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at work



Unite is committed to making all workplaces safe, fair and free from 
discrimination, harassment and abuse. We are committed to ensuring 
organisations are equipped to prevent sexual exploitation and abuse 
across the international development sector. This guide is to furnish Unite 
workplace representatives with the essential information, resources and 
training to put safeguarding on the negotiating table and support 
members to drive up safeguarding standards across their organisations.  

Recent press interest in international development and aid organisations 
has revealed the failings of the leadership of our organisations to address 
sexual exploitation and abuse issues that we, as workers, have been 
highlighting for many years. This has brought a renewed commitment 
to ‘culture change’.    

We believe that the culture of our organisations are embedded in their 
structures which are in turn profoundly influenced by the structure of the 
sector. We believe that the international development sector is a sector in 
which low pay and precarious work prevail and where risk is transferred 
from government donors to individual workers via organisations in both 
the private and non-profit sector all across the globe.  This happens via 
increased competition for funds and unrealistic demands of value for 
money leading to reductions in critical support for delivery. This situation is 
getting worse. Donors and regulators need to step up to their responsibility 
for the workers, partners, volunteers and beneficiaries in their supply chain.  

We believe that large international development charities should be 
inclusive and less hierarchical places to work, where the least powerful are 
treated with respect and are listened to. We believe that organisations that 
campaign on issues of inequality and intersectional feminism, should live up 
those values – at all levels of the organisation, governed by charity boards 
that have deep experience in the sector, and an understanding of what it 
might feel like to be a recipient of aid.  

We believe that our current leaders must listen to its workforce and 
beneficiaries. We do not believe that business as normal is in the best 
interests of beneficiaries. We want radical change.  

Siobhan Endean National Officer 
Community Youth Workers and Not for Profit Sector
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Introduction to safeguarding 

What is safeguarding? 

In this guide, safeguarding refers to legislation and practices that set out 
the responsibility of organisations to make sure their staff, volunteers, 
operations and programmes do no harm to children and vulnerable adults, 
or expose them to abuse or exploitation.  

Unite believes that best practice requires organisations to implement 
policies and practices that safeguard everyone in our organisations at all 
times, including protecting staff, volunteers and service users from 
inappropriate behaviour such as bullying and harassment.  

Who does it apply to? 

Everyone connected to your organisation should know how to keep 
children and adults safe. They should have appropriate learning opportunities 
to develop and maintain the necessary attitudes, skills and knowledge to 
do this. Partners, associates and other organisations that contribute to an 
organisation’s work should also have safeguarding measures in place which 
are consistent with these standards. The communities your organisation 
works with should understand your commitments to safeguarding and 
what to do if concerns arise.  

Safeguarding when working abroad 

Legislation on safeguarding will be different in the UK to that in other 
countries where staff may operate. This means that different laws as well 
as cultural and political norms may apply. This is particularly true in parts 
of the world where the rule of law is not strongly imbedded, or law en-
forcement is weak and there may be a higher level of impunity 
(e.g. conflict zones). 

Unite strongly argues that wherever your organisation operates it is the 
duty of the organisation to do everything possible to protect staff, 
contractors and service users from potential crime or abuse. This includes 
the duty of the organisation to support any victims in making a complaint 
to the police and may itself report a crime to the police and relevant child 
protection authorities if it becomes known to them.  

Where local enforcement or legislation is weak the organisation should 
work to the same standards as it would do if operating in the UK and put 
in place additional support and protections to compensate for the lack of 
statutory support in place where they are operating. Specific consideration 
should also be in place where there is active discrimination from the state 
where staff are operating (for example on women’s rights issues) that 
might also make staff and clients more vulnerable.  

It cannot be right for safeguarding concerns for staff and service users 
outside of the UK to be treated any less seriously than those in the UK. 

A strategic approach to safeguarding 

Unite advocates for a strategic approach to safeguarding in every workplace. 
By adopting a strategic approach to dealing with safeguarding issues and 
encouraging dignity at work, your organisation will be able to: 

• assess the impact that safeguarding concerns and unacceptable 
behaviour are having on your organisation, its employees, volunteers 
and people it works with. 

• define more clearly types of behaviour considered to be acceptable 
and unacceptable 

• develop appropriate processes, procedures and initiatives for dealing 
with undesirable forms of behaviour and promoting a culture of 
safeguarding and dignity at work 

This approach will help you and your colleagues take steps towards 
developing a strategy that ensures safeguarding is embedded in all 
aspects of your organisation’s policies, practices and procedures. 

