
Last reviewed: August 2020 
 

 
Communication – ‘Do Touch’ Policy 

 
1. Purpose 

 
The purpose of this policy is to define appropriate communication (including use of appropriate touch) 

 
This policy aims to ensure that Purple Patch Arts’ participants, staff and volunteers understand the importance of 
different ways of communication (including touch) and how it is facilitated, to identify and reduce the potential 
risks that may arise through communicating through touch in our work and to advise parents, support workers and 
guardians of participants, of our approach towards communicating through touch.  
 

2. Principles 
 

Touch is a way of connecting with others to exchange information and build relationships. This forms the basis of all 
communication and is essential in the way that we work with people who have complex needs. 

 
Touch can contribute to a multi-sensory approach and supports participants to make sense of their environment. It 
is supportive and comforting and can help develop trust and build relationships between participant and facilitator. 
Touch offers meaningful communication to participants and prevents periods of isolation and loneliness.  

 
There are, however, risks associated with touch, including the possibility of exploitation and abuse. Purple Patch 
Arts has a legal and moral responsibility to effectively manage the risks associated with individual members of staff 
and participants.  
 
The policy applies to all staff and volunteers who work for Purple Patch Arts. 
 

3. Introduction 
 

There is much research which supports the theory that using physical contact with others helps development. Field 
(2001) showed that touch deprivation is likely to result in growth delay, and a failure to thrive.  

 
Escalona et al. (2001) showed that autistic children who were given 15 minutes of massage therapy per day 
exhibited less stereotypical behaviour and showed more on tasks and social related behaviours when observed at 
play activities at school.  

 
In her book, ‘A Natural History of The Senses’ (1995), Diane Ackerman describes touch as being "as essential as 
sunlight... In the absence of touching and being touched, people of all ages can sicken and grow touch-starved."  

 



Valuing People Now (2009) explicitly states that for people with complex needs, where social inclusion is 
concerned: 

 
“addressing the issues for people with complex needs is really about embedding the principles of personalisation 
within all aspects of planning, commissioning and delivery of support services. It is also about recognising that the 
very particular support needs of an individual will mean very individualised support packages, including systems for 
facilitating meaningful two-way communication.” 

 
Page 38 of the document is then completely given over to an exposition of Intensive Interaction, with some 
historical background, comments on the strategies involved, and a brief passage on the possible beneficial 
outcomes.  It goes on to state that people with learning disabilities should be enabled and supported to ‘develop and 
use appropriate communication systems where people have little or no verbal communication’ (2009, p.39). 
 
We consider that many people with a learning disability also benefit from the additional social interaction that 
comes with tactile communication and would not reserve this form of communication only for the non-verbal. 

 
We have adapted guidelines from Dave Hewett’s article ‘Do Touch: physical contact and people who have severe, 
profound and multiple learning difficulties’ (2007). The following policy and guidelines are designed to protect 
both participants and the staff team.  
 

4. Appropriate Touch 
 

Members of staff may routinely touch participants in order to: 
 

• Reinforce other communication, e.g. hand on shoulder while speaking 
• Give physical support and guidance 
• Give reassurance – communicate security and comfort 
• Act to give protection in potentially dangerous or hazardous situations 
• Play, interact 
• Respond non-verbally 
• Direct or physically prompt 
• Give physical cues for participation or understanding 
• Aid protection in hazardous situations  
• Give therapy e.g. massage, physiotherapy 
• Function as the main form of communication 
• Respond to participants 
• Respond to participants’ use of physical contact for communication and making social connections 
• Reward and affirm 
• Give participants the opportunity of choice to lead the communication 
• Communicate affection, warmth, a sense of mutuality and enable participants to learn understanding of 

these things and the ability to communicate them 



• Deliberately, and most sensitively, teach some participants who do not want or like touch, the enjoyment 
and benefit of physical contact.  

• Give graphic experience of the tempo of life and physical activity enjoyed by another person – e.g. 
member of staff communicates calm and stillness through physical contact.  

 
Members of staff may NOT touch participants in order to: 

 
• Exploit or coerce the participant 
• Satisfy the staff’s needs at the expense of the participant 
• Change the behaviour of participants with physical force 
• Have sexual contact with participants 
• Punish or reprimand a participant, or react in anger 
• Force affection 
• Personal Care may only be given by the participants own support worker/care and not a member of Purple 

Patch Arts staff team 
 

Any staff member who witnesses any inappropriate touch towards participants must intervene where they feel they 
can, without causing alarm to the participant, and report the incident as soon as possible to the Programmes 
Manager. 
 
Participants who appropriately touch other participants can do so only if it is clear that both parties are consenting. 

 
If it is clear that one participant does not want to be touched by anybody or specific people including other 
participants, then the participant touching a person who does not like it needs to be sensitively informed. 
 
If a participant continues to touch another participant who doesn’t want to be touched, a specific risk assessment 
will need to be completed.  This may include measures like splitting the participants up, stopping a participant 
attending if not respecting others’ requests or increasing support levels.  
 
