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Purpose and Scope

The Autistic Girls Network is committed to safeguarding the welfare of all children, young people
and vulnerable adults involved in our activities across England, Wales, Scotland, and Northern
Ireland. The purpose of this policy is:

e Protection: To protect children, young people and adults at risk who receive AGN's
services or take part in our programmes (including in schools, groups, events, peer
mentoring, coaching sessions and online forums) from abuse or harm. This includes those
who are service users as well as those who are volunteers or staff members.

e Prevention: To provide staff and volunteers with the overarching principles and procedures
that guide our approach to safeguarding. By following this policy, all representatives of
AGN will know what their responsibilities are to prevent harm and to act appropriately if
concerns arise.

e Inclusivity: To ensure our safeguarding practice is inclusive and mindful of the unique needs
of neurodivergent individuals, especially autistic women and girls, using compassionate,
neuro-affirming language and approaches at all times.

e Scope: This policy applies to everyone working or volunteering on behalf of AGN, including
trustees, staff (whether paid or unpaid), session facilitators, mentors, coaches, and peer
volunteers, regardless of age or neurodivergence. It covers all contexts of AGN'’s work:
in-person activities (such as groups, events and workshops) and online environments (such as
our social media groups, webinars, and digital communications). It also recognises that some
children or adults we support may themselves take on roles as volunteers or leaders; we
remain fully committed to safeguarding them in those roles as well.

All individuals connected with AGN must familiarise themselves with this policy and adhere to it.

Definitions: In line with UK and Irish law, a child or young person is anyone under 18 years of age. In
Scotland, the legal majority is attained at 16 for certain purposes, but those under 18 may still be
treated as children for protection if they are in need.

An adult at risk (vulnerable adult) is any person aged 18 or over (16 or over in Scotland) who “cannot
safeguard his or her own well-being or property” because of a disability, mental health condition,
illness or other need, and who may be at greater risk of harm than other adults as a result.

Throughout this policy, the term “vulnerable adult” or “adult at risk” will refer to such adults who
may be in need of safeguarding support.

Legal and Statutory Framework




This policy is founded on and adheres to the latest legislation and statutory guidance on
safeguarding across all the jurisdictions in which AGN operates. Safeguarding laws and child
protection systems vary slightly between England, Wales, Scotland, and Northern Ireland, but they
share the same core principles of protecting children and adults at risk. AGN ensures that its
practices meet the requirements in each nation.

Safequarding and Neurodiversity

AGN'’s mission focuses on autistic women and girls, and we recognise that neurodivergent
individuals have unique safeguarding needs and strengths. We adopt a neuro-affirming and
compassionate approach, which means we view neurodiversity as a natural and valuable form of
human diversity, and we strive to create environments where autistic and other neurodivergent
people feel safe, understood, and respected.

In particular, we acknowledge:

Heightened Vulnerabilities: Autistic children and adults may be at higher risk of abuse or
exploitation compared to neurotypical peers. Communication differences, social understanding
difficulties, or sensory processing needs can be exploited by perpetrators, or may make it harder for
an autistic person to recognise unsafe situations. They might also struggle to report abuse promptly
due to fear of not being believed. AGN is vigilant of these risks and takes proactive steps to mitigate
them.

Barriers to Reporting: We understand that some autistic individuals may have difficulty
communicating what has happened to them, especially under stress. They may communicate
distress in non-spoken ways or through changes in behaviour rather than words. We emphasise the
importance of listening to all forms of communication, staff and volunteers are trained to “tune in”
to behavioural indicators and to take any expressed concern seriously, even if not communicated in
a typical way. We also recognise that autistic traits could be misinterpreted as signs of abuse or,
conversely, could mask abuse. Our team is trained to assess situations carefully and seek
explanations for changes in behaviour without jumping to conclusions, always keeping the
individual’s well-being at the centre.

Creating Autism-Friendly Safeguards: We commit to making reasonable adjustments in all
safeguarding activities so that autistic and other neurodivergent individuals are comfortable and
empowered to participate. Our communication strategies are adapted to each person’s needs and
are in line with equality laws that require reasonable adjustments for disabled persons.

Promoting Self-Advocacy and Consent: We strive to empower the autistic women and girls we work
with by teaching them about personal boundaries, consent and how to recognise inappropriate
behaviour in others. We encourage them to voice their feelings and boundaries. If someone has
difficulties articulating their views, we will provide support or advocacy to help include their voice.

Positive Culture and Language: All AGN staff and volunteers are expected to model respectful,
inclusive behaviour. We celebrate neurodiversity and will not tolerate any stigmatising language or
attitudes. We emphasise that being autistic is a valued identity, and everyone deserves to be treated
with dignity and understanding.

By embedding these principles, AGN ensures that safeguarding practice is not one-size-fits-all, but
instead responsive to the individual profiles of the people we support.

