
 Safeguarding Resources:

Top Tips

Making sure your relative is safe 
Top tips for family carers about ‘safeguarding’  
adults with learning disabilities

What does ‘safeguarding adults’ mean?
Some adults may be unable to protect 
themselves from harm because of their 
disability, age or illness. They have a right to 
be supported to keep themselves safe and 
for action to be taken if they are abused or 
neglected. ‘Safeguarding adults’ refers to 
activities and procedures that do this.  
It involves a range of people in official roles  
in health and social care services and the 
police, but family carers are important to all 
aspects of safeguarding: from helping their 
relatives stay safe to responding when they 
have been harmed.

The priority should always be to keep people 
safe in a way that does not unduly restrict 
their lifestyle. This means balancing risks and 
recognising the potential for harm. Harm is 
often called abuse and can be caused:

 ● physically (e.g. hitting, pushing, 
unnecessary restraint, etc.), 

 ● sexually, psychologically (e.g. use of 
threats, humiliation, abandonment, etc.), 

 ● financially, or 

 ● through discrimination. 

This might include disrespecting someone’s 
culture or belief by, for example, providing 
them with the wrong type of food. Neglect 
occurs where something has not happened 
that should have happened (e.g. ignoring 
a person’s medical or physical care needs, 
failing to provide access to appropriate 
healthcare, or withholding the necessities of 
life, such as adequate nutrition and heating).

This leaflet contains ‘top tips’ about what family 
carers and friends can do to ensure that adult 
safeguarding works for a relative with learning 
disabilities. Based on the views of family 
carers, many of the tips are about preventing 
harm from happening in the first place. Others 
are about what you can do if things go wrong. 
Sometimes these can be resolved quite easily, 
but if the matter is a serious one you should 
refer to the other resources in this series (see 
the end of this leaflet for details).
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If your relative lives at home with you, there are several things you can do 
to help them keep safe:

 ● The more people who know your relative and care about them, the safer they are likely to be. 
A circle of support can be an effective way of co-ordinating people who want to be part of your 
relative’s life.

 ● ‘Person-centred planning’ is a good way for you and your relative to think about their life and 
the support they need to live it. Start planning at an early stage: in his or her teenage years 
(often called ‘transition’). It is also a good idea to have a plan in place for emergencies so 
that your relative will be safe if anything happens to you.

 ● Work with your relative on simple strategies for keeping safe when in the community or going 
online. Ask your council about local ‘keep safe’ training, safe places schemes and travel buddies.

 ● Your relative may opt to employ their own care staff through direct payments or as part of a 
personal budget. Family carers often have an important role in recruiting and managing staff. 
Your relative’s care manager and local direct payments support scheme can help with getting 
the right checks made and that money is properly accounted for.

 ● Isolation is a major cause of harm for both family carers and the people they care for. If you 
are feeling isolated or lonely, contact a carers’ helpline or support group.

If your relative is planning to move away from home, there is a lot that  
you and others who care about them can do to help prepare for this major 
life event and so minimise the risks associated with it.

 ● Think about where they are going to live: whether the location is suitable for doing the 
things they like doing and how easy it will be for them to keep in touch with the people who 
know and care about them.

 ● Think about the type and level of support that your relative wants and needs and how you 
expect paid staff to work with them. It helps to talk to other family carers and to visit places 
that are similar to the one your relative would prefer to go to/live in.

 ● Find out as much as you can about service providers before you visit them. Talk to your 
relative’s care manager about their reputation, how well they perform against Care Quality 
Commission (CQC) standards and what other options are available.

 ● Prepare information with your relative for other people to understand how they want to be 
supported, including what they need to keep safe. Life story books, person centred support 
plans and videos are good ways to do this.

 ● When you meet potential staff and any other people they may come into contact with 
regularly (such as housemates), notice how you and your relative feel. Trust your instincts:  
if you feel uncomfortable, is it even worth considering a move there?

 ● Think about the environment and conditions in which staff work. Harmful behaviour is less likely where 
there’s a warm, homely atmosphere and pleasant surroundings for people to live and work in.

 ● Don’t be afraid to ask about the support provider’s policies and procedures on safeguarding 
– these should be in place and understood by all the staff who work there.
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Staying involved when your relative with learning disability has moved. 
Because they remain in regular contact, families will be alert to potential 
harm to a relative being supported by paid staff.