If two participants are having a relationship, then they need to know that acting appropriately while in session is 
essential. For example, while participating in an activity, participants will be asked to not continue to hold hands 
unless it is part of the activity. However, they may if they wish hold hands during a break or lunch.  
 

5. Potential Hazards 
 
All staff must be aware of these potential hazards: 
 
With participants who are at or beyond puberty, members of staff must operate maximum sensitivity to physical 
contact being misunderstood or misconstrued and triggering sexual arousal. Members of staff should use maximum 
tuning-in and sensitivity to all feedback signals from the participant.  
As far as possible, staff must give maximum regard to the participant’s right to accept and withdraw from physical 
contact. 



 
Participants may sometimes touch intimate areas of a member of staff’s body when there is no sexual intent or 
understanding. It is legitimate and advisable for the member of staff to withdraw from or cease to touch, but not 
advisable to give significant negative feedback at that moment – feedback may be reinforcing. 

 
Participants may sometimes become sexually aroused during personal care – the participant’s support worker will 
have their own policy and procedure to follow. (This should not apply to Purple Patch Arts’ staff as they do not 
carry out any personal care). 
 
All staff must:  

 
• Ensure they have read the policy and any supporting information  
• Ensure they have read the individual risk assessments for each person 
• Ensure they review the risk assessment on a case by case basis and inform the Programmes Manager or 

Projects Manager of any shortcomings in arrangements.  
• Report any incidents to enable systems to be reviewed and revised.  
• Fill out a serious incident forms if necessary  

 
6. Risk Assessment 

 
Before members of staff communicate through touch with any participant, they will be provided with an access 
needs form for each individual which highlights the participant’s response to touch and the risks associated with 
that. 

 
7. Guidelines 

 
Know why you do it  
 
Be knowledgeable on the purposes of using physical contact by discussion, thought and suggested reading etc on 
this subject.  

 
Have consent from the person 

 
Be aware that different people will communicate their consent, or lack of consent, in different ways, and only make 
physical contact if you are sure the other person is consenting. Respect the person’s right to withdraw from 
physical contact and touch if they so wish.  
 
Be prepared to discuss and explain your practices 

 
First and foremost by being knowledgeable as above.  
Document – have it acknowledged in participant’s access needs  

 



If the use of physical contact is fulfilling the participant’s needs then state this in the documentation drawn up to 
support work with that participant.  

 
Use of physical contact should be discussed openly and regularly  
 
There should be no sense of furtiveness or ‘hidden curriculum’. 
 
Do not do anything that makes you feel uncomfortable  

 
Use your intuition about a situation. Get to know the participants well and read the signals early. If you are not 
happy or comfortable with a situation back away from it gently.  
 
Have others present where possible  
 
The most basic safeguard for staff and participants is to have other staff in the room when physical contact is likely 
to be taking place.  
 
Ensure we don’t just functionally touch  

 
Many participants are touched regularly for personal care, feeding and movement but often these touches are 
purely functional. Staff should ensure even functional touches are done sensitively and warmly and also ensure 
these participants receive some meaningful interpersonal touch every day.  

 
8. Phones 

 
Participants wanting to contact Purple Patch Arts should be encouraged to contact the Programmes Manager on 
the company phone number which is freely available to them  
 
Staff and volunteers are advised not to give out their personal phone numbers to participants or their carers and 
have every right to refuse even if they are asked directly. 

 
Some participants may want to engage in social contact with staff members or volunteers outside of programmes 
or activity. There are risks associated with this which both parties should be aware of: 

 
• Participants may phone at inappropriate times or repeatedly 
• Participants may develop the wrong idea about a personal relationship 
• Participants may wish to be in contact very regularly 
• Having unsupervised contact with participants may make false allegations against staff more difficult to 

defend 
• Staff / volunteers have more opportunity to develop or initiate inappropriate relationships with people at 

risk because this communication is unsupervised. 
 



Purple Patch Arts also acknowledges the risks of restricting social contact between participants and staff / 
volunteers: 
 

• Participants may be de-humanised by only ever being considered in the context of being ‘vulnerable’ 
rather than an individual. 

• Participants’ social contact could be unfairly and unequally restricted by not allowing natural friendships to 
develop outside of activities 

 
Purple Patch Arts also acknowledges the risks of restricting social contact. In order to manage both sets of risks 
staff and volunteers may give out their personal telephone numbers to participants but only under the following 
circumstances: 

 
• The staff / volunteer has properly considered and is willing to accept the risks outlined above 
• Both the Programme Leader and the Programmes Manager or Projects Manager must be informed that 

phone numbers have been exchanged 
• Whoever supports the participant (for example their parent, carer or support team) must also be informed 

that phone numbers have been exchanged. 
• Both staff and participant should have each other’s number clearly identified in their phones, making 

tracking of calls made and received easy. 
 

Staff should feel free to use their discretion when answering calls from participants. A general rule is that after 7pm 
and at weekends calls will not be answered. 
 
Staff with any concerns about social contact with participants or needing support should contact the Programmes 
Manager, Projects Manager, the CEO or a Trustee. 

 
9. Social Media 

 
Please refer to our Social Media policy 
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11. Review 
 

This policy will be reviewed annually. 


