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Good practice advice for social workers and their line managers 
working with people with learning disabilities who are distressed or 
whose behaviour challenges those around them  
 
The College of Social Work (TCSW) has developed this advice to meet the 
commitment we took on in response to the deep public concern about what 
happened at Winterbourne View Hospital and to support the ‘concordat’ 
published by the Department of Health in December 2012:  
 

‘TCSW, working in collaboration with BASW and other professional 
organisations and with service user-led groups, (will) produce key 
points guidance for social workers on good practice in working with 
people with learning disabilities who also have mental health 
conditions.’ 

 
We would like to thank BASW, and also UNISON, Mencap and members of 
the service user community for their contributions. We are committed to a 
collective effort to minimise the risk that the sort of events that took place at 
Winterbourne View will ever happen again. A range of professionals must 
work together to ensure this outcome and social workers are determined to 
play their part in ensuring that safeguarding practice is improved. 
 
All social work is founded upon shared values, a common knowledge base 
and a set of generic skills. While the challenges of work in this area will 
sometimes be specific to the nature of the difficulties faced by the person 
who needs care and support – and thus will require additional specialist 
skills – the methods for understanding and intervening will derive from the 
shared base of knowledge, skills and values.  
 
Therefore, this guidance does not attempt to reiterate the full range of good 
practice advice and evidence that social workers learn in their pre- and post-
qualifying education; nor does it repeat useful policy guidance like No 
Secrets. Its purpose is to provide advice about the special factors that may 
need to be considered when social workers work with learning disabled 
people whose behaviour is challenging and distressing, and to promote high 
standards of professional practice.  
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1 Social work must always include consideration of the human rights 

of the person being supported – wherever a person may be 
deprived of their liberty or have their liberty restricted, the social 
worker must ensure that their rights have been acknowledged and, 
so far as is possible, protected. Some learning disabled people will 
be among those least able to challenge decisions that deprive them 
of their liberty. For example, the social worker should ask if the care 
plan or living arrangement obscures the possibility that they are, in 
practice, having their liberty removed or reduced without a 
Deprivation of Liberty Safeguarding (DoLS) application being 
considered and if the compulsory treatment provisions of the 
Mental Health Act have been properly applied to their 
circumstances. 
 

2 The social work task is to promote the best possible quality of life 
for people being supported and to assist them to achieve self-
defined outcomes, not only to protect them from harm and distress. 
Compliance with minimum standards is not enough but where 
these are being ignored social workers must take action. They must 
actively promote solutions that reflect the wishes and aspirations of 
the person receiving support. This work will include – but will not be 
restricted to – assessment, support planning, and review. 
 

3 Social workers have a key role and responsibility to make sure that 
the ‘voice’ of the person using, or eligible for, care and support is 
heard and attended to and their best interests are met. This means 
the social worker must ensure that the person knows by the way 
they act that they have listened. They must also try to ensure that 
the person being supported is heard by the other people and 
agencies whose support they need. This is doubly important where 
the social worker is supporting someone who has ways of 
communicating that professionals may find very challenging. They 
may need independent advocacy support to ensure that their voice 
is heard. The principles of the Mental Capacity Act 2005 (England 
and Wales) apply in such circumstances and social workers should 
ensure that they uphold them and their managers should ensure 
that their practice is audited. 
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4 Social workers have a professional duty to raise concerns (which 
may include ‘whistle-blowing’) if they identify practice that they 
believe puts the people they are supporting at risk of harm – 
whether that means their safety, their wellbeing, or their dignity. 
Social workers must make those responsible for the service they 
are concerned about aware of the harmful practice they have 
observed and must follow up to check if their concern has been 
acted upon appropriately. If they judge that the necessary 
improvements have not taken place, they must draw their concern 
to the attention of their own manager(s). If a social worker identifies 
abuse, mistreatment, or neglect – or has questions about treatment 
affecting any person whether they are supporting them directly 
or whether they encounter them in the course of their work – 
they have a duty to draw it to the attention of those responsible and 
to record this action. 

 
5 Social workers have an important role to play in promoting the 

safeguarding of people who are not being funded by local 
authorities (people whose service is being funded by the NHS or 
privately) where they encounter them in the course of the social 
work role. When seeing a person in a residential or any other 
service setting, social workers should take notice of the 
environment (including facilities, cleanliness, financial procedures, 
etc.) and of practice in general and not just of the experience of the 
person they are visiting. 

