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Summary

Adult safeguarding is about to become statutory, with implications for
housing providers. Safeguarding Adults Boards and Safeguarding Adults
Reviews will become compulsory. Adults at risk live in all forms of social
housing, not just specialist accommodation. There are many links between
safeguarding and other agendas. There are weak legal and regulatory
incentives for housing providers to engage in safeguarding exacerbated by
difficulties in partnership working. Overcoming these disincentives and
problems requires: clear strategic leadership, the training of all front-line staff,
participation in multi-agency partnerships, excellent tenant profiling
information, the appointment of safeguarding leads, assertiveness in working
with statutory agencies; and preventative approaches. 

The new legal framework for adult safeguarding

Adult safeguarding is a relatively new activity when compared to child protection; and is
very new for most housing staff. It can be defined as ‘the process of protecting adults
with care and support needs from abuse or neglect’.1 The current non statutory
framework for adult safeguarding in England2 will be replaced by legislation as part of
the new Care Bill.3 Local authorities will be required to set up a Safeguarding Adults
Board (SAB) in their area which must include the local authority, the NHS and the Police.
Recommendations that housing representation should be included in this list were not
accepted by government. However, they would ‘be most concerned if SABs did not
address the role, contribution and responsibilities of housing providers in adult
safeguarding’.4

Local authorities will be required, under the Care Bill, to make enquiries, or ask others to
make enquiries, when they think an adult with care and support needs may be at risk of
abuse or neglect in their area and to find out what, if any, action may be needed.
Safeguarding Adults Reviews (SARs), replacing Serious Case Reviews (SCRs), must be
arranged if an adult with care and support needs dies as a result of abuse or neglect
and there is concern about how one of the members of the SAB acted.



The role of housing staff in adult safeguarding

Public awareness of the extent, and often horrific nature, of adult abuse has been 
raised in the last two years following the broadcast of the Panorama programme on
Winterbourne View5 (in which people with learning disabilities and challenging behaviour
were tortured by staff in a private hospital) and the Francis report on neglect and abuse 
in mid Staffordshire hospital.6 My own research on lessons for housing providers from
adult SCRs identified 19 social housing tenants who died due to abuse or neglect. This
highlighted the vital need for all housing staff to pick up on the signs of abuse and to
have comprehensive databases.7 Housing providers need to ensure that they have
‘appropriate policies and procedures in place to help prevent, detect and deal with abuse.
These policies should apply to all tenants at risk of harm, not just those living in sheltered,
extra care and supported housing due to the increasing numbers of adults at risk living in
general needs housing’.8 Adult safeguarding also links with other agendas including 
anti-social behaviour, hate and crime reduction, domestic abuse, health and wellbeing. 

Barriers to effective involvement of housing staff in adult safeguarding

Despite the demographic and moral arguments for the engagement of housing staff in
adult safeguarding, the legal and regulatory incentives are weak. Sheltered and
supported housing staff working under Supporting People (SP) contracts were required to
have training on safeguarding but this is reducing due to the removal of ring-fencing of
SP funding and successive funding cuts. The Care Bill fails to address my concerns that
‘the role of housing in preventing and addressing adult abuse is neglected in legislation,
policy, practice and research’.9 Recommendations by the joint parliamentary report in
March 2013 that housing should be included in clauses on information and advice,
partners, SABs, integration, hospital discharge and assessment were rejected by the
government. Recently, however, we have been told that, in the last three of these topics,
housing will be addressed in guidance.10

The other most significant barrier to the engagement of housing staff in adult
safeguarding is the long-standing difficulty inherent in partnership working. ‘Nearly all
SCR investigations highlight a breakdown in partnership working as a key factor in failing
to keep people safe’.11 The Annual Report 2011/12 of Luton SAB includes ‘lack of
effective communication across agencies’ as one of a number of key themes arising from
national SCRs.12 Penhale’s research on partnership arrangements in adult protection is
particularly helpful in understanding the reasons for these problems: ‘Barriers to
partnership working in safeguarding work included: lack of commitment; insufficient
funding; lack of clarity about roles and responsibilities; insufficient information sharing;
different priorities; (and) delays in decision making’.13



Overcoming these barriers – strategically and operationally

Senior managers must demonstrate clear strategic leadership and ‘own’ safeguarding,
ensuring that it is ‘everyone’s business’. As Domini Gunn, Director of Health and
Wellbeing at CIH has said: ‘The commitment to child and adult safeguarding is too
often agreed at a senior level in commissioning and service provider organisations but it
is not then systematically, consistently and continuously reinforced, monitored and
reported at the front line where it matters most’.14