Developing a business case for investing in a clear 
safeguarding policy 

Many organisations in the sector have tended to brush safeguarding 
concerns under the carpet or treat cases as anomalies rather than 
symptomatic of a lack of strategy.   

6 7



In Unite’s view there can be no excuse for not making safeguarding a central 
feature of all international organisations’ work. Failure to affectively deal 
with safeguarding concerns can rightly undermine the organisations funding, 
work, reputation and public image, while it undermines organisational 
culture, impact on the morale, safety and wellbeing of staff and in the worse 
cases can destroy lives.  

There is clearly a business case for taking action.  

Checklist for your business case – does your organisations 
business case contain: 

1. A description of how safeguarding fits in with existing organisation 
strategies and policies. 

2. A link with the organisation’s values. 

3. An explanation of the internal and external reasons for change. 

4. Results from an audit of the current situation in the organisation, 
based on analysis of available data such as staff surveys, sickness 
returns and exit interviews.  

5. Examples of good practice from other similar organisations. 

6. Proposed solutions and possible constraints. 

7. An analysis of the types of investments (e.g. training and development 
courses, advisory services, mentoring schemes) that could be made to 
support the change process, and associated costs. 

8. An analysis of the cost of doing nothing. 

Leadership and a zero tolerance approach 
Zero tolerance means adopting a clear set of values that will allow your 
organisation to deal swiftly and effectively with safeguarding concerns to 
protect those affected and to reduce the number of potential incidents that 
occur. It gives out the firm message that unacceptable behaviour will not 
be tolerated. Zero tolerance also means dealing swiftly and effectively with 
safeguarding concerns.  

For zero tolerance to be a reality it must be led right from the top. 
Organisation leaders - including trustees, board members, executives and 
senior managers - must recognise that safeguarding is core to everything 
that our sector does. They must take the lead to build a culture that 
promotes safeguarding and supporting those tasked to implement policy.  

Charity Commission requirements for Trustees 

The Charity Commission advises that safeguarding should be a priority for 
all charities – not just those working with groups traditionally considered 
at risk. It is important that trustees understand and fulfil their legal duties 
– this includes taking proper steps to protect people who come into contact 
with your charity and reporting serious incidents to the Commission. 

Trustees should assure themselves that their safeguarding practices are 
robust. If there are concerns about this or about how issues may have 
been dealt with in the past, trustees should carry out a formal review, 
including on the adequacy and robustness of the charity’s safeguarding 
measures, procedures and policies. 

Some resources 

• Guidance for trustees on how to protect children and adults at risk 
• Guidance for trustees on serious incidents and how to report them 
• The Charity Commission’s approach to safeguarding 

Engagement and communication 
A strategic approach requires full engagement throughout the organisation 
– from management, staff, volunteers to beneficiaries and service users.  

Your organisation should look to set up an internal strategy team 
consisting of a cross section of employees who are responsible for 
ensuring the delivery of the aims and objectives of the safeguarding 
strategy. This team must include trade union representatives. 

To remain credible and to successfully engage with the wider workforce, 
the team needs to be truly representative of the diverse grades and 
positions within the organisation as well as union reps and equality 
networks. 
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This team should undertake a detailed audit of experience throughout the 
organisations seeking to identify relevant data, and information held within 
the organisation. It should also seek to improve your organisation’s 
knowledge through consultation with staff, beneficiaries and service users, 
conducting surveys and anonymous reporting.  

It should define how the organisation will measure success, benchmark, 
monitor and evaluate progress. 

It must also establish what needs to be done in your organisation to 
communicate and encourage change. 

A good communications strategy must: 

• Clarify and encapsulate key messages to be communicated. 
• Identify the different target groups that need to be informed. 
• Define appropriate methods and tools for communication. 
• Identify who will take the lead and responsibility for communication. 
• Establish systems to evaluate the effectiveness of your communication. 

Policies and procedures 
Your employer should have in place clear and up-to-date policies and 
procedures on how safeguarding is being delivered and monitored in 
everything that it does.   

Getting the safeguarding policy correct is vital to a good strategic approach. 
Safeguarding refers to legislation and practices that set out the responsibility 
of organisations to make sure their staff, volunteers, operations and 
programmes do no harm to children and vulnerable adults, or expose them 
to abuse or exploitation. 

