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1. [bookmark: _Toc184670421]Introduction

1.1 The Trust is committed to the safeguarding adults’ agenda and believes that at all times people using Trust services have a right to feel safe and protected. This policy sets out the principles of professional boundaries governing relationships with service users, carers and workers.

1.2 This Policy provides information and guidance to managers and workers regarding acceptable professional and personal boundaries between individual workers and service users as well as relationships between individuals who work together. 

1.3 The Trust recognises that workers need to establish a rapport with service users, their relatives and carers and are also responsible for establishing and maintaining appropriate boundaries. All relationships with service users and carers must be maintained within professional boundaries.

1.4 The Trust values and relies on the professional integrity of objective relationships between workers.  To ensure that Trust business is conducted and is perceived to be conducted in a professional manner, this policy is necessary to acknowledge and manage the risks of personal relationships between workers which may overlap with professional ones.
2. [bookmark: _Toc184670422]Purpose

2.1 The purpose of this policy is to support the management of risk of professional or personal relationships comprising any individual (s) or the Trust, in the delivery of care to users.
3. [bookmark: _Toc184670423]Scope

3.1 This policy applies to all workers including employees on permanent or fixed term contracts, seconded and TUPE’d staff and other persons who support and/or provide care to service users on behalf of the Trust, including volunteers, apprentices, agency workers, self-contractors and bank workers. This policy is applicable to all workers regardless of job role, banding or non- professional/professional status, registered and non-registered and includes service users employed in a professional capacity. 

3.2 Workers with a ‘seconded’, 'student' or 'trainee' status who are not directly employed by the Trust or individuals employed by agencies will be expected to adhere to the standards required in this policy. Any contravention of this policy will be referred to the appropriate employer.

3.3 If a service user or former service user becomes a worker then the policy should be applied as if they are a “worker.” Exceptions to this would only apply if another worker of the Trust has direct clinical input into their care or treatment.


4. [bookmark: _Toc184670424]Definition of Terms

4.1 ‘Workers: Anyone who is directly employed by the Trust or anyone who delivers care or a service on behalf of the Trust regardless of job role, title and banding, registered or professional status. I.e. permanent, fixed term, locum or seconded basis, trainees and students, Bank workers, volunteers, agency workers, employed service users or self-employed contractor.

4.2 ‘Current Service User’ (including carers and relatives)

4.2.1 A current service user for whom a worker is directly involved in providing care 

4.2.2 A current service user who has previously had direct care 

4.2.3 A current service user who has had no direct professional relationship with a worker

4.3 ‘Former Service User’ - A person who has received care or treatment from the Trust, or from other organisations whose services form part of the current Trust.

4.4 ‘Personal Relationship between Workers’ - For the purpose of Section 10 of this document the following relationships are defined as close personal relationships:

· Close or familiar relationships e.g. co-habitation, spouse/partner,

· Family members,

· A romantic/sexual relationship
 
· A business, commercial or financial relationship,

· All of above where a Trust Worker is in a close working relationship with a worker from a partner agency.
5. [bookmark: _Toc184670425]Responsibilities

5.1 Trust Board - The Board has responsibility to oversee this policy and ensure that appropriate processes and actions are in place to prevent and address any professional or personal relationships which may compromise the integrity of the Trust and/or the care provided to service users.

.5.2 Corporate and Directorate Directors - All Corporate and Directorate Directors are responsible for ensuring all workers are aware of this policy and their responsibilities under it.

5.3 People Plan Delivery Board - The People Plan Delivery Board is responsible for ensuring that this policy is effectively and appropriately implemented. They are also responsible for ensuring that the processes within the policy are monitored and non-compliance is acted upon.

5.4 Line Managers - Line managers are responsible for ensuring the information within this policy is disseminated to all staff and workers within their teams and those workers are clear about their responsibilities to maintain appropriate professional boundaries. Managers are expected to ensure the provision of any support or training relating to professional boundaries is given to workers as appropriate. It is the responsibility of the Line Managers and Service Managers to report any alleged breaches of professional boundaries to professional bodies or other relevant external agencies. Line Managers are responsible for assessing the level of risk associated with any of the professional boundaries/personal relationships at work outlined in this policy. Line managers are responsible for producing an action plan and implementing measures to mitigate against identified risks as outlined in this policy.