 
 

6 Social workers must be aware of the mechanisms for expressing 
concern beyond the establishment or setting about which they or 
others (such as parents or advocates) are concerned. This will 
include reporting concerns to their managers, the relevant CQC 
officers, responsible multi-agency boards or the police. Managers 
receiving such information should ensure that this is taken further 
and adopt a receptive attitude to receiving such concerns.  
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Social workers should find out if the Safeguarding Adult Board for 
the area where the person is living or staying has a policy that a 
social worker from another local authority should be using. Where 
they have urgent concerns, social workers should draw the facts to 
the attention of the appropriate safeguarding team and alert their 
own managers as speedily as possible. Social workers receiving an 
alert or referral from another professional within the area, or from 
another area, should maintain communication with that person. 
 

7 Social workers have a responsibility to keep cases open, keep in 
touch with the person who is receiving care and support, and stay 
in touch with the care setting, especially when the person is living 
or staying in a different local authority (often termed ‘out of area’). If 
the case is closed because the person has moved to a new area or 
they are no longer eligible for a service from the local authority, the 
social worker must ensure that arrangements, including the 
nomination of a care co-ordinator, are in place so that other 
professionals are aware of the social work activity that has been 
undertaken and that they (and the person and their carers) know 
how to ask for further social work help if this would be in the best 
interests of the person. 
 

8 Social workers must communicate with and keep in touch with the 
family or those who are important to the person who is being 
supported, unless there an overriding reason not to, for example 
the person has been the victim of abuse and a court has made an 
order about contact. Social workers will be aware of evidence 
establishing that some people with extremely challenging behaviour 
can live in the community – with their family, or in a group home, or 
single accommodation – if family and friends are given the support 
to cope with the behaviour. In helping with support planning for 
personal budgets, social workers should ensure that the plan has 
the capacity to fund specialist care and support, especially where 
the person is isolated from family and friends, and that those 
employed to provide this care are well supported in any difficulties 
encountered. Agreement is needed about proportionate action for 
preventing harm or stopping problems from escalating.  
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9 In most circumstances where a person is in hospital the first 
question a social worker should ask is ‘how can we get them back 
into their home community?’ once treatment or assessment is 
complete. This work needs to be conducted in the multi-disciplinary 
context of the hospital and in consultation with the person, their 
family and the commissioner of the service. Social workers must 
consider the views of the person and make a referral for statutory 
or other advocacy where appropriate. Plans for hospital discharge 
must start at admission. Having more choice and control may 
enable the person to reduce the behaviour that others find 
challenging. 

 
10 Social workers in children’s services have an important role to play 

in supporting the transition of service planning to adults’ services. 
Communication with the young person and their carers or parents 
needs to be given time to start early. Managers should ensure that 
practice is audited and systems are well co-ordinated. 

 
11 Some social workers [and other professionals] who come into 

contact with learning disabled people with challenging behaviour 
may not have the full range of specialist experience and skills 
required. If this is the case they should seek advice and guidance 
from expert colleagues and where possible to work in partnership 
with those colleagues. They should also seek access to relevant 
skills development, training, supervision and mentoring. All training 
should include input from people with learning disabilities, carers 
and family members, and other professionals.  

 
12 Those undertaking safeguarding investigations should always 

consider involving a social worker in order to obtain their 
professional perspective and their knowledge of the social work 
practice in adult safeguarding.  
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13 Social workers have an important role in helping to build community 

strengths and in fostering community support mechanisms for 
learning disabled people and their families. These will include 
knowledge of peer and third sector support groups and the 
confidence to put people in touch with them and to offer practical 
assistance. Social workers should be able to identify community 
assets and work with others to sustain them and should seek to 
involve the person being supported and their family and friends in 
such initiatives. Social work managers should support colleagues in 
this activity and seek to develop an area overview.  

 
14 Working with people who are distressed, and supporting their 

carers or families, can be emotionally draining. Social workers 
should access support and supervision. Managers should ensure 
that practice is audited and supervision is offered and taken up, 
drawing on sources of expertise that are commissioned locally or 
regionally. 
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