Designated Safequarding Officer (DSO) — Role and Responsibilities

AGN will appoint a Designated Safeguarding Officer (DSO) to take lead responsibility for



safeguarding and child/adult protection issues within the organisation. The DSO (also known as the
Designated Safeguarding Lead) is a suitably trained and senior member of the team, accountable to
the Board of Trustees. A Deputy DSO will also be appointed to act in the DSO’s absence, and a
nominated safeguarding lead Trustee will oversee our safeguarding governance.

Key responsibilities include:

Point of Contact: Act as the first point of contact for anyone in AGN (children, parents, volunteers,
or staff) who has safeguarding concerns, needs advice, or wants to report a disclosure.

|dentifying and Reporting: Receive reports of suspected abuse or neglect and take immediate
action. The DSO does not investigate allegations themselves but gathers sufficient information for
an informed referral. If a crime is suspected (e.g. sexual abuse), the DSO will contact the police as
well.

Liaison with Agencies: Liaise with external agencies and professionals, including local authority
Social Services/Safeguarding Teams, Local Safeguarding Children Partnerships (in England), Social
Work departments (in Scotland), and Safeguarding Boards (in Nl), as well as law enforcement, health
services or schools as needed. They will also inform the Charity Commission or other regulators of
any serious incidents that are in line with regulatory requirements.

Advice and Support: Provide guidance to colleagues and volunteers on safeguarding matters,
including advising on whether a concern meets the threshold for referral.

Training and Awareness: Arrange and/or deliver safeguarding training for all AGN staff and
volunteers.

Policy and Procedures Management: Oversee the implementation of this safeguarding policy and
related procedures. The DSO will review the policy at least annually (or sooner if there are legislative
changes or learning from incidents) and propose updates to the Board. They ensure that all
safeguarding documents are maintained and accessible. They also monitor compliance, e.g., ensure
that required checks are in place, records are kept, and safeguarding considerations are embedded
in project planning.

Records and Confidentiality: Ensure that accurate, secure safeguarding records are kept (see section
on Recording and Storage). The DSO will maintain a confidential log of all concerns and actions
taken. They will only share information on a need-to-know basis that is in line with
information-sharing protocols.

Safeguarding Oversight: Provide regular reports to the Board of Trustees on safeguarding (while
respecting privacy), including statistics of concerns, actions taken, and any resource or training
needs. The DSO will immediately inform the Chair (and relevant authorities) of any serious incidents
or allegations of abuse involving AGN staff, volunteers, or programme participants.

The Deputy DSO supports and stands in for the DSO as needed. Contact details for the DSO and

Deputy are communicated to all staff and volunteers and included in information for children and
parents.

Procedures for Handling Disclosures and Concerns

All AGN staff and collaborators must be proactive in watching for signs of abuse or neglect, and
respond swiftly and effectively if a child, young person or vulnerable adult discloses abuse or if we
have any safeguarding concerns. We are committed to creating a safe environment where
individuals feel listened to and believed.



The following procedures must be followed when dealing with any disclosure, allegation or concern:

Immediate Safety: Priority is given to the safety of the individual. If the person is in immediate
danger or needs urgent medical attention, take action at once, e.g. call 999 for emergency services.
Ensure the person is accompanied and supported until help arrives. If others are at risk, take steps
to prevent further harm.

Listen and Reassure: If a child or vulnerable person begins to tell you about abuse (makes a
disclosure), listen carefully and calmly. Allow them to speak at their own pace. Do not promise to
keep secrets; instead, gently explain that you may need to tell someone whose job it is to keep
them safe, but you will only tell people who absolutely need to know. Do not express shock or
disbelief, and do not interrogate them for details. Use open-ended questions only if you need to
clarify something, but avoid leading questions or suggesting answers. Reassure them that they have
done the right thing, that what happened is not their fault, and that they will be taken seriously and
helped.

Record as Soon as Possible: As soon as possible after a disclosure or after a serious concern has
arisen, make a factual record of what happened. Use the individual’s own words where applicable.
Note the date, time, location, and persons present. Include observations of the person’s demeanour
or injuries if relevant. If the disclosure came via an online message, save and print screenshots or
logs.

Report to the DSO: All suspicions, concerns or disclosures must be reported to the Designated
Safeguarding Officer immediately. Time is critical in safeguarding, do not hesitate. If the DSO (and
Deputy) are unavailable, or if the concern involves the DSO, you should contact the appropriate
external authority directly (such as local social services or police) and then inform a senior manager
or trustee at the earliest opportunity. In a school context, if our staff/volunteer is working in a school
and receives a disclosure, they should also inform the school's designated safeguarding lead, in line
with school policy, while still notifying AGN's DSO.

No Screening Out: Never assume someone else will pass on the information or that it might be a
false alarm. It is better to report a concern that turns out to be unfounded than to miss a situation of
real abuse. All concerns (no matter how small) should be taken seriously and documented.

