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Tips to support conversations about relationships and sexuality

· Avoid assumptions. Do not assume that people are disinterested in sexual expression or that they have never been or are past caring about intimacy. Similarly, be cautious about references to the narrow sphere of heterosexual relationships, which lead to people feeling uncomfortable about disclosing their sexual orientation, causing them to shut down or fail to seek support for their sexual needs.

· Introduce the topic rather than waiting for the other person to do so. This grants permission to further the discussion and provides a sex positive message about the service. If it does arise spontaneously convey acceptance and regard, ensuring that the person is aware that this is appropriate in the context of a social care assessment.

· Use inclusive, person-centred language. For instance, “how would you describe your sexual orientation?”, rather than “are you straight or gay?” or “tell me about important relationships in your life”, instead of asking if a person is married or has a spouse. 

· Begin with open ended, general questions about relationships, such as “tell me about the important people in your life”, before moving on to discussions about intimacy. 

· Consider the person’s cultural and religious background. Ask them to explain if this has any impact on how they like to be supported in this area. 

· Acknowledge the personal nature of the topic. Begin by outlining that part of the admissions or personal planning process includes gathering information that may be sensitive and ensure that they understand that responses are optional. 

· Normalise the conversation. Explain that everyone is asked these questions in order to provide the best support possible. Help people to understand that sexual concerns are a recognised aspect of social care. 

· Create an atmosphere conducive to uninterrupted, private discussion, using a non-judgmental approach, avoiding abbreviations or jargon and being receptive to clues, however subtle, that the person may offer in terms of what is really important to them.

· Provide accessible information. Consider appropriate visual prompts or communication systems to aid the conversation, such as pictures, objects or signing. 

· Be trauma informed. Recognise and acknowledge the inequities and social disparities that people may have experienced in their lives, including oppression and discrimination. Be open to listening to the positive and negative aspects of individual experiences.

· Plan ahead. Consider the questions that you are going to ask and how you will respond to any queries raised. This will involve being familiar with your organisations relationships and sexuality policy.

· When people identify aspirations, such as a wish to maintain intimacy with an existing partner or form a new relationship, ensure that these are recognised as legitimate care needs and included in subsequent action plans.
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