Guidance on best practice for developing and implementing policies and 
procedures is likely to evolve, as a result of recent Government initiatives 
that will be taken forward to improve sector safeguarding standards.  

Most importantly, organisations need to ensure that procedures put the 
safety and dignity of survivors at their heart, and not organisational 
expediency, or compliance to donor contracts – that may request victim 
data or real time reporting that could compromise the safety of victims 
and the integrity of investigations.    

Policies and procedures should never be implemented without the 
involvement of the workplace trade union representatives. 

Checklist of things to include in your Safeguarding Policy: 

• Clear definitions of safeguarding and unacceptable behavior as well 
as links with your organisations dignity at work policy on bullying, 
harassment and unwelcome behaviour. 

• A statement that breach of the policy will be treated as a disciplinary 
offence – all employees need to know the organisation takes 
safeguarding seriously. The policy should also highlight where to 
find the disciplinary procedures and policies.  

• Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS) procedures and how they are 
monitored.  

• Steps to assess and prevent breaches of the policy, with commitments 
to scrutinise the workplace culture. 

• Duties of heads of departments and supervisors – these need to be 
clearly defined, with allocation of precise responsibilities. 

• Confidentiality for complainants, and guarantees that complainants 
will not be victimised – without this in place, complainants may be 
reluctant to come forward. 

• Clear complaints procedure, separate from the normal grievance 
procedure. There must be an independent complaints procedure and 
whistleblowing protections in place.  

• The procedures must be transparent and open so that all staff 
understands how they work. 

• All staff involved must have the right to union representation and 
the policy must recognise the recourse to employment tribunals for 
any staff involved.  

• There should be clear statements on the rights to compensation for 
safeguarding failures 

• Information and training on safeguarding, along with a timescale for 
the policy’s review and details of how breaches of policy will be 
monitored in the organisation. 

• Monitoring should include a complete equality audit and impact 
assessment.  

Some further resources  

• The CHS Alliance Prevention of Sexual Exploitation and Abuse 
(PSEA) Handbook provides a useful current overview of what your 
organisation should already have in place.  
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• BOND has produced a quick reference on measures to prevent sexual 
exploitation and abuse [PDF] (adapted from the CHS Alliance PSEA 
Quick Reference Handbook). 

Implementation 
It is not enough to have policies on paper. Reporting abuse is often risky 
and traumatic for survivors, and when, too often, policies are insufficient or 
not followed, it acts as a huge disincentive to report abuse. Your organisation 
needs to ensure regular safeguarding training for all staff and have  
designated staff with responsibility for safeguarding in every location 
where the organisation is operational.   

Role of a Trade Union 

It is vital that staff feel confident that their organisations safeguarding 
procedure is fair and robust. That means that they must be involved with 
developing the policy and strategy of the organisation right from the start. 
Crucial to this is the involvement of staff trade unions in developing 
safeguarding procedures, making sure that the correct training is in place 
and that staff feel confident in the policies and how they are being enforced. 

If your organisation does not already, it must recognise a trade union as a 
crucial part of this.  

All the evidence suggests that the majority of safeguarding cases still go 
unreported and that this is often due to the fact that much of our work 
takes place in impoverished and insecure settings where reporting to local 
authorities may not be an option and where employment options are 
extremely scarce.  

In the International Development sector it is vitally important that national 
and international staff working globally in programme countries also have 
an understanding of their employment rights, access to union membership, 
and more secure contracts of employment (currently 3 month – 12 months 
contracts or consultancy are a norm). Some organisations that claim to 
promote equality have been shown to often be extremely hierarchical, and 
weak at challenging discrimination based on race, gender, nationality, class 
and ability.  Union reps must challenge leadership to actually enhance and 
encourage the voices of local workers, and especially local women in our 
organisations.  

Unite resources 

• Unite Equality Toolkit  
• Unite guide to dealing with Harassment, Discrimination 

and Bullying at work  
• Unite’s template recognition agreement 

Further safeguarding resources 

Below is a selection of existing resources and standards to help organisations 
prevent sexual exploitation and abuse. If there are other resources you 
think we should include, please contact us. 

• CHS Alliance PSEA Handbook 
• Keeping Children Safe – Safeguarding Standards Handbook 
• Inter-Agency Standing Committee Minimum Operating Standards on 

PSEA 
• Department for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy: Whistleblowing 

guidance and code of practice for employers 

Consultants 

Where organisations require specialist support to review and update 
their safeguarding practices the CHS Alliance has a list of approved PSEA 
trainers and investigators. 

