Section 3 - Useful Definitions

Church worker

For the purposes of this policy the term church worker has been used as a generic term and means anyone doing a task on behalf of the church. It applies to clergy and laity, whether paid or voluntary.

Vulnerability

Vulnerability is not an absolute concept but a relative one, which may change with time and according to circumstance. All human beings are subject to change and chance happenings which may affect their capacity to manage themselves and their situation. All human beings have different strengths and weaknesses: all have different capacities and disabilities. While some people may appear to be strong we know that no-one is invulnerable and at different times in our lives and in different circumstances strengths can change and grow, diminish or disappear. Some people because of their physical or social circumstances have higher levels of vulnerability than others, and it is our duty as Christians to recognise this and support those who are vulnerable in a way that affords them as much independence and autonomy as possible. We must do this in a way that allows compassion and empathy without undermining dignity.

Some of the factors which may increase vulnerability include:

( Sensory or physical disability or impairment.

( A learning disability.

( A physical illness.

( Mental ill health (including dementia) , chronic or acute.

( Addiction to alcohol or drugs.

( The failing faculties in old age.

( A permanent or temporary reduction in physical, mental or emotional                   capacity brought about by life events, e.g. bereavement, previous abuse, trauma or family breakdown. 

Vulnerable adult

The “Safe Church Policy” proposes the following as a working definition:

Any adult aged 18 or over who, by reason of mental or other disability, age, illness or other situation is permanently or for the time being unable to take care of him or herself, or to protect him or herself against significant harm or exploitation.

Criminal Records Bureau definition of a vulnerable adult

The CRB defines a vulnerable adult as;

A person aged 18 or over who receives services of a type listed in paragraph 1) below and in consequence of a condition of a type listed in paragraph 2) below, has a disability of a type listed in paragraph 3) below: 

1) The services are:
( Accommodation and nursing or personal care in a care home.

( Personal care or support to live independently in his or her own home.

( Any services provided by an independent hospital, independent clinic, independent medical agency or National Health Service body.

( Social care services.

( Any services provided in an establishment catering for a person with learning disabilities.

2) The conditions are:

( A learning or physical disability.

( A physical or mental illness, chronic or otherwise including an addiction to alcohol or drugs.

( A reduction in physical or mental capacity.

3) The disabilities are:

( A dependency upon others in the performance of, or a requirement for assistance in the performance of basic physical functions.

( Severe impairment in the ability to communicate with others.

( Impairment in a person’s ability to protect him/herself from assault, abuse or neglect.

Those who regularly care for, train, supervise, or are in sole charge of vulnerable people as described by the above definitions are the only ones who should obtain a CRB Disclosure.

It follows from this that many people who work with adults will not be able to be checked. It also follows from this that careful recruitment of those working with adults should take place, including references and a Confidential Declaration. (See also “Recruitment procedures” section).

Mistreatment, abuse and harm

Mistreatment

Mistreatment is defined by the “No Secrets” government document as, ‘a violation of an individual’s human and civil rights by any other person or persons’. In a church context, it could be any misuse of a pastoral or managerial relationship, from the most serious to less severe behaviour, which lies at its root.

Abuse

This term covers abuse, bullying and harassment. These categories are not watertight and can overlap and converge on each other, and the seriousness can be difficult to assess. The consequences for those who are victims of such behaviour must always be taken into account.

Harm

Harm is what results from mistreatment or abuse.

Different forms of abuse

Spiritual aspects of abuse

Churches need to be sensitive so that they do not, in their pastoral care, attempt to ‘force’ religious values or ideas onto people, particularly to those who may be vulnerable to such practices. Within faith communities harm can be caused by the inappropriate use of religious belief or practice; this can include the misuse of the authority of leadership, penitential discipline, oppressive teaching, or intrusive healing and deliverance ministries, which may result in vulnerable people experiencing physical, emotional, or sexual harm. If such inappropriate behaviour becomes harmful it should be referred for investigation in the usual way. (See “What to do if you suspect abuse” and “Allegations Policy” sections).

Careful supervision and mentoring of those entrusted with the pastoral care of adults should help to prevent harm occurring in this way. Other forms of spiritual abuse include the denial to vulnerable people of the right to faith or the opportunity to grow in the knowledge and love of God. 

Sexual abuse

A sexual act carried out without the informed consent of the other individual is abuse. Such behaviour includes contact and non-contact abuse. The issue of informed consent is a fraught one and would need to be carefully investigated. No one should enter into a sexual relationship with someone for whom they have pastoral responsibility or have a position of trust.

Non-contact abuse may include sexual remarks and suggestions, introduction to indecent material, or indecent exposure. 

Contact abuse may include rape, indecent assault, being forced to touch another person, sexual intercourse, or being pressurized into consenting to sexual acts. 

Physical abuse

The ill-treatment of an adult, which may or may not cause physical injury, is regarded as physical abuse. Instances might include hitting, slapping, pushing, kicking, inappropriate restraint, withholding or misuse of medication, squeezing, biting, suffocating, poisoning, drowning or killing. It could include racially or religiously motivated attacks. A requirement for someone to work in an unsafe environment can be construed as physical abuse.

Emotional or psychological abuse

The use of threats, fear or the power of the carer’s or other adult’s position to negate the vulnerable person’s independent wishes. Such behaviour can create very real emotional or psychological stress. Bullying, sexual and racial harassment would also come into this category if physical harm were not used. It includes lack of privacy or choice, denial of dignity, deprivation of social contact or deliberate isolation, making someone feel worthless, lack of love or affection, threats, verbal abuse, humiliation, blaming, controlling, pressurizing, coercion, fear, or ignoring the person.

Other behaviours which may take place within a working relationship include public or unreasonable criticism, insults and shouting, ignoring a person’s wishes or point of view, setting unreasonable work targets, removing areas of responsibility, or undervaluing a person’s efforts.

Harassment may include name calling, victimization and ostracism, unwanted sexual attention, stalking, compromising invitations or gifts, the display of images that are racially or sexually offensive, or the suggestion that sexual favours might further promotion prospects.

Financial or legal abuse

The wilful extortion or manipulation of the vulnerable person’s legal or civil rights must be construed as abuse. Such activity may include misappropriation of monies or goods, the misuse of finances, property or possessions, withholding money, the exploitation of a person’s resources or embezzlement. Such abuse may involve the use of a position of authority or friendship to persuade a person to make gifts, to leave legacies or change a will.

Neglect

Neglectful behaviour is any pattern of activity by another person which seriously impairs an individual. Neglect can include: failure to intervene in situations where there is danger to a vulnerable person or to others, particularly when a person lacks the mental capacity to assess risk, not giving personal care, deliberately withholding visual or hearing aids, withholding food, drink, light and clothing, restricting access to medical services, denying social, religious or cultural contacts, denying contact with family, lack of appropriate supervision.
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