Respect Confidentiality (but Do Not Keep Secrets): Information should be shared only on a “need
to know" basis. Do not discuss the case with anyone other than the DSO, relevant authorities, and (if
appropriate) the parents or carers, unless the parent is the alleged abuser, in which case guidance
from authorities will be followed on if/when to inform them. Internal gossip or sharing of details is
strictly forbidden. However, within these limits, do not allow fears about confidentiality or data
protection to prevent necessary communication. The law is clear that sharing information for
safeguarding purposes is legitimate and important: “"GDPR does not prevent, or limit, the sharing of
information for the purposes of keeping children safe”. If a child is at risk, you can and must share
relevant information with the DSO or authorities, even without consent, if obtaining consent might
place the child at further risk.

Next Steps and Follow-Up: After you have reported to the DSO, they will take over the process.
They may consult with you for more details in order to make a referral. Once statutory agencies are
involved, cooperate fully with their enquiries. Continue to support the child or adult, and this might
involve simple things like being there to listen or providing practical help. The DSO will guide you
on what you can safely do without interfering with investigations. Do not contact the alleged abuser
or attempt to investigate yourself. If the person who disclosed is still in your care (e.g. a young
person at an event), make sure they know what will happen next in age-appropriate terms.

Special Considerations (Autistic/Neurodivergent Individuals): When handling disclosures from an
autistic or otherwise neurodivergent individual, be mindful of their needs. They may have delayed



processing, it might take time for them to express themselves, so do not rush or finish their
sentences. They might communicate emotionally in ways you don’t expect. Ensure any
communication aids they use are available.

Reporting in Specific Jurisdictions: Our procedures align with local requirements.

In summary, any concern must be acted on; never do nothing. By following these steps, we ensure a
consistent, sensitive and effective response to protect those at risk.

Managing Allegations Against Staff and Volunteers

It is essential that any allegation or suspicion that someone representing AGN (staff member,
volunteer, trustee or contractor) has harmed or poses a risk to a child or vulnerable adult is treated
with the utmost seriousness. AGN has a duty of care both to the individuals in our programmes and
to our team members, but the protection of children and vulnerable people is paramount.

We also adhere to laws and guidance on handling allegations in each jurisdiction.

Scope of this section: This procedure applies to allegations or concerns that anyone working or
volunteering for AGN has:

e Behaved in a way that has harmed, or may have harmed, a child or vulnerable adult;

e Possibly committed a criminal offence against or related to a child/vulnerable adult; or

e Behaved towards a child, or children in general, in a way that indicates they may pose a risk
of harm to children (this includes behaviour in their personal life, e.g. domestic violence, that
raises concerns about their suitability to work with children).

This includes allegations not only of direct abuse (physical, sexual, emotional, neglect) but also
breaches of professional boundaries or code of conduct that might not yet have caused harm but
raise potential risk (e.g. texting a youth inappropriately). Allegations can come from a child/adult,
from a parent, from another staff member or external agency, or from whistleblowing.

Procedure: If such an allegation arises, the following steps must be taken:

Immediate Action, Ensure Safety: If the accused person is currently actively involved with
children/vulnerable adults, arrangements will be made to remove them from that situation pending
further assessment.

Report to DSO/Management: Any staff or volunteer who receives information or has concerns
about a colleague must report it without delay to the DSO. If the allegation is about the DSO
themselves (or a Trustee), report it to the Chair of Trustees or an equivalent senior person who is not
implicated. All allegations are to be kept strictly confidential and shared only with those who need
to know.

External Notification: The DSO (or senior designate) will immediately inform the appropriate
authorities as required by local procedures. In England, for example, the DSO will contact the Local
Authority Designated Officer (LADO), an official responsible for overseeing allegations against
people in positions of trust, within one working day (or immediately if it's urgent).

No Internal Investigation Until Advised: We will not attempt to investigate the matter internally
(beyond the initial gathering of facts needed for referral) until the statutory authorities have given
the go-ahead.

Suspension: AGN has a duty of care to all involved. After initial consultation with the LADO or
equivalent authority, it may be necessary to suspend the staff member or volunteer as a neutral act
while investigations are ongoing. Suspension is not a presumption of guilt, but it can protect both



the child/vulnerable adult and the adult in question, as well as ensure a fair and impartial process.

Confidentiality and Support: It is recognised that allegations are stressful for all parties. We will
maintain confidentiality to the greatest extent possible; only those who need to know (e.g., the
DSO, senior management, investigators) will be informed of the details. The child or adult who
raised the concern (and their family, if appropriate) will be offered support and informed about steps
taken. We will also provide support to the person accused; they may wish to seek legal advice and
will be given an opportunity to respond at an appropriate time.

Records: The DSO will keep a clear record of the allegation, actions taken, and all decisions
reached. This includes records of any strategy discussions, risk assessments, and eventual outcomes.
These records will be kept securely and, in the case of staff, placed in their confidential personnel
file.

Outcomes and Referral: Once the investigation and any resulting proceedings (e.g. criminal trial or
social services assessment) are concluded, AGN will decide on the outcome for the accused person.