All consultants should work alongside trade unions and management to 
make sure that policies are fairly implemented and have the full buy-in 
and agreement from staff.  

Training 

Below is a selection of training providers and resources that address 
sexual exploitation and abuse in the development and humanitarian 
sectors. Online resources are free to use, but you will need to register 
with the learning provider to access them. 

disasterready.org offers self-study programmes including: 

• Preventing Sexual Exploitation and Abuse (InterAction) - a comprehensive 
curriculum including modules on Introduction to Sexual Exploitation 
and Abuse, Mainstreaming of Sexual Exploitation and Abuse and 
Managing Sexual Exploitation and Abuse Investigations. 
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• Prevention of Sexual Exploitation and Abuse Course (UNHCR) - a 
one-hour online course targeted at UN staff. 

• Child Safeguarding (Save the Children) - a three-minute video covering 
some of the signs of potential Child Sexual Exploitation and Abuse 
(SEA) and how you can respond to effectively safeguard children. 

InterAction offers full course materials for download, including facilitator’s 
guides, on PSEA Basics, Community-Based Complaints Mechanisms, 
Investigations and Management of Investigations. 

Kaya (by the Humanitarian Leadership Academy) also offers the modules 
Introduction to Child Sexual Exploitation and Abuse and Managing sexual 
exploitation and abuse investigations from the InterAction curriculum 
described above. 

CHS Alliance offers face-to-face training in sexual exploitation and abuse 
investigations. 

How to raise a concern 
What should you do if you want to raise a concern outside your organisation? 
The following links provide guidance for individuals who want to report 
wrongdoing. 

Your employer should have policies and procedures for doing this, but you 
can report a concern to them even if they don’t. If you don’t want to tell 
your employer, you can also report a concern to the Charity Commission 
directly. As a whistleblower you are protected by UK law – you shouldn’t 
be treated unfairly or lose your job if you "blow the whistle". You also 
have the right to make your claim anonymously or confidentially. 

• Whistleblowing for employees (UK Government guidance) 
• Guidance on bullying and harassment (UK Government) 
• Whistleblowing guidance for charity employees (Charity Commission) 

Checklist for Unite representatives 
General 

• Ensure that members are aware that safeguarding, equality and dignity 
at work are central to all Unite’s policies and Unite will support 
members facing discrimination or harassment. 

• Work with other union representatives to conduct a Safeguarding Audit. 

• Review your employer’s health and safety arrangements and policies 
to ensure that they co-ordinate and integrate safeguarding needs. 

• Review your policies to ensure that safeguarding, harassment and 
discrimination law are compatible. 

• Talk to all workers and find out what their concerns might be. 
• Using reps structures press management to make sure each new 

contract/project is fully compliant with the organisations 
safeguarding policies and procedures  

Policies and agreements 
• Use the sample agreement (see end) to help you negotiate a Safe-

guarding agreement with your employer; or review existing agree-
ments, employment policies including dignity at work, disciplinary 
and grievance, whistleblowing, and equal 
opportunities statements. 

• Review your health and safety policies and procedures to ensure they 
reflect safeguarding concerns. 

• Take into account both equality and health and safety issues when 
considering action you will take at work – you can use the Unite 
disability and health and safety action checklist as a starting point. 
But make sure that your employer does not use health and safety 
as an excuse to discriminate. 

Representation 
• Ensure that safeguarding issues are a standing item on union 

meetings with management 
• Ensure that staff involved in safeguarding concerns are empowered 

to deliver the policies sufficiently 
• Make sure that individual workers are actively involved in risk 

assessments and are offered representation and support fro 
the union 

• Ensure that the union’s elected safety reps, union equality reps and 
disability champions are able to liaise and share information and 
are provided appropriate facilities 

• Respect confidentiality. 
• Signpost members to other sources of support and help. 

Information and training 

• Ensure that your employer provides appropriate and relevant 
training and information about safeguarding for all employees 
including managers. 
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• Ensure that all workers and management receive safeguarding training 
along with equality and awareness training 

• Ensure that all safeguarding information and training is communicated 
in a range of different formats so that it is accessible to everyone. 

• Ensure that Union reps (including health and safety reps and union 
equality reps) are consulted about the content of any training courses. 

• Make sure that everyone working on an international project is fully 
briefed and trained on safeguarding procedures before being sent 
abroad. 