5.5 All Workers - It is the responsibility of all workers to uphold the standards outlined in this policy. If workers are unsure about a situation, incident or relationship which may be covered by this policy they must seek advice from their Line Manager, other Senior Manager, Professional Lead, Professional Registration Body, Freedom to Speak up Guardian, Union Representative or the People and Culture Department

5.6 Appropriate action will be taken against any worker who contravenes this policy. Dependent on the circumstances this could be seen as gross-misconduct or criminal behaviour which may be subject to action under the disciplinary policy and could result in summary dismissal. Where applicable, workers may also be reported to the police, their professional body and/or the Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS) and a referral made for investigation under safeguarding procedures.
6. [bookmark: _Toc184670426]Sexual Safety in the Workplace

6.1 The Worker Protection (Amendment of Equality Act 2010) Act 2023, which came into effect on 26th October 2024, places a duty on ELFT to prevent sexual harassment of its staff.  The legislation states that an organisation must ‘take reasonable steps to prevent sexual harassment of employees’[footnoteRef:1] while they work with the organisation. [1:  Source:  https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2023/51] 


6.2 The Trust is able to carry out the above duty because it has signed up to the NHS Sexual Safety in Healthcare Charter 2023, committing to a zero tolerance approach to any sexual misconduct in the workplace.  

6.3 The Trust therefore commits to the Charter’s principles, namely:

1) We will actively work to eradicate sexual harassment and abuse in the workplace.
2) We will promote a culture that fosters openness and transparency, and does not tolerate unwanted, harmful and/or inappropriate sexual behaviours.
3) We will take an intersectional approach to the sexual safety of our workforce, recognising certain groups will experience sexual harassment and abuse at a disproportionate rate.
4) We will provide appropriate support for those in our workforce who experience unwanted, inappropriate and/or harmful sexual behaviours.
5) We will clearly communicate standards of behaviour. This includes expected action for those who witness inappropriate, unwanted and/or harmful sexual behaviour.
6) We will ensure appropriate, specific, and clear policies are in place. They will include appropriate and timely action against alleged perpetrators.
7) We will ensure appropriate, specific, and clear training is in place.
8) We will ensure appropriate reporting mechanisms are in place for those experiencing these behaviours.
9) We will take all reports seriously and appropriate and timely action will be taken in all cases.
10) We will capture and share data on prevalence and staff experience transparently.

6.4 The Trust is developing a Sexual Misconduct Policy to support staff and managers.  This policy will be used in conjunction with other relevant policies such as, Dignity at Work, Grievance, and Disciplinary Policies and will also provide support to staff who experience sexual harassment at work 
7. [bookmark: _Toc184670427]Professional Boundaries between Workers and Current Service Users

7.1 The only appropriate relationship between a service user and a worker is a professional one that focuses upon the assessed, legitimate needs of the service user. Workers should be aware of the imbalance of power in this relationship caused by the service user’s mental or physical health needs and consequent need for care, assistance, guidance and support. It is the responsibility of each worker to maintain appropriate professional boundaries within relationships at all times. 

7.2 Helping and supporting others can be both physically and emotionally demanding. Appropriate boundaries are therefore required in order to allow a service user and workers to engage safely in a professional caring relationship.

7.3 Workers can also seek advice from their line manager, professional lead or professional body on how to manage approaches by service users who are trying to initiate relationships which would breach professional boundaries.

7.4 Under no circumstances should workers form intimate personal, romantic or sexual relationships with service users. Workers should not behave in a way either inside or outside of the workplace which may call into question their professional conduct or endanger the confidence service users, relatives and carers place in the Trust to deliver care. 

Examples of inappropriate actions or relationships include:

7.4.1 Breaching sexual boundaries including acts, words or behaviours of a sexual nature alongside forming a sexual relationship with a service user (these could constitute offences under Sexual Offences Act 2003, or the Work Protection (Amendment of Equality Act 2010) Act 2023 and will be reported immediately to the police). 

7.4.2 Friendships including friendships via texting, the internet and social networking sites. Workers must not befriend service users on social media sites and the Trust recommends that workers keep personal profiles set to private (see Social Networking Policy).

