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Linking Lives - communication and connection for people with profound learning disabilities

Us in a Bus Guidelines on using Touch

Touch can be an effective, direct and life-enhancing way to communicate for us all. It can also be an area of real distress, anxiety and disempowerment. The purpose of these guidelines is to give the Us in a Bus team as much support as possible to ensure that the way we use touch during our sessions is considered, purposeful and respectful. The guidelines will also clarify the limitations of the use of touch in order to protect Us in a Bus service users and staff. Please use the guidelines as a springboard for discussion with your colleagues.

Why do we use touch in our sessions?

Touch is a basic method of communication. Us in a Bus works to establish connections and communication with people who can seem “hard to reach”; touch can facilitate this process.

Touch can also promote emotional well being and sociability. 

Touch can be a form of self-expression - for some people it is their main way of expressing themselves. Sensitive use of touch respects the needs of people who may struggle to express themselves in other ways.

Touch can be used effectively to communicate with people who have sensory impairments.

Touch can enable someone to have impact on their social and physical environment, and as such can be an empowering experience.

How do we use touch in our sessions?

Touch can be playful and can help to create a sense of “being good to be with” someone.

Touch can add to anticipation, an important element in encouraging communication.

Touch can emphasise the rhythm and pace of a music or voice game. 

Touch can provide distraction from someone’s self involved - and p[otentially isolating - behaviour.

Touch can provide comfort or communicate affection.
Guidelines for using touch:
We must never assume that touch is acceptable to a service user. We will wait until we feel we know someone before we introduce touch, or will wait until they initiate touch themselves. When a new Interaction Practitioner joins the team, or we are working with a Sessional Worker who is unfamiliar to the service user, the more experienced team member will take the lead with any touch that has already been established as part of our interaction with that person; the newer team member will wait for the service user to feel comfortable with them first. 

Some of the people we work with will have had negative experiences of touch in their lives. We must be sensitive to this and will use our observation and interpretative skills and our judgement as to when and when not to use touch.

Touch will always be used in a way that respects the service user’s personal boundaries. It will be appropriate to each person and situation. We need to be aware of our own boundaries and be willing to examine and stretch them if it is in the service user’s best interests for us to do so. For example, if someone reaches out their hand to us to make contact, but we hesitate because their hand is wet with saliva, we need to ask ourselves why? What could we do to give that person a positive message of welcome and connection, whilst at the same time pay attention to any health and safety issues?

Touch will never be of an intimate or sexual nature. If a service user becomes sexually aroused during a session and we suspect it might be as a result of our use of touch, we will offer an immediate alternative. If they choose not to take the alternative and their sexual arousal is reaching the point of masturbation, we will politely withdraw, respecting their privacy.  However, after discussion and planning, we will be willing to re-introduce touch on another occasion. Our work is concerned with helping people develop their sociability. Part of that process might be helping someone recognise the difference between social and sexual contact. If we were to withdraw social touch, we would remove an opportunity for that person to learn the difference. Using firm and steady touch (not fluttery or fleeting) with ‘neutral’ body areas (e.g. a shoulder clasp or hand shake) as part of a game or an activity, can help this process.

We aim to work within the policies and practice guidelines of the homes where we provide sessions. This will be established when we start work at a home that is new to us and can be re-examined as necessary at a Link-meeting. We will always be prepared to enter into appropriate and discreet discussion with staff if they have any concerns about what they have seen during a session.

A good base-line for using any touch is to ask ourselves “why am I using touch in this situation?” If you are clear about your purpose, it means you will have given it some thought. It is more likely that you will feel confident - and therefore more able to help your service user feel confident. You will be more able to explain your use of touch to any questioner, with simplicity and directness.
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