Throughout the process, AGN commits to acting fairly and without delay, in line with local
safeguarding partnership guidance. We recognise our duty of care to safeguard children is
paramount, but we also value our staff and volunteers and will ensure allegations are handled
sensitively and proportionately. Every effort will be made to resolve cases as quickly as possible,
consistent with a thorough and fair process.

Recording Concerns and Information Sharing

Accurate and secure record-keeping is a critical part of safeguarding. All concerns, disclosures,
referrals and allegations must be documented. Proper records ensure that information is
communicated to the right people and help build a picture over time. They also provide
accountability and evidence of our actions.

Recording Concerns: Whenever a safeguarding concern arises (whether a disclosure from a child, a
third-party report, or our own observation), the staff/volunteer noting the concern must create a
record as soon as feasible (preferably immediately after any urgent actions are taken). The record
should distinguish between fact, observation, allegation and opinion.

The DSO will maintain a central Safequarding Incident Log.

Information Sharing Protocols: Sharing information is essential for effective safeguarding. No single
agency can see the full picture of a child’s life, so collaboration is key. However, personal
information is sensitive, and improper disclosure can harm individuals’ rights. Our approach to
information sharing is guided by the following principles (often called the “seven golden rules” of
information sharing in UK guidance):

e Necessary and Proportionate: We share enough information to adequately address the
concern, but not irrelevant or excessive details.

® Relevant: We ensure the information we share is relevant to the purpose (protecting the
individual or others).

e Adequate, Accurate, Timely: We share information in a timely manner (do not delay urgent
info) and ensure it's accurate and up-to-date to the best of our knowledge.

e Secure: We share through secure channels and with authorised persons only.
Recordkeeping: Whenever we share information, internally or externally, we document
what was shared, with whom, when, and for what purpose.

e Consent and Capacity: We consider consent when appropriate. For children, it's good
practice to involve them and their parents in decisions about sharing, unless it would put



the child at risk or impair the investigation. For adults at risk with capacity, their consent
should be sought before sharing confidential info, unless there is an overriding risk that
justifies sharing without consent (e.g., others are in danger, or the adult is being coerced).

e [egal Compliance: We abide by relevant data protection laws (UK Data Protection Act 2018
/ UK GDPR). These laws allow for sharing information for safeguarding purposes under the
lawful bases of “public interest” or “vital interests.”

Within AGN: Internally, information about a safeguarding issue is shared on a strict need-to-know
basis. The general rule is that the DSO and possibly the Deputy DSO will know all details. Other
staff or volunteers may be told only what is necessary for them to help safeguard. Management or
the CEO might be briefed in summary form if appropriate. Trustees are informed of serious incidents
in broad terms, but not the personal identifiers, unless absolutely necessary for decision-making.

With External Agencies: We work closely with statutory agencies. When a referral is made to child
protection services or adult safeguarding services, we share all pertinent information requested,
such as the history of our involvement, any previous concerns, the child’s background, etc.

Information Sharing Agreements: Where we have ongoing partnerships (e.g., delivering
programmes in a school or jointly with another charity), we may establish formal information-sharing
agreements or protocols to outline how and when data will be shared, ensuring all parties
understand their obligations.

Secure Storage: All safeguarding records (including any personal data related to concerns) are kept
securely. Digital records are access-controlled (limited to DSO/Deputy and senior management as
needed). Emails containing sensitive information are encrypted or sent via secure systems when
possible. Hard copies are in locked storage. We also follow relevant retention schedules to ensure
records are not kept indefinitely without reason.

In summary, we recognise that effective safeguarding depends on timely and appropriate
information sharing. We will share information with the right people to prevent harm, and we will
guard that information from improper disclosure. Our approach follows the principle that a child or
vulnerable person’s welfare is usually the top priority, and while we respect privacy, we will not let it
stand in the way of protecting someone from harm.

Retention and Storage of Child and Adult Protection Records

AGN understands its responsibility to handle all safeguarding-related records with great care,
ensuring they are stored securely and retained for an appropriate length of time. Safeguarding
records often contain extremely sensitive personal information and must be protected from loss,
unauthorised access, or improper destruction. At the same time, retaining these records for a
sufficient period is important, as issues may resurface or be investigated many years later.

Secure Storage: For electronic records, we use a secure, access-restricted system. Only the DSO and
designated alternates have full access. Files are password-protected, and computers are kept
up-to-date with security measures.

Retention Periods: To determine how long it takes to keep records, we follow statutory guidance
and best practice.

Records of allegations against staff/volunteers: If an allegation was found to be malicious or
unfounded, we do not keep personal data longer than necessary, apart from a basic record that an
allegation was made and found to be false. If an allegation was substantiated or if it was
unsubstantiated (inconclusive), we keep a summary record in the person’s file at least until they
would normally retire or for 10 years (common UK practice).



Adult at risk cases: For concerns relating to vulnerable adults, we typically retain records for at least
7 years after the last contact with the individual (since legal limitation periods for any civil actions are
often within 3-6 years, and to allow for any follow-up if the person re-engages with our services).

