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Summary – the reporting of personal information 
should be done with consent wherever possible. 
In safeguarding, this needs very careful thought 
every time. Seeking consent is not always 
possible or safe. This section seeks to provide 
some basic guidance. 

1. What about the person who is reportedly 
being abused? Is the person:
 Under 18 (ie a child)? If so, you have 

to decide whether it is safe to discuss 
referral or seek consent with the individual 
or the parents. Never seek consent when 
the concern is abuse within the home. 
Refer any suggestion of current abuse 
immediately. Take advice from children’s 
services wherever possible.

 Over 18? If so, the information belongs to 
the adult and s/he makes the decision – 
unless there is a ‘public interest’ concern, 
or they lack capacity – see below. 

 A vulnerable adult with capacity to 
decide? If so, the information belongs to 
them and they make the decision – unless 
there is a ‘public interest’ concern – see 
below. 

 A vulnerable adult who does not have 
capacity to decide? If so, you have to 
decide what is in their best interests. 
It may be that you need to seek an 
assessment of their capacity from adult 
services, as part of the referral. (s5 
Mental Capacity Act.) Adult services will 
provide advice on capacity questions. 

2. Be clear about the nature of the concern. Is 
it about abuse:
 where a child is at risk? If so, immediate 

action is needed.
 that happened to the adult either as a 

child or some time ago? If so, check out 
whether the alleged perpetrator still has 

access to children or vulnerable adults. If 
so, immediate referral is needed.

 by another adult? (eg a family member/
friend/acquaintance) Are children also at 
risk? If so, immediate referral is needed. 
If not, talk with the adult about what 
they want to happen and check out their 
capacity to decide. 

 by a child against an adult (often domestic 
violence) or against another child (often 
bullying or sexual exploitation)? If so, 
immediate referral is needed for both the 
possible victim and possible perpetrator, 
both are children at risk. 

 by someone in a church role? Check out 
whether the alleged perpetrator still has 
access to children or vulnerable adults. If 
so, immediate referral is needed. Always 
take advice from police or LADO about how 
to proceed. 

3. What is a ‘public interest concern’ and 
how to decide? 
‘Public interest’ is a concept in common 
law. It allows you to take some actions 
that override an individual’s best interests 
(eg to privacy or self-determination) in the 
interests of the greater good. It must never 
be abused or over-used. The government 
has provided helpful guidance for 
safeguarding referrals: 

The key factors in deciding whether or 
not to share confidential information are 
necessity and proportionality, i.e. whether 
the proposed sharing is likely to make an 
effective contribution to preventing the 
risk and whether the public interest in 
sharing information overrides the interest in 
maintaining confidentiality. In making the 
decision you must weigh up what might 
happen if the information is shared against 
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what might happen if it is not and make a 
decision based on professional judgement. 
(added emphasis)

Section 3.40 Information Sharing: Guidance 
for practitioners and managers HMSO 2010

4. Other important points to remember 
In all cases:
 When the abuse suggests there may 

be current abuse, act quickly to make 
a referral. Do not allow the necessary 
consultations to lead to drift.

 Never make these decisions alone. If 
necessary, consult without identifying the 
individual/s involved – but always consult. 
This can be within the church but also with 
the police or adult/children’s services. 

 Always record your decision, the reasons 
for it, and who you consulted.

 Don’t overlook your own need for support.

5. When the reported abuse relates to 
someone who is now an adult where the 
abuse is either from adulthood or some time 

ago back in childhood:
 Whenever possible, make decisions about 

a referral alongside the adult who is most 
directly involved – working together rather 
than enforcing a solution. It is better 
to take some planned time together, to 
achieve the right outcome, than to alienate 
the adult through rushing into action. (The 
exception is where there may be current 
risk, see above.)

 The adult has the absolute right to 
remain silent even if you do make a 
referral. 

 Whether or not a referral is made, the 
adult will need significant support for a 
long time. Check out the possibility of 
accessing one of the support groups. For 
example:

  MACSAS (Ministry and Clergy Sexual 
Abuse Survivors) www.macsas.org.uk/

  NAPAC (National Association of 
People Abused in Childhood) www.
napac.org.uk

  One in Four www.oneinfour.org.uk