7.4.3 Divulging personal details to service users about themselves or colleagues, including personal contact details.

7.4.4 Contacting service users outside the work setting. 

7.4.5 Accepting significant gifts or favours (see Standards of Business Conduct Policy)

7.4.6 Entering a financial relationship, this includes the setting up of business/organisations etc.

7.4.7 Developing inappropriate relationships with family members of a service user visited during escorted leave or assessments made at home.

7.4.8 Contacts occurring between a worker and service user which the worker seeks to conceal from other colleagues and do not form part of the agreed care plan.
The list above is not exhaustive. It has been drawn up to enable workers to know and understand the types of conduct which would be deemed inappropriate.
7.5 Disciplinary Action: Failure to maintain professional boundaries with service users may lead to disciplinary action being taken and dependent on the circumstances and, where appropriate, reported to the police and/or a referral to professional registration bodies being made and or referral for investigation under safeguarding procedures.

7.6 Pre-existing Relationships: If a close friend, partner or family member of a worker accesses services provided by the Trust it is the responsibility of the worker to maintain each relationship within its own appropriate boundary. Where personal or business relationships precede the professional relationship workers must inform their line manager at the earliest opportunity. Any such instances will be handled in a sensitive manner and the worker will be given the opportunity to discuss and explore potential conflicts. It may be appropriate for a service user to be treated by another team / professional within the team or in the case of admission, for the worker to be moved to another area of the Trust for the duration of the service user’s treatment.
8. [bookmark: _Toc184670428]Reporting Potential Breaches of Professional Boundaries between Workers and Service Users

8.1 Where a worker becomes aware that there is a risk that they could, or have developed, a non-professional relationship with a service user they must immediately seek advice from their line manager or another senior manager.

8.2 On receipt of a report of a breach or potential breach of professional boundaries, action must be taken by line management and the worker concerned to prevent further development of a non-professional relationship. This can include (and is not limited to), support, guidance and/or investigation under the disciplinary policy as appropriate.

8.3 Where colleagues are aware of the possibility that an inappropriate relationship is developing between a service user and a worker they should immediately raise it with their line manager, another senior manager or head of profession (if applicable).  Should a worker not feel able to raise any concerns through the usual management channels, ‘The Public Interest Disclosure and Raising Concerns’ (Whistle Blowing) Policy can  also be  used  to report concerns as well as the Trust Freedom to Speak Up Guardian.

8.4 On being informed of the possibility of an inappropriate relationship between a worker and service user the relevant manager must immediately undertake a fact-finding process to discuss the issues that have been raised with the worker involved.

8.5 Once such discussions have taken place, where necessary steps should be taken to ensure that the relationship / potential relationship does not develop further. Appropriate action must be taken to ensure any issues are reported and investigated using the correct process e.g. a safeguarding referral, Serious Incident Report (SI), and/or a disciplinary investigation. Where a disciplinary investigation is deemed to be necessary the People and Culture Department should be contacted immediately.

8.6 There must be consideration of the use of safeguarding process.
9. [bookmark: _Toc184670429]Professional Boundaries between Workers and Former Service Users

9.1 Former service users can be harmed as a result of a sexual relationship with a healthcare professional who has been involved in their treatment.

9.2 The possibility of a sexual or personal relationship with a former service user may arise, for example, through social contact. If a worker develops a personal or sexual relationship with a former service user of the Trust, they must seek guidance from their line manager at the earliest opportunity to minimise the risk of any subsequent allegations of abuse or serious misconduct which in turn may raise concerns about their professional integrity or the integrity of the Trust.

9.3 To avoid any concerns about the professional integrity of healthcare professionals who have entered into relationships with former service users of another Trust, where the healthcare professional was involved in their care as a worker of that Trust, workers must share such information with their line manager as soon as the worker is aware of the relationship. 

10. [bookmark: _Toc184670430]Professional boundaries between workers who have or develop close personal relationships 

10.1 Workers who have close personal relationships should not have a direct reporting relationship or be in the same line management chain without the relationship being known to an appropriate manager. Alternative management arrangements should be put in place to ensure that one party is not involved with any management activity or processes involving the other party e.g. appraisal, promotion, recruitment or selection. 