Data Protection Requirements: In compliance with data protection law, we do not keep personal
data for longer than is necessary for the purpose it was collected. We periodically (at least every 2-3
years) review archived safeguarding files to assess if they need to be retained or can be securely
disposed of. The DSO will authorise any destruction of records.

Method of Disposal: When a record has reached the end of its retention and is deemed appropriate
to destroy, we do so securely.

Access to Records: Individuals have the right under data protection law to request access to
personal information we hold about them (Subject Access Request). However, when it comes to
safeguarding records, there are exemptions that allow us to withhold information in some cases. Any
such request will be handled with caution and likely in consultation with legal counsel or the relevant
authority.

In conclusion, AGN will keep detailed safeguarding records secure and only for as long as needed.

This careful approach to retention and storage helps ensure that vital information is preserved for
protecting individuals in the long term, while respecting privacy and legal considerations.

Code of Conduct for Staff and Volunteers

All staff and volunteers of AGN are expected to uphold the highest standards of behaviour towards
the children, young people, and adults in our care, as well as towards one another. This Code of
Conduct provides clear guidance on what is expected. By following this code, we create a safe,
positive and respectful environment that reflects our organisation’s values of empathy, inclusivity and
integrity.

Professional and Personal Boundaries: You are in a position of trust. Always act in a way that
upholds that trust. Maintain clear boundaries between your professional role and any personal
relationship. Do not seek or engage in friendships or romantic/sexual relationships with children or
young people (under 18) or with vulnerable adult service users. Such behaviour is gross misconduct
and may lead to disciplinary action and referral to authorities.

General Behaviour Expectations:

Respect and Dignity: Treat all children, young people and adults with respect at all times, regardless
of their age, disability, gender, race, religion, ethnicity, or sexual orientation. Be mindful of
neurodiversity, and use respectful language about autism and other differences. Model the kind of
positive behaviour we expect from participants.

Communication: Communicate with clarity, kindness and patience. Adapt your communication to
the needs of the individual. Genuinely hear the views and feelings of the young people.

No Bullying or Exclusion: Do not engage in or tolerate any form of bullying, teasing, or exclusion of
a participant or colleague. As an adult in the organisation, you must actively counter bullying,

challenge it and report it. Foster an inclusive atmosphere where diversity is celebrated.

Physical Contact: Avoid unnecessary physical contact. Whenever possible, seek the individual’s
consent. Do not assume a child wants a hug. They may feel unable to say no.

One-to-One Situations: Avoid being alone with a single child or vulnerable adult out of sight of



others, whenever possible. If you need to speak privately with a young person (for example, a
sensitive conversation), do so in a room with the door open or in a corner of a public space where
you are not fully isolated.

Gifts and Favouritism: Do not give personal gifts to children or young people (and never give
money) without organisational approval. Maintain fairness, avoid showing favouritism or creating
“special relationships” where a particular child gets extra attention or treats. Our aim is to include
everyone equally.

Social Media and Contact Outside Work: Adhere strictly to our Online Safety and IT policies
regarding electronic communications. Do not befriend or follow children (under 18) or vulnerable
adults on your personal social media accounts. Use only official AGN channels or group pages for
communication. Similarly, do not give out your personal phone number, email or address to young
people. If there is a need for communication, use an organisational phone/email or have a parent
involved. Never engage in private messaging with a child via text, WhatsApp, Instagram, etc.,
except in group chats that include another staff member or the child’s parent, or on monitored
platforms. Keep communication professional and related to AGN activities. Do not share personal
photos or have children share theirs with you privately. Remember that any digital communication
can be easily misinterpreted or forwarded, so always maintain professionalism. If a young person
contacts you inappropriately or outside agreed channels, inform the DSO.

Substance Use: You must not consume alcohol or use illicit drugs while responsible for children or
vulnerable people, nor arrive under their influence. Smoking (including vaping) should be avoided in
the presence of minors and only done in designated areas away from participants. Be mindful that
some autistic individuals have strong sensory aversions to smoke or smells.

Photography & Media: Follow our Photography and Image-Sharing guidance. Do not take photos
of participants on your personal devices unless explicitly authorised, and never for personal use.
Certainly do not share any images of service users on your own social media or with outsiders.

Integrity and Honesty: Be a role model. Follow the same rules we expect participants to follow.
Admit mistakes and report any incidents truthfully. Do not cover up problems. If you mess up (even
something minor like raising your voice too much), acknowledge it and seek guidance to handle it
better.

Confidentiality: Protect confidential information about the people we support. Do not discuss their
private lives outside of work or with those who don’t need to know. However, remember not to
promise confidentiality to a child in matters of safeguarding. You must pass on concerns (as covered
earlier). In general, personal details should be treated with care and data protection guidelines
should be followed.

Collaboration and Professionalism: Work cooperatively with your colleagues. Challenge
inappropriate behaviour in a constructive way.

Cultural Sensitivity: autistic women and girls may have different ways of expressing themselves or
different cultural backgrounds. Be sensitive to family cultures, religious practices, etc., but never use
cultural differences as an excuse to allow abuse (e.g. harmful “cultural” practices like forced
marriage or FGM are still abuse and must be reported). Instead, approach differences with respect
and seek to learn.

