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hen a frail pensioner is mugged
and beaten by a stranger for little
more than pennies the chances
are the story will make the news.
Tearful family members,

interviewed by gently nodding journalists, will -
to use a tabloid cliché – ask how someone
could attack a war hero just feet from his front
door, leaving him for dead. 

And millions of readers or viewers will share
their horror and shock. But when an equally old
and vulnerable person is subjected to systematic
financial abuse, perhaps totalling thousands of
pounds, and is regularly beaten not by a
stranger but by a family member or paid carer
behind that same front door, that story is likely

to remain untold. Mostly, of course, because
abuse by family, friends or carers is kept well
hidden. Yet even when it is exposed, often as a
result of the interventions of highly-skilled and
persistent professionals, the findings of a
serious case review – if one is commissioned –
only very occasionally make the headlines. It is
a sad but undeniable fact that when it comes to
vulnerable adults the public is more interested
in some stories than others. 

With a few notable exceptions, serious case
reviews about adults simply do not receive the
media coverage or generate the same levels of
public outrage as those about abused or
murdered children. Among the wider public
there is no adult equivalent to Baby Peter

Connelly. Our increasingly child-centric culture,
together with endemic ageism, are partly to
blame. Plus widespread ignorance, perhaps
wilful ignorance, about the vulnerability of
many adults living at home or in residential
settings. 

For professionals responsible for protecting
adults, the job has been made difficult by a
culture in which the risks that many adults are
exposed to go largely unrecognised or ignored.
And the lack of a robust legal framework for
carrying out adult protection work, in most
areas of the UK, makes that job harder still. 

But is the tide turning? In the past 18
months there have been developments that
point to a long overdue focus on adult
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Breaking
thesilence

Following care services minister
Paul Burstow’s announcement
that he will follow the
recommendation of the Law
Commission and put adult
safeguarding on a statutory
footing, Sally Gillen looks at the
initiatives being developed in this
often neglected area 
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of adult protection lies in determining where
the line is drawn between help and interference
in someone’s adult right to make poor choices. 

Another power to gain access to a property is
“useful to have in your back pocket”, she adds.
“It gives you an opportunity to get into
someone’s home if you think they could be at
risk so you can have a look around.” 

More widely, social workers and others
working with adults at potential risk of harm
have a duty under the act to raise public
awareness of the issues. It is relatively early
days but Ms Fennell is optimistic that in time
the messages about the need to protect adults
will filter though into the public’s
consciousness. In recent months, there has
been a rise in the number of older people
targeted in money scams and by bogus
workmen, a consequence of the recession, she
believes, and they are trying to encourage the
public to be aware of the vulnerability of some
adults. 

Awareness raising of adult protection issues,
plus systems to protect those who may be
vulnerable, will become increasingly important,
predicts Mr Jones. 

“As the public spending cuts begin to bite,
there will be more pressure on staff who will
have less resources. We are already seeing
increased demand as economic and social
pressures escalate,” he says.  

“This is bound to increase pressures and we
know there are consequences for care quality.
Over the next few years the pressures on public
services will be huge and so unprecedented that
there will be consequences for individuals,
families and staff who look after vulnerable
adults. We need robust systems to react quickly
when problems develop to protect users
and to support staff.”

To comment on this article please email
psw@basw.co.uk

that must be carried out to specific timescales.
These include carrying out a case conference
within 28 days of a referral being investigated,
and forming a plan if action. 

In itself this has improved joint working
because there are duties to work together and
co-operate written into the legislation. “In the
past you had good-will but without that
statutory duty that’s all you had,” she says. 

In addition, the act gives social workers, and
others with a responsibility for protecting
adults who may be at risk, a host of new
powers. A range of protection orders –
assessment, removal and banning - which can
be used to protect adults from harm, were also
introduced under the legislation. Banning
orders allow social workers to apply to the
court to have a ban imposed on someone
spending time in a specified place if they pose a
risk. “We recently had a case where someone
with a learning disability had been targeted by
unscrupulous youths and they were using his
home as a drugs den and told him not to go to
his day service and we were able to get them
banned from his house by getting an order,” Ms
Fennell explains.

It is an example that will strike a chord with
professionals across the UK working with
people with learning disabilities who are
subjected to so-called ‘mate crime’, whereby
they are exploited by those who befriend them.
In such cases the person who is being abused
may reach a point, as the abuse escalates, where
they are uncomfortable or frightened by those
who have invaded their lives but feel powerless
to act. They may not know what to do and
professionals may lack powers to effectively
intervene. 

“Often adults who are at risk can feel
empowered by having the ability, though the
legislation, to protect themselves and we can
help them with that,” says Ms Fennell. “It is
always better if you’re able to work with the
person so they feel part of the process,”
although she admits that one of the challenges

protection. In its review of adult social care law
in England and Wales, published in May, the
Law Commission says the existing legal
framework for adult protection is ‘neither
systematic nor co-ordinated, reflecting the
sporadic development of safeguarding policy
over the last 25 years’.

It recommends that adult safeguarding
boards should be placed on a statutory footing,
with responsibility for commissioning serious
case reviews, and social services should be given
the lead role in establishing them.

It is a significant change and one that David
N Jones, a member of BASW’s Ethics, Human
Rights and Policy Committee and chair of
Leicester City adult and children boards,
supports. “We should be angry when things go
wrong and we should be keen to find out what
went wrong,” he says. “There is a moral
responsibility to follow it up when things go
wrong. People with dementia, those with
learning difficulties, they have human rights.”

Increasing numbers of older people, together
with more people with learning disabilities
living in the community, means the numbers of
adults potentially at risk is now greater. 

“Social workers have a responsibility to
inform the public and to speak up for good
quality care,” adds Mr Jones.

Professionals
Elsewhere in the UK, greater focus on adult
protection is already underway. In April 2010,
the Irish government announced that a
regional body, The Northern Ireland Adult
Safeguarding Partnership, would work with five
local adult safeguarding partnerships to draw
up a strategy, as well as guidance and policies,
and to undertake serious case reviews. In Wales,
the government has commissioned researchers
to review the In Safe Hands guidance, with a
view to recommending legislation. 

In Scotland, however, the Adult Support
Protection (Scotland) Act 2007 has led to
‘significant changes,’ says the Equality and
Human Rights Commission in its report,
Hidden in plain sight, based on an inquiry into
disability-related harassment across England,
Scotland and Wales.

Under the act, safeguarding referrals must be
investigated by Scottish councils which are
required to take action to stop further harm.
Kate Fennell, who is the lead for adult
protection at Edinburgh council, says: “Before
we had the legislation we have POVA
(protection of vulnerable adults) guidelines but
services were patchy. This legislation has made
us develop processes for adult protection. It has
given us a structure to work in.”

Now, she says those working with adults who
could be at risk of harm have a set of actions
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The Law Commission's Adult Social Care report in brief

• A set of statutory principles setting out the purpose of adult social care

• The introduction of direct payments for residential care

• A statutory basis for adult safeguarding boards

• A duty on councils to investigate adult safeguarding cases

• A duty on councils to assess carers without them having to request an 
assessment

• A duty on councils to produce a care and support plan for all eligible users
and carers, including self-funders

• Separate care laws for England and Wales
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