10.2 Workers who are involved in a relationship with other colleagues need to be aware at all times of their behaviour towards each other in the work environment. The Trust expects workers involved in a close personal relationship to always behave in a professional manner when at work. 

10.3 As part of the recruitment process applicants are required to declare if they are related to a Director or have a relationship with a Director or worker of the Trust.  Should a relationship develop between workers once they are undertaking duties for or on behalf of the Trust, to protect the integrity of individuals and the Trust, individuals are required to disclose such relationships at the earliest opportunity to their line manager or another senior manager. 
11. [bookmark: _Toc184670431]Managing Identified Risk and Issues Regarding Close Personal Relationships between Workers.

11.1 Where a manager is informed of a close personal relationship between workers within the same team, line management chain or between workers closely linked by the provision of a business support services (such as Finance, People and Culture, Information Governance, IT etc.), they must work with all individuals concerned to identify any potential risks and conflicts of interest from both the individuals and Trust perspective. Wherever possible an agreement should be reached in relation to the expectations and arrangement in the workplace to mitigate possible conflicts of interest (or the perception of such). In the absence of agreement, the service manager must make arrangements in consultation with the other parties involved. Arrangements must be documented as to how to respond to any potential risk or conflict of interest.  

11.2 Options which may be considered are as follows (this list is not exhaustive):

11.2.1 No action necessary.
11.2.2 Changing shift patterns to ensure that working together is kept to a minimum. This would include people with children who work opposite shifts etc.
11.2.3 Changing the duties of one or both of the parties. This can be built into the off duty/health roster. 
11.2.4 Changing the line manager relationship in specified circumstances. For example, supervision would be carried out by another suitably qualified employee in line with the documented support form, for example supervision documentation. 
11.2.5 Changing any mentor/trainee relationship in specified circumstances as above.
11.2.6 Re-deployment.

11.3 All the above (including no action necessary) must be objectively justifiable in terms of service need and the risks being considered ensuring this is formally documented.

11.4 Working arrangements to avoid conflicts of interest (or the perception of them) must be reviewed at agreed intervals and as and when service changes dictate.

11.5 Any information disclosed should remain confidential and should not be disclosed to other parties without the permission of those involved unless the disclosure resulted in concerns about the provision of care to service users.
12. [bookmark: _bookmark10][bookmark: _Toc184670432]Professional boundaries and the use of social networking websites and media

12.1 Workers should be cautious about what they post on social networking sites.  Most social networking sites do allow users to customise privacy and permission settings, thus workers should give consideration to the permissions set and who is allowed to view their personal profiles. The Trust strongly recommends that workers set their personal profiles to private.

12.2 The use of workers personal social media to interact with Service Users is not permitted. If a service user instigates interaction with a worker via the use of social media the worker must inform the service user that this is not permitted and inform their line manager immediately. 

12.3 See the Trust’s Social Networking Policy for more guidance on the appropriate use of social media in a work setting.
13. [bookmark: _bookmark11][bookmark: _bookmark12][bookmark: _Toc184670433]Training

13.1 All managers are expected to disseminate information in relation to this policy to their staff and the Trust’s Code of Conduct, to their staff; all staff should also ensure that the familiarise themselves with these policies.  

13.2 To ensure that staff are effectively supported at the Trust, managers, Locality People and Culture Teams, and Freedom to Speak Up Guardians and Champions will avail themselves of training relating to implementing this, and related policies/Codes, including the following: Code of Conduct, Dignity at Work Policy, Grievance Policy, Disciplinary Policy. This is not an exhaustive list.

13.3 Through the ELFT Learning Academy and the Organisational Development, People Relations and Business Partnering teams, managers will be provided with training, information and support that will enable them to confidently challenge unfair treatment such as bullying, harassment and victimisation, and to help to develop a safe working environment. 

13.4 Managers will also be expected to undertake the Sexual Safety at Work e-Learning via the NHS Learning Hub.


14. [bookmark: _Toc184670434]Monitoring and Review

14.1	The Trust will monitor and report on employee relations cases; these reports will be considered by the People Plan Delivery Board.
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