Positive Programming: When organising activities, ensure they are safe and consider participants’
needs. Avoid overly stressful or triggering situations without proper support. Always do a risk

assessment as needed.

All staff and volunteers are required to sign that they have read and agree to this Code of Conduct.



Violations of the code will be taken seriously and may result in disciplinary procedures, as
appropriate.

By following this code, we foster a safe, caring environment where the wellbeing of autistic girls and
all participants is protected and where staff conduct is beyond reproach.

Photography and Image-Sharing Guidance

AGN recognises that photographs and videos can be a positive way to celebrate achievements and
promote our work. However, we have a duty to ensure that any use of images or videos respects the
safety, dignity, and privacy of the individuals involved, especially children and vulnerable adults.
Misuse of images can pose direct and indirect risks (for example, a child could be identified and
targeted, or an image could be used inappropriately). Autistic individuals may also have particular
sensitivities about being photographed or filmed. This guidance sets out how we approach
photography and image-sharing:

Consent: We will always obtain informed consent before taking or using any image of a child or
vulnerable adult. For anyone under 18, consent will be obtained from a parent or legal guardian,
and we will also seek the young person’s own permission in a manner appropriate to their
age/understanding. No one, adult or child, is ever compelled to be in a photo. We respect any
refusal.

Appropriate Content: Only take images of people in appropriate, dignified settings. We are
especially cautious with any images of children with disabilities or those who may be in vulnerable
positions, to ensure they are not portrayed in a demeaning or exploitative way.

Use and Identifying Information: As a rule, we do not include personal identifying information
alongside images of children in any public forum. We also check that sharing that identity does not
pose a risk (for instance, if a child has a protected identity due to family circumstances, we would
never use their image publicly at all).

Internal Photography: In some cases, photographs or videos might be taken for monitoring or
educational purposes. Such media will be treated as personal data and stored securely. If not
needed, they will be deleted. They will not be shared outside the organisation without consent.
Storage of Images: Digital images and videos are stored on AGN'’s secure systems. Access is limited
to staff who need it. Personal devices should not be used to store images of participants. If a staff
member or volunteer takes a photo on a personal device (e.g., phone) because no alternative is
available at the moment, they must transfer it to secure storage as soon as possible and delete it
from their device.

Sharing Images: When sharing images (online or in print), we do so via official AGN channels.

Staff and volunteers are strictly forbidden from sharing any images of participants on their private
social media or with other outsiders.

Special Cases: We pay attention to specific situations such as:

e Children Looked-After or at Risk: If a child is in care or under a protection order, it may be
especially important not to publish their image (e.g., to prevent a non-authorised parent from
locating them). We will check if any child has such restrictions and absolutely avoid any
identifying media for them.

e Events in Public: If we host an event in a public space, we cannot guarantee that other
people won't take photos. We inform participants and parents of this and take reasonable
steps, like announcing that only designated photographers are allowed. We cannot control
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all public photography, but we will be vigilant and intervene if we see someone unknown
taking close pictures of our group.

® Peer Photography:. Youth may take pictures of each other (especially in this age of
smartphones). We educate our participants: they should ask the consent of their friends
before taking or posting images, and they should not post group photos from AGN events
publicly without staff approval, to protect everyone’s privacy. This forms part of our online
safety and behaviour code discussions.

Image Sharing by AGN:

e On social media or websites, we may share photos to highlight activities. We ensure these
images are positive and respectful. We double-check consents for any image before posting.

e If we produce any promotional videos, we script and plan them to avoid inadvertent personal
data and get specific consent for video/audio recording, since hearing someone’s voice or
story can be identifying.

Responding to Misuse: If we discover an image of a participant has been used inappropriately (e.g.,
someone else posted it without permission or an image is being misused online), the DSO will be
informed, and we will take action.

By following this guidance, we aim to allow the positive use of photography while minimising risks.
Remember: when in doubt, do not take or share the photograph. Always err on the side of privacy
and safety. If anyone (participant or staff) is uneasy about an image being used, we will respect that
and find alternatives.

Safer Recruitment Procedures

AGN is committed to recruiting staff and volunteers who are suitable and safe to work with children,
young people, and vulnerable adults. We take all reasonable steps to prevent unsuitable individuals
from joining our organisation, and to ensure that new recruits understand their safeguarding
responsibilities from the outset. Our safer recruitment process adheres to national standards and
legal requirements.

Volunteer Specifics: Volunteers who have substantial contact with children (e.g., regular mentors,
group leaders) undergo the same vetting process as staff. For one-off or supervised volunteers (say
helping at a single event), we still do basic screening and ensure they are never alone with children.
We never use unchecked volunteers in roles that could be unsupervised with children. All volunteers
get an informal interview or chat to ensure they align with our values.

