Dorset Services for People with a Learning Disability

Sex and relationships: best practice examples for supporting positive outcomes when working with people with learning disabilities.
1. Summary.

Looking at national best practice there are several strands.
· individual supports/chaperoning and buddying systems, e.g. Mates'n Dates in Oxfordshire

· individual and group work looking at relationships and sexual health, e.g. sex and relationships education (SRE), and Family Planning Association (FPA) work educating people with learning disabilities about decision making, boundaries, consent and appropriate behaviours

· training for professionals/parents to enable them to balance the need to protect people but also to support them 
· provision of accessible information.

2. Research
Ruth Garbutts’ paper ‘Sex and Relationships for people with learning disabilities: A challenge for carers and professionals’ gives a thorough overview of the issues and previous research. The paper is part of research undertaken by CHANGE, a national campaigning organisation in partnership with the Centre for Learning Disabilities Studies at Leeds University.

Historically people with learning disabilities have been stereotyped as ‘childlike’ 
 and often labelled as vulnerable and at risk of abuse. The values and attitudes of professionals and support staff greatly influence the experiences and rights of people with learning disabilities, teachers have been reluctant to become involved in sex education, parents and professionals find it a difficult area to address.
3. Legal Framework

The Human Rights Act (1998), The Disability Discrimination Act (1995), and The Mental Capacity Act (2005) all support the rights of people with learning disabilities to have fulfilling relationships and sex lives if that is their choice.
The Sexual Offence Act 2003 includes provisions intended to protect persons with a “mental disorder,” this term would include individuals with a learning disability who lack the capacity to consent. Offences include:

• Sexual activity.

• Causing or inciting a person, with a mental disorder impeding choice, to engage

in sexual activity.
• Causing a person, with a mental disorder impeding choice, to watch a sexual act

• Inducement, threat or deception to procure sexual activity with a person with a

mental disorder

• Causing a person with a mental disorder to engage in or to agree to engage in

sexual activity by inducement, threat or deception

• Care workers: sexual activity with a person with a mental disorder

• Care workers: sexual activity in the presence of a person with a mental disorder

• Care workers: causing or inciting sexual activity
The Mental Capacity Act asserts that every adult has the right to make their own decisions if they have the capacity to do so. The law requires the assumption that a person has the capacity to make decisions, unless it can be established that the person does not have capacity.
While the MCA contains provisions for some decisions to be made in the best interests of someone who lacks capacity the Act does not allow decisions to be made on behalf of another person in the following areas:

Consent to marriage or civil partnerships.

Consent to sexual relations.
Consent is crucial in the area of sexual activity, especially in relation to vulnerable people.

The degree of consent must be determined in so far as whether the person has the capacity to consent and if so did they consent. The relationship with the other party also needs to be taken into account. It may be the person is in a position to exert undue influence on the vulnerable person. It must also be determined whether both parties understand the legalities and consequences of sexual activities.
Issues of informed consent, respect for client confidentiality, sharing information with families and carers, and possible accusations of incitement to engage in sexual activity mean a difficult balance has to be struck between empowering people to claim their sexual rights and protecting them from abuse. 
Any organisation offering sex and relationships education for people with learning disabilities must be mindful of best practice and the law and agree clear guidelines with commissioners. The opportunity to engage in increased social activities may offer positive risk taking for people with learning disabilities but does not, of itself, suggest increased engagement in sexual relationships although opportunities to refer to professional advice and support should be available for vulnerable people. 
    

4. Information and support.

The FPA CD Rom ‘All about us,’ (£19.99) & the 'Love is....' DVD produced by County Durham and Darlington pct (jaime.battye@nhs.net), appears to be a useful resources for parents, and for individual & group work looking at relationships, ‘good touch / bad touch,’ & sexual relationships. This may be a suitable resource for group work with pace of delivery determined by cognitive level of development of the group.

Mates n’ Dates in Oxfordshire found that speed dating sessions (which have been running for a year), developed from friendship groups. People who were interested in dating, those who want a relationship and those who might want a relationship expressed that choice and signed up for £6 - £10. 

Speed dating functions as both an active learning and social experience where a role play & discussion sets boundaries and people practice social skills in a safe setting, facilitated by supporters and trained volunteers. 

People wishing to set up dates generally have the 1st date chaperoned and this usually lasts about an hour. Chaperones are usually a volunteer, social work student or a member of a persons circle of support. Training sessions for volunteers need to take place to ensure value sets and appropriate interventions are thought through.

Training for paid support staff and social care professionals.

The Family Planning Association offer a 3 and 5 day course: Liberating Life Choice £270, Delivering SRE  £460, for the courses to be delivered locally for 12 attendees  would cost £2,500 + £4,800 + trainer expenses. The first course leads to the second.

Me and Us, Outsiders, Central Training all offer training for the delivery of sex and relationship work for social care staff. The project group will need to judge whether to train a few specialist champions at high cost who can cascade learning down to colleagues and groups or to train a number of staff to a less comprehensive standard. 

Sexuality and Learning Disability is a useful handbook for staff and parents working in this area. (£23) www.pavpub 

Facilitation of parents groups working with professionals. 

Group work with parents and professionals is likely to be beneficial and cost effective although training materials and a trainer may be costly. DVDs £20-40, anatomically correct dolls $28-200, training materials £50-250 etc would need to be sourced and their use co-ordinated.  

Provision of accessible information.

Looking at the internet there is a wide range of available resources but these do need to be purchased, localised, distributed and kept up to date on Source.
5. Parental and professional attitudes.

Garbutts research suggests that many parents were positive about their sons and daughters having relationships but were concerned about lack of information & proactive support from professionals. Concern for safety, about vulnerability, & ‘being taken advantage of,’ meant that as young adults people with learning disabilities were often under constant supervision. 
Knowledge about sex and relationships is lower for people with learning disabilities, partly due to a lack of access to appropriate information, professionals are urged to be more proactive in providing accessible information at an early stage which can be accessed and repeated as and when a young person needs it. 

Parents tended to want more input from community nursing, schools, social and support workers.
Many parents & professionals acknowledge that people with learning disabilities need opportunities to have experiences of relationships and sexuality, if that is their choice. A key issue is the need for better information and support.

6. Conclusion.
The message is to work together with other professionals in a joined up approach and to work closely and sensitively with parents and parent groups.
The challenge for Adult Services is to balance the need to protect people who are labelled as vulnerable, with the right to have relationships and family lives.
Penny Grigg

Project Officer LD Commissioning Team

December 2012
� McCarthy, 1999, Sexuality and Women with Learning Disabilities. Jessica Kingsley, London. 


� G.H Murphy, Psychological Medicine 2004, Capacity of Adults with intellectual disabilities to consent to sexual relationships.


E.Dukes, B.E McGuire, Journal of Intellectual Disability Research Aug 2009, Enhancing capacity to make sexuality related decisions in people with an intellectual disability.





PAGE  
3