Risk assessments 
• Get involved with your employer’s risk assessments. 
• Make sure that all workers are involved in risk assessments relevant to 

them. 
• Ensure that risk assessments take account of individual workers’ 

requirements eg seating, access, visual aids, working hours. 
• Ensure that risk assessments are based on the principle “fit the job 

to the worker”. 

Monitoring 
• Ensure all policies and practices are regularly monitored 
• Ensure the Union is party to the setting up and delivery of monitoring 

systems and in any actions taken as a result 
• Once monitoring has been undertaken and problems identified you 

can set clear goals with deadlines and targets. Setting targets is a way 
of measuring whether positive action goals are being met over a 
period of time 

Sample Safeguarding policy 

[Insert name of organisation] acknowledges the duty of care to safeguard 
and promote the welfare of children and vulnerable adults that access 
[Insert name of organisation] services and the staff and contractors that 
deliver them. [Insert name of organisation] is committed to ensuring 
safeguarding practice reflects statutory responsibilities, government 
guidance and complies with best practice and [insert name of regulatory 
body] requirements. 

The policy recognises that the welfare and interests of children and 
vulnerable adults are paramount in all circumstances. It aims to ensure 
that regardless of age, ability or disability, gender reassignment, race, 

religion or belief, sex or sexual orientation, socio-economic background, 
all service users and staff 

• have a positive experience of [the name of the organisation] services 
in a safe environment 

• are protected from abuse whilst participating in [the activity 
provided by the organisation] or outside of the activity.  

[Insert name of organisation] acknowledges that some children or 
vulnerable adults, including disabled children and young people or those 
from ethnic minority communities, can be particularly vulnerable to abuse 
and we accept the responsibility to take reasonable and appropriate steps 
to ensure their welfare.    

As part of our safeguarding policy [Insert name of organisation] will 

• promote and prioritise the safety and wellbeing of all who we work 
with 

• ensure everyone understands their roles and responsibilities in 
respect of safeguarding and is provided with appropriate learning 
opportunities to recognise, identify and respond to signs of abuse, 
neglect and other safeguarding concerns relating to children and 
young people, or vulnerable adults 

• ensure appropriate action is taken in the event of incidents/concerns 
of abuse and support provided to the individual/s who raise or 
disclose the concern 

• ensure that confidential, detailed and accurate records of all 
safeguarding concerns are maintained and securely stored 

• prevent the employment/deployment of unsuitable individuals 
including through compliance with the Disclosure and Barring 
Service (DBS)  

• ensure robust safeguarding arrangements and procedures are in 
operation 

• introduce a confidential and independent complaints procedure and 
a culture of candour with protections for staff to highlight failings 

• commit to appropriate compensation for cases where safeguarding 
policy has failed 

Responsibility 
Everyone involved in [Insert name of organisation] is responsible for 
safeguarding but ultimate responsibility sits with senior management 
and trustees.  
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[Insert name of organisation] will also set up a Safeguarding Strategy 
committee alongside [Insert name of recognised trade unions] reps to 
oversee safeguarding initiatives within the organisation and the 
appointment of [named job title] to oversee safeguarding on behalf of 
management and the trustees. 

Implementation 

The policy and procedures will be widely promoted and are mandatory for 
everyone involved in [Insert name of organisation]. This will include 
mandatory training for all staff and volunteers.  

Failure to comply with the policy and procedures will be addressed without 
delay and will be addressed under the [Insert name of organisation] 
Disciplinary Procedure which can ultimately result in dismissal/exclusion 
from the organisation. This policy also sits alongside [Insert name of 
organisation]’s Dignity at Work Policy. 

Trade union involvement 

This policy has been developed jointly with [Insert name of recognised trade 
unions]. All staff have the right to involve and be accompanied by their 
trade union representatives when facing issues or concerns they may have 
regarding safeguarding in [Insert name of organisation] 

This includes but it not limited to: 

• Raising concerns or whistleblowing  
• Disciplinary or grievance procedures 
• Reporting breaches in the policy 
• Monitoring  

Monitoring 

[Insert name of organisation] will introduce robust monitoring process in 
place, developed jointly with [Insert name of recognised trade unions]. 

The policy will be reviewed by management and staff union representatives 
a year after development and then every three years, or in the following 
circumstances: 

• changes in legislation and/or government guidance 
• as required by the [insert name of regulatory body if appropriate] 
• as a result of any other significant change or event.
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