Contracts and Agreements: All staff will have a clause in their contract (or volunteers in their
volunteer agreement) affirming their understanding of and commitment to safeguarding, and
acknowledging that employment/engagement is subject to ongoing adherence to safeguarding
standards and that certain breaches (like abusing a child or gross misconduct) will lead to
termination and possible reporting to police.

Online Safety

The online environment is a major part of young people’s lives and offers great opportunities for
connection and learning, but it also carries significant risks if not managed properly. For autistic girls
and other neurodivergent individuals, online communication can sometimes be easier than
face-to-face, which might lead them to engage more online, making online safety especially
important in our context. AGN is committed to ensuring that our online presence is safe and that we
educate and protect those we work with from online harms.
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Our Online Safety policy covers the following areas:

AGN’s Online Platforms: We moderate and manage any official online platforms with safety in mind.
We have the following practices:

Moderation: Any AGN-run online group or forum for young people will be closed
(invitation/permission required) and moderated by trained adults. We establish clear rules
and post them visibly. Moderators will review content regularly and remove any posts or
comments that violate rules, addressing them with the user. We use content filters where
possible (for example, certain keywords can be flagged).

Age Restrictions: We comply with platform age restrictions (most social media require 13+).
If we offer any online community for under-13s, it will be through a platform designed for
children with parental consent. Typically, our services focus on teenage girls, but we ensure
we have parental consent for any minors participating in online activities.

Privacy Settings: We use the highest appropriate privacy settings on our accounts (e.g.,
comments or direct messaging turned off if not needed). For webinars or online meetings,
we use waiting rooms/passwords so that only intended participants join.

Content: We ensure the content we post is appropriate for our audience. Links we share are
vetted.

Guidance for Staff and Volunteers Online:

Staff and volunteers must abide by the following:

Only use AGN-authorised accounts to communicate with young people or vulnerable adults.
Never engage in private one-to-one chats with a child via social media DMs, etc. If a child
messages you individually, politely redirect them to a group context, add another staff
member to the chat, or move to email copying in parents as appropriate. Always keep a
record (screenshot or copy) of any significant communication.

Do not “friend” or “follow” children with personal accounts, and do not accept such
requests. Maintain boundaries online just as you would offline.

If you run a live online session (like a Zoom activity), ensure at least two adults are present in
the virtual room, or if one-to-one (only if specifically authorised, such as mentoring sessions),
that it's recorded or a parent is in the background.

Be mindful of video background and audio, and ensure no inappropriate images or sounds
are present (e.g., other family members cursing on a call, taking calls in a private, neutral
space).

Report any online harassment or suspicious behaviour you observe to the DSO.

Education and Empowerment: We incorporate online safety into our work with young people:

We teach and remind them about not sharing personal information publicly online.

We discuss common dangers: cyberbullying, grooming, scams, exposure to inappropriate
content, etc.

We particularly warn about people online not always being who they say they are. Autistic
girls may be more trusting or literal, so we emphasise the need to be cautious with new
“friends” met online.

We highlight the importance of privacy settings and help them (if needed) configure their
accounts safely.

We provide resources for parents of our participants, particularly focusing on neurodivergent
youth, since they may need extra support in navigating online complexities. This includes
how to use parental controls or content filters, and how to talk about online issues in a way
that resonates with an autistic young person.

Dealing with Online Incidents: If an online safety incident occurs involving our participants or
platforms:

Cyberbullying: We treat it as bullying (see Anti-Bullying). If it's within our platform,
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moderators will delete offensive content, remove the bully (temporarily or permanently,
depending on severity), and support the victim. If it's happening on external platforms
between our members (like one member harassing another on Instagram), we will address it
by speaking to both parties and parents if needed, even though it's outside our official
channels, because it affects the well-being of our participants.

- Online Grooming or Abuse: If we suspect a young person is being groomed or sexually
exploited online, this is a serious safeguarding matter. We will follow our reporting
procedures.

- Inappropriate Content Exposure: If a child accidentally (or deliberately) views pornography or
extremely violent content during an AGN activity (for example, someone shares their screen
with something inappropriate, or a link in chat is malicious), we respond calmly. We will
remove the content or turn off the screen, reassure the young people if they're distressed,
and later discuss calmly about what they saw at an appropriate level. We will inform parents
as necessary and provide support.

- Data Breach: If there's an online data breach (like our member list gets hacked), we have a
duty under data protection to inform affected individuals and possibly regulators. We will
also examine how it happened and tighten security.

Use of Devices: In any in-person sessions, we might have rules around device use to keep focus and
safety. Participants who use devices as communication aids are obviously allowed to use them as
needed.

Staff Training: We include online safety in our safeguarding training for staff and volunteers.
By addressing online safety comprehensively, AGN seeks to create a safe digital environment that
complements our physical environment. We encourage open communication: children/young

people should feel they can tell us or their parents if something online worries them, without fear of
overreaction or punishment. Our approach is preventive and responsive.