 ● A good support provider will encourage you and others to be involved in your relative’s life. 
You and your relative should be able to meet as often as you both wish and to talk privately 
away from support staff.

 ● Drop in unannounced and spend time with your relative in different areas of their home.  
Don’t go into other people’s rooms uninvited but, if any other areas are ‘out of bounds’, this 
should ring alarm bells.

 ● Keep in touch between visits. New technology such as Skype (video calls via the internet) 
can help you keep in touch even if your relative doesn’t use words.

 ● If your relative has difficulty making some or all decisions (this is called ‘mental capacity’), 
paid care staff must understand their duties under the Mental Capacity Act. These include 
consulting with family carers about the person’s ability to make a decision and how to act in 
their best interests if they are unable to make that decision.

 ● If your relative receives residential or nursing care and it is suggested that restrictions are put 
upon what they can do for their own safety, the service must get proper authorisation through 
local ‘Deprivation of Liberty Safeguards’ (DoLS) procedures.

 ● Your relative’s support staff should speak of them with affection and respect and celebrate 
their achievements.

 ● Satisfy yourself that everyone who works with your relative knows how they communicate, 
their likes and dislikes and what is important to them. They should be able to show that a 
good person centred plan is in place, that it is used and updated regularly and that the right 
people are involved.

 ● Build strong relationships with your relative’s staff; trust and respect need to be mutual. 
If staff try to side-line you, be wary; your relative should be supported by staff who 
acknowledge and welcome your continuing role.

 ● Show staff you are not a family carer who pursues their own agenda to the detriment of your 
relative’s. Even the most family-aware staff can have had bad experiences of other relatives.

 ● Be prepared to learn new things about your relative, learn to ‘let them grow’ and allow them 
to face new challenges. Allow staff to support you as well as your relative.

What to do if something goes wrong. If family carers are concerned about 
the safety of a relative or believe that they have been harmed, there are 
several things they can do:

 ● Think through why you are concerned. Is it because of a change in behaviour? Has your relative 
done something out of character? Is it something that you have noticed once, or is it part of a pattern?

 ● Make a note of your concerns and, if necessary, talk them through with someone you trust 
and who knows your relative well.
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About these resources
This resource and The Essential Guide have been produced by the National Family Carer Network  
with funding from Hft. There are three resources in the series:

 ● Top Tips: a brief guide to safeguarding adults for family carers.
 ● The Essential Guide: a more detailed set of information about all aspects of safeguarding  

that are relevant to family carers, with practical tips and links to sources of help and information.
 ● Resource Pack: divided into sections so that information about specific issues can be found quickly 

and easily. The pack includes useful examples and a set of film clips featuring people’s stories. 
Produced by Hft, it will be available in Autumn 2012.

For more information about the resources contact info@familycarers.org.uk or 
familycarersupport@hft.org.uk. To get help with a safeguarding issue contact Hft’s Family Carer 
Support Service on 0117 9061751 or email familycarersupport@hft.org.uk.

 ● Trust your relative if she or he tells you that something has happened to them.

 ● Think about what might be a proportionate response to your concerns. Some minor issues of 
safety can be addressed through a discussion with a team leader or manager.

 ● Make sure that your relative is offered help from an advocate if, for whatever reason, you 
are not able to support them yourself. This is especially important if your relative is unable to 
make some or all decisions for themselves (they lack ‘mental capacity’).

 ● Every service must have a complaints procedure that you can use if you are unhappy with an 
aspect of your relative’s care or the way you have been treated. Mediation may be an option 
if you cannot resolve an issue quickly and easily.

 ● If you have direct evidence – something you have seen or have been told – of serious harm, 
such as a physical assault, you should report it immediately.

 ● NHS and social care organisations have procedures if they are alerted to concerns about 
a person’s safety. In each organisation there will be somebody who is responsible for 
‘safeguarding’ and it is their job to respond to concerns.

 ● Every local authority has a Safeguarding Adults Team that can advise you on how to report a 
safeguarding concern about your relative. Your local council can tell you how to contact the 
Safeguarding Adults Team in your area.

 ● The Care Quality Commission (often referred to as CQC) regulates all health and social care 
services in England. While CQC does not do individual case work, it will use concerns raised 
with them to inform future inspections. CQC also offers advice about how you can complain 
about a service. Find out more at www.cqc.org.uk

NB: This information is offered in good faith. You should follow up the relevant resources before 
acting on anything referred to. The NFCN cannot accept any liability regarding this information. 
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