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	Physical Contact
Many jobs within the children’s workforce require physical contact with children as part of their role. There are also occasions when it is entirely appropriate for other adults to have some physical contact with the child or young person with whom they are working. However, it is crucial that in all circumstances, adults should only touch children in ways which are appropriate to their professional or agreed role and responsibilities.

Not all children and young people feel comfortable about physical contact, and adults should not make the assumption that it is acceptable practice to use touch as a means of communication. 

Permission should be sought from a child or young person before physical contact is made. Where the child is very young, there should be a discussion with the parent or carer about what physical contact is acceptable and/or necessary. 

When physical contact is made with a child this should be in response to their needs at the time, of limited duration and appropriate to their age, stage of development, gender, ethnicity and background.  It is not possible to be specific about the appropriateness of each physical contact, since an action that is appropriate with one child in one set of circumstances may be inappropriate in another, or with a different child. Adults, nevertheless, should use their professional judgement at all times, observe and take note of the child's reaction or feelings and – so far as is possible - use a level of contact and/or form of communication which is acceptable to the child for the minimum time necessary.
.

Physical contact which occurs regularly with an individual child or young person is likely to raise questions unless there is explicit agreement on the need for, and nature of, that contact. This would then be part of a formally agreed plan or within the parameters of established, agreed and legal professional protocols on physical contact e.g. sport activities or medical procedures.  Any such arrangements should be understood and agreed by all concerned, justified in terms of the child's needs, consistently applied and open to scrutiny.

Physical contact should never be secretive, or for the gratification of the adult, or represent a misuse of authority.  If an adult believes that their action could be misinterpreted, or if an action is observed by another as being inappropriate or possibly abusive, the incident and circumstances should be reported to the senior manager outlined in the procedures for handling allegations and an appropriate record made. Parents/carers should also be informed in such circumstances.

Where a child seeks or initiates inappropriate physical contact with an adult, the situation should be handled sensitively and care taken to ensure that contact is not exploited in any way. Careful consideration must be given to the needs of the child and advice and support given to the adult concerned. 

It is recognised that some children who have experienced abuse may seek inappropriate physical contact.  Adults should be particularly aware of this when it is known that a child has suffered previous abuse or neglect.  In the child's view, physical contact might be associated with such experiences and lead to some actions being misinterpreted. In all circumstances where a child or young person initiates inappropriate physical contact, it is the responsibility of the adult to sensitively deter the child and help them understand the importance of personal boundaries. Such circumstances must always be reported and discussed with a senior manager and the parent/carer.


	
	This means that adults should:

· be aware that even well intentioned physical contact may be misconstrued by the child, an observer or by anyone to whom this action is described

· never touch a child in a way which may be considered indecent

· always be prepared to report and explain actions and accept that all physical contact be open to scrutiny

· not indulge in horseplay

· always encourage children, where possible, to undertake self-care tasks independently

· work within Health and Safety regulations

· be aware of cultural or religious views about touching and always be sensitive to issues of gender

· understand that  physical contact in some circumstances  can be easily misinterpreted

This means that organisations should:

· ensure they have a system in place for recording  incidents and the means by which information about incidents and outcomes can be easily accessed by senior management

· make adults aware of relevant professional or organisational guidance in respect of physical contact with children and meeting medical needs of children and young people where appropriate

· be explicit about what physical contact is appropriate for adults working in their setting



	Other Activities that require Physical Contact

Adults who work in certain settings, for example sports  drama or outdoor activities will have to initiate some physical contact with children, for example to demonstrate technique in the use of a particular piece of equipment, adjust posture, or perhaps to  support a child so they can perform an activity safely or prevent injury.  Such activities should be carried out in accordance with existing codes of conduct, regulations and best practice. 

Physical contact should take place only when it is necessary in relation to a particular activity. It should take place in a safe and open environment i.e. one easily observed by others and last for the minimum time necessary. The extent of the contact should be made clear to the parent/carer and once agreed, should be undertaken with the permission of the child/young person. Contact should be relevant to their age or understanding and adults should remain sensitive to any discomfort expressed verbally or non-verbally by the child.

Guidance and protocols around safe and appropriate physical contact are provided by national organisations, for example sports governing bodies or major arts organisations, or the employing organisation and should be understood and applied consistently. Any incidents of physical contact that cause concern or fall outside of these protocols and guidance should be reported to the senior manager and parent or carer.

It is good practice if all parties clearly understand at the outset, what physical contact is necessary and appropriate in undertaking specific activities. Keeping parents/carers, children and young people informed of the extent and nature of any physical contact may also prevent allegations of misconduct or abuse arising. 
See also
AM13 “behaviour management”
AM14 “physical control and intervention
AM 15“comforting children in distress”
AM16 “intimate acre”
AM17 “personal care”
	
	This means that adults should:

· treat children with dignity and respect and avoid contact with intimate parts  of the body 

· always explain to a child the reason why contact is necessary and what form that contact will take 

· seek consent of parents where a child or young person is unable to do so because of a disability. 

· consider alternatives, where it is anticipated that a child might misinterpret any such contact, 

· be familiar with and follow recommended guidance and protocols

· conduct activities where they can be seen by others

· be aware of gender, cultural or religious issues  that may need to be considered prior to initiating physical contact

This means that organisations should:

· have up to date guidance and protocols on appropriate physical contact in place that promote safe practice and include clear expectations of behaviour and conduct.

· ensure that staff are made aware of this guidance and that safe practice is continually promoted through supervision and training. 
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