What to Do If You Suspect Abuse

Many clergy and lay workers will visit vulnerable people as part of their ministry. If you suspect that someone is being mistreated in some way you should always take responsibility for doing something about your concerns. Doing nothing is not an option.

Some vulnerable people will find it difficult to disclose abuse and may need help to tell their story to someone they trust. An independent interpreter should be used if there is any kind of communication challenge. Careful listening is most important, without ‘leading’ someone with suggestions or closed questions that may confuse the story. If someone discloses abuse, it is important to receive the information without making a judgement or making a comment that may lead the individual to believe his or her word is doubted.

Talking to a member of the clergy, a line manager, diocesan adviser, a senior member of a voluntary organization or social or health care services may help to clarify the issues. A referral to the local authority may then be necessary.

Under no circumstances should anything be done that might be construed as an investigation of the allegation: action of this nature may contaminate evidence should a formal investigation by the police or the local authority be instigated.

Many vulnerable people rely on their carers for support, shelter and care and therefore the reporting of mistreatment needs to be undertaken with sensitivity.

All local authorities have a designated person in Adult Services to whom serious concerns should be referred. Details are available through local authority web-sites or directories.

Allegations against church workers

Church workers themselves may be suspected of mistreatment of an adult or another worker. Workers may not be following the code of conduct for church workers (see “Code of Conduct” section for guidelines which should be followed). If mistreatment of a child is suspected, the Allegations Policy in the “Taking Care” handbook must be followed. If the abuse of an individual appears to be a criminal offence, the police must be informed and a referral made to the Local Authority. Consultation with the Diocesan Safeguarding Adviser (DSA) is essential, and a decision will be made as to whether the worker should be suspended during any investigation. (See Appendix 8 - Allegations Policy for further details)

If the allegation concerns a member of the clergy, the Archdeacon and the Bishop must be informed, and the diocesan procedures including the Clergy Discipline Measure will be followed.

With less serious matters such as inappropriate behaviour or attitude not amounting to abuse, the worker’s immediate superior should approach the worker and discuss the concern with them with the aim of improving the situation. The worker should be informed that disciplinary proceedings might be brought or their position as a volunteer reviewed if there is no improvement.

Record keeping

It is recognized that people may not make a complaint about abuse until many years after the event. It is therefore important to make careful, factual records in all circumstances where it is considered that abuse might have taken place. It is recommended that records containing issues of child or adult abuse should be held indefinitely: the National Guidelines suggest a minimum of 50 years. The people involved in such records should be informed that a record is being kept and if possible all parties should agree the record.

Matters following an investigation

An investigation into harm of an adult may result in a criminal conviction, disciplinary penalties, dismissal or resignation from a voluntary or paid position. Support of all concerned will need to be continued throughout the incident. Sometimes in less serious cases, the person will need appropriate training and extra supervision in order to be able to continue in their position.

Any abuse within the Church also creates second-order victims, those who experience a betrayal of the trust they have placed in those holding office of any kind. Members of congregations can, for example, feel let down and hurt when one of their leaders offends. Special care is required when a congregation is recovering from the effects of disclosure of abuse.

Great care will need to be taken if a person who has been convicted of any relevant offence wishes to be employed or redeployed in a position working with the vulnerable, either adults or children. The diocesan procedures for risk assessment following the receipt of a blemished disclosure will be followed. 
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