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[bookmark: _Hlk103865316][bookmark: _Hlk97994683]Barriers and benefits

Individual’s disability or condition

Mental capacity
Capacity to consent to sexual relations is often raised as a barrier to developing relationships. If someone is unable to consent to sexual relations, restrictions may need to be placed on the relationship. However, this does not mean they are unable to enjoy any form of intimacy or have a relationship. Research shows support staff can be over-cautious in this area. 

Lack of relationship education and skills
Research highlights how some people, in particular people with a learning disability and/or autism, may need support and education to learn the necessary skills to develop and maintain relationships. In many instances, social care staff may be required to help them to learn these skills as they would in other areas of support (such as travel or cooking). 

[bookmark: _Hlk103865406]Inability to travel or communicate independently
Research highlights the vital role social care staff play in supporting people to engage in activities and go to places where they might meet a partner or see an existing partner. Research also shows people in existing relationships may need support to maintain a relationship. This might involve physical support to call or text a partner or to invite them over. If this is not maintained, relationships often cease to develop or continue. 

Vulnerability to abuse - safeguarding culture 
[bookmark: _Hlk103868920]People who draw on care and support can be more vulnerable to abuse than the general population and support staff have a duty of care to keep them safe. There is a strong focus on safeguarding people within social care which can stop people from taking ‘acceptable risks’ due to their disability or condition. Research highlights the challenge in striking a balance between supporting people to lead full lives (which involves some risk) and keeping them safe. 

Societal barriers

Taboo nature
Research indicates that sexuality remains a taboo for many people who draw on care and support. People with a disability are frequently denied an identity as a sexual being, seen as devoid of sexual interest and desires. There is a perception that older people no longer have a sexual identity or an interest in sexual relationships’, and they are no longer interested in sex or intimate relationships. Research has found a portion of staff hold such values and these attitudes are a substantial barrier to relationships. 

Family restrictions
Families are often cited in research as a barrier to relationships. This is frequently due to fear that their relative will be hurt either physically or emotionally or that they cannot consent to the relationship. Families rarely want to deny their relative the pleasure a close relationship can bring but can have issues if it’s sexual in nature. For some families of older people living with dementia, new relationships can be challenging, especially if a spouse is still alive. 


Organisational barriers

Restrictive practices
Research highlights how organisations can place barriers which restrict relationships. Examples include not allowing overnight guests and issuing single beds as standard for adults. These measures can deny people the right to enjoy an intimate relationship free from restriction. 

Lack of staff training and support
Research demonstrates the complex and challenging situations relating to supporting sexuality that social care staff find themselves in, but they rarely receive training and organisational support to work positively with issues surrounding sexuality. 



Environmental barriers

Lack of privacy
Group homes have been cited in research as a barrier to relationships due to privacy - it can be challenging to have space to be alone with a partner. Staff have been reported to not knock when entering bedrooms and in some instances people report not being allowed alone in their rooms with partners, especially with the door shut. However, particularly for older people in larger group homes, care homes can be a place to meet new partners.

Values driving positive sexual expression
Values are central to work in social care and are equally significant in thinking about sex and relationships. They are the principles that guide workers to understand right from wrong and are about what is important when supporting individuals.

Your personal values (what you believe in) and attitudes (how you think and feel about things) are developed through life experiences, including education, culture, religion, family and relationships. Acknowledging and understanding your unique values is an important aspect of being a responsive, reflective practitioner.

Some people that you support may need assistance to develop and/or maintain intimate relationships and to express their sexuality. It’s vital that staff have the correct values to support people respectfully in a way that recognises their human right to love, intimacy and sexual expression. Staff need to be accepting, non-judgemental and open-minded surrounding sexuality and intimate relationships. A failure to hold these values places people at risk of prejudice and being denied their rights to have positive relationships and a fulfilling sex life, if this is what they want. 
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