At the very least, senior staff should ensure that all front-line staff are trained to
recognise the signs of abuse and know how to report concerns, despite the lack of
regulatory requirement to do so. Recent good practice examples include safeguarding
training for maintenance staff (Adactus, Greater Manchester), refuse collectors (North
Tyneside council); and gas servicing staff and others (Coast and County, Redcar).15

Senior staff should ensure that other ‘anti-crime’ agendas are linked to adult
safeguarding via policies and practice. They should ensure that there is housing
representation on the local SAB, Multi Agency Risk Assessment Conference (MARAC)16

and Multi Agency Public Protection Arrangements (MAPPA).17 Housing organisations
working across large geographical areas should nominate senior representatives for
these strategic groups ensuring structures are in place enabling effective information
flow in both directions. The particular problems for securing housing representation on
SABs in two tier authorities should be addressed.

Senior managers must ensure that databases of tenants record vulnerability and that
preventative work targets tenants with a high number of recorded vulnerability factors.
Tenants with particularly complex needs or challenging behaviour will require the
support of staff who have received specialist training.

Adult safeguarding can be extremely complex, raising a range of ethical, legal, political,
policy and practice issues that defy over-simplification. Safeguarding leads within each
housing organisation should therefore be appointed, taking responsibility for the
development and review of policies, procedures and training for all levels of staff and
Board members. The leads can ensure that national and local lessons from SCRs/SARs
are disseminated via training and other fora, including through multi-agency training. As
it is likely that housing organisations will increasingly be asked by ASC to conduct their
own investigations into adult abuse, housing provider safeguarding specialists could take
the lead with this activity. These leads can act as specialist advisors on cases, monitor
referrals and assist managers with multi-agency working difficulties.



All staff need to be familiar with their own adult safeguarding policies, their local multi-
agency policies on adult safeguarding and the Social Care Institute for Excellence
materials on adult safeguarding.18 They also need to understand the principles and
implications of the Mental Capacity Act 2005 and the Human Rights Act 1998.
Staff at all levels will need to enhance their assertiveness and other skills in working with
professionals from other disciplines, in particular, to work to change negative attitudes
towards housing. 

Jeremy Porteus’ article (above) comments on the lack of knowledge that different
sectors have about the skills and services of each other. My own research on lessons for
housing providers from adult SCRs pointed to negative attitudes by ASC staff being a
contributory factor in the exclusion of housing from partnership working and
information sharing. Senior staff will need to be prepared to intervene more frequently,
on behalf of junior staff, in the event of poor responses to referrals, exclusion from
strategy meetings, delays in safeguarding investigations, failures in sharing information,
unclear monitoring arrangements and disagreements about definitions of vulnerability.

The following tips may help housing providers develop proactive approaches and form a
checklist which can inform learning on the ground:

If staff are told that the alert or referral cannot be accepted (as it doesn’t meet their
referral threshold or their definitions of abuse or vulnerable adult/adult at risk), consider
the following points:

• Check what their policy says on alert and referral criteria and definitions. Is their
interpretation open for discussion?

• Reconsider the facts of your referral – have you left something out and/or
underestimated/downplayed the risks?

• Ask if they have a mechanism for gathering information on apparently low level
cases, especially where there is an emerging pattern of referrals. 

• Ask for advice on how to handle the situation yourself or via other agencies.

• If the case is not accepted and investigated, refer again if circumstances and risks
change.

If staff are told ‘it is the person’s choice’ (for example, to refuse services or intervention)
or that ‘they have capacity and the right to make unwise decisions’ consider the
following points:



• Was the person coerced?

• Is anyone else at risk?

• Has there been a proper and recent capacity assessment on this issue?

• Could there be an over-riding duty of care?

• Has the person been accurately and recently diagnosed (for example, with a learning
disability or mental health issues) and risk assessed? Particular attention should be
paid if their circumstances have deteriorated and/or their needs have increased or are
very complex and/or there is a sudden change in behaviour which could indicate an
escalating problem.

Preventative approaches to safeguarding will be increasingly necessary, given the
likelihood of increasing numbers of frail and vulnerable tenants. Sheltered housing
schemes are ideally suited to taking part in the World Elder Abuse Awareness Day,19

involving not only tenants, but older and vulnerable people from the wider community.

Key points 

• More involvement by all housing staff in adult safeguarding is vital due to
increasing levels of vulnerability of tenants in all types of social housing.

• To make this involvement effective, all staff must be trained and receive
specialist support from safeguarding leads employed by housing providers.

• Senior managers must engage in SABs, MARAC, MAPPA and other fora.

• Special efforts must be made to overcome inherent joint working issues
with adult social care.

• Tenant profiling and preventative approaches are vital.
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