 
on the presumption of mental 
capacity (Mental Capacity Act 
2005 and Mental Health Act 
2007) and on the consequent 
right of an adult to make their 
own choices in relation to their 
personal safety and well-being.

In normal circumstances, an 
adult has a right to follow a 



course of action that others 
may judge unwise or eccentric, 
including one which may lead to 
them being abused.

In such instances Adult Social 
Care should be informed so 
that they can put in place a 
safeguarding plan, proportionate 
to the level of risk, so that, as far 
as possible, the adult continues 
to be protected.

Exceptions to allowing a person 
to make choices about their 
safety from abuse and neglect 
include:

• Where the person lacks 
mental capacity to make 
such a choice

• Where the rights or 
safety of others would be 
compromised in allowing the 
person to exercise their right 
in making choices about 
their safety from abuse and 
neglect

Acting in the best interests of 
the vulnerable adult 

Where a vulnerable adult lacks 
the mental capacity to protect 
themselves or other vulnerable 
adults from abuse, it may be 
necessary to take action on their 

behalf, in their (and possibly 
other’s) best interests. 

Issues of capacity and consent 
are key elements in adult 
protection work. Capacity 
refers to the ability to make and 
understand a decision, act, or 
transaction. However, there 
remains a fundamental duty to 
balance the person’s right to 
autonomy with their need for 
protection. 

The law assumes that adults 
are able to make their own 
decisions, unless proved 
otherwise. So as long as an 
adult can understand the 
information relevant to the 
decision, retain the information 
relevant to that decision, have 
the ability to use the information 
in order to make a decision and 
have the ability to communicate 
that decision - then the decision 
is theirs to make.

Any decision concerning 
mental capacity will follow an 
assessment carried out by 
doctors and/or Adult Social 
Care. If the vulnerable adult is 
proven to lack mental capacity, 
the person authorized to make 
decisions on their behalf should:

• Act in a way that promotes 
their health and well-being, 



and prevents deterioration 
in their quality of life 

• Ensure that any 
interventions are as limited 
as possible and carried out 
in a manner that is the least 
restrictive of their freedom 
of action 

• Ensure that any decision 
is made with due regard to 
the law 

• Make every effort to 
establish the past and 
present wishes and desires 
of the person concerned, 
as well as any other factors 
he or she would consider 
important were they not 
incapacitated 

• Include the person in any 
decision or action affecting 
them as fully as possible

• Consult the views of 
appropriate people 
concerning the individual’s 
wishes and what actions 
would be in his or her best 
interests 

Any decisions taken that are 
deemed to be in the person’s 
best interest should be clearly 
documented to show how the 
decision was reached.



Safeguarding Adults: model policy statement 

The following statement was agreed by the leadership on [date]: 

We are committed to safeguarding vulnerable adults and ensuring their well-being.

• We recognise that we all have a responsibility to help prevent the physical, 
sexual, psychological, spiritual, financial and discriminatory abuse and neglect of 
vulnerable adults and to report any such abuse that we discover or suspect

• We recognise the personal dignity and rights of vulnerable adults and will ensure 
all our policies and procedures and practice reflect this

• We believe all adults should enjoy and have access to every aspect of the life of 
this place of worship

• We undertake to exercise proper care in the appointment and selection of those 
who will work with vulnerable adults, or who will be in positions of trust. We will 
promote safer practice and support, resource and train and regularly review those 
who undertake this work

• We will keep up to date with national and local developments relating to 
safeguarding. We will follow statutory, denominational and specialist guidelines in 
relation to safeguarding adults and we will ensure that all workers will work within 
the agreed procedure of our safeguarding policy 

• We will implement the requirements of the Disability Discrimination Acts 1995 and 
2005 and all other relevant legislation

• We will support everyone in the place of worship/organisation who may be 
affected by abuse of any kind

We recognise that:

• Adult Social Care has the lead responsibility for investigating all allegations or 
suspicions of abuse where there are concerns about a vulnerable adult

• Where an allegation suggests that a criminal offence may have been committed, 
the police should be contacted as a matter of urgency

• Safeguarding is everyone’s responsibility

We will review this statement and our policy annually.



Helpful organisations

Age UK (England only – see 
website for rest of UK)

Tavis House
1-6 Tavistock Square, London 
WC1H 9NA
Tel: 0800 169 87 87
Email: contact@ageuk.org.uk
www.ageuk.org.uk/

Action on Elder Abuse

PO Box 60001 
Streatham
London SW16 9BY.
Tel: 020 8835 9280 
UK Helpline: 080 8808 8141
Email: 
enquiries@elderabuse.org.uk
www.elderabuse.org.uk/

Prospects for People with 
Learning Disabilities

69 Honey End Lane 
Reading 
Berks RG30 4EL 
Tel: 0118 950 8781 
Fax: 0118 939 1683 
Email: info@prospects.org.uk
www.prospects.org.uk/

Through the Roof (Main UK 
Office):

PO Box 353 
Epsom KT18 5WS
Phone: 01372 749955
Fax: 01372 737040
Email: info@throughtheroof.org
www.throughtheroof.org

Victim Support (National office)

Hallam House
56–60 Hallam Street
London
W1W 6JL
Tel: 020 7268 0200
Fax: 020 7268 0210
www.victimsupport.org.uk/

Voice UK

Rooms 100-106, Kelvin House
RTC Business Centre
London Road
DERBY DE24 8UP
Tel: 0808 802 8686
www.voiceuk.org.uk/
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