Anti-Bullying Policy

Bullying can have devastating effects on anyone, and research shows autistic girls are particularly
vulnerable to being bullied or exploited. AGN is firmly committed to preventing bullying in all
forms: physical, verbal, emotional, and cyberbullying within our organisation and tackling it
effectively if it occurs. We aim to foster an environment of mutual respect, empathy, and
understanding, where differences are celebrated and no one is made to feel unsafe or unwelcome.

Definition: Bullying is defined as any repeated behaviour intended to hurt, intimidate, or humiliate
someone, often exploiting a power imbalance. This can include name-calling, teasing, spreading
rumours, exclusion from groups, physical aggression, or sending nasty messages online. We
explicitly include as bullying: ableist or disablist harassment (e.g., mocking someone’s stimming),
sexist, racist, homophobic or transphobic slurs or actions, and mate crime (befriending someone to
exploit them).

Preventative Measures: We educate all participants about kindness and the importance of
embracing differences. At the start of programmes or events, we set clear expectations that bullying
is not tolerated.

We encourage a culture of “upstanding”, telling children that if they see someone being bullied,
they should tell an adult or intervene if safe, rather than just being bystanders. We praise and

reinforce acts of inclusion and kindness.

Reporting: We ensure that there are multiple ways for a young person (or their parent) to report
bullying. This includes:
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Speaking to any trusted adult in AGN (we train staff to handle these reports supportively).
Anonymous means, if needed, a worry box or a specific email address to report concerns. We let
participants know that they will be taken seriously and that it's not tattling to report bullying. We
also handle reports confidentially, only sharing with those who need to know to address them.

Continuous Improvement: We periodically evaluate our environment for bullying risks.
By taking a strong stance against bullying and actively fostering an anti-bullying culture, we strive to

ensure every autistic girl or young person in AGN feels secure and valued. Compassion and zero
tolerance of bullying go hand-in-hand in our approach.

Managing Complaints

AGN believes that open communication and feedback are vital for improving our services and
maintaining high standards. We take all complaints seriously, whether they come from children,
parents, volunteers, staff, or other stakeholders. We aim to resolve complaints fairly, promptly, and
in a way that best satisfies the complainant while upholding our organisational values and
obligations.

Making a Complaint: Information on how to make a complaint is available on our website and in our
welcome materials to participants. Complaints can be made verbally or in writing.

Complaint Channels:

Informal Resolution: If appropriate, we encourage trying to resolve minor issues informally first.
Many minor misunderstandings can be resolved quickly by communication. However, if the
complainant is not satisfied or if the matter is serious, they should lodge a formal complaint.
Formal Complaint: A formal complaint can be made by emailing or writing to the CEO. If the
complaint is about the CEO or a Trustee, the complaint can be directed to the Chair of Trustees
(Vicki May, vicki.may@autisticgirlsnetwork.org).

Neurodivergent Accessibility: We acknowledge that formal complaint processes can be daunting,
especially for autistic individuals who might struggle with communication or confrontation. We
therefore allow and encourage alternative methods.

Learning from Complaints: Every substantiated complaint is an opportunity to improve. After
resolution, the management team will consider what can be learned. This might result in updating a
policy, providing additional training to staff, or even rethinking how we deliver a service.

In summary, we encourage a culture where feedback (positive or negative) is welcomed. We are not
defensive about complaints; we see them as a vital part of safeguarding and quality assurance. By
addressing issues promptly and fairly, we aim to maintain trust with our community and continuously
enhance our support for autistic women and girls.

Whistleblowing Policy

AGN expects the highest standards of conduct from everyone involved, and we foster a culture
where people should feel safe speaking up about any concerns about wrongdoing. Our
whistleblowing policy provides a mechanism for raising such concerns openly, confidentially, or
anonymously without fear of reprisal.

When to Use Whistleblowing:
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If you witness or become aware of something seriously wrong within AGN, you should report it.
Examples include:

e A colleague is harming a child or vulnerable adult, or not following safeguarding procedures.
There is suspected fraud or theft of charity funds.
Someone is engaging in dangerous practices that risk health and safety.
There is discrimination or abuse of beneficiaries by someone within AGN.
There is a cover-up of any of the above.
If the concern is an individual grievance about your own employment (like a personal conflict
or minor misconduct), that might be better handled via our internal grievance procedure.
However, if it pertains to broader wrongdoing or risk, whistleblowing is appropriate. Staff and
volunteers often are the first to see indications of problems, so it's crucial they feel able to
speak up.

Protection for Whistleblowers: UK law provides protection for whistleblowers. In the UK, the Public
Interest Disclosure Act 1998 protects employees from retaliation if they raise concerns in the public
interest. AGN is fully committed to these principles.

Health and Safety Guidance

The health, safety and wellbeing of all participants, staff and volunteers in AGN’s activities are
paramount. We have a moral and legal duty to provide a safe environment in our in-person and
online operations. Our Health and Safety measures are informed by UK health and safety legislation
as well as best practices tailored to the needs of autistic individuals.

Induction, Training, Supervision and Support

Developing a knowledgeable, vigilant and compassionate team is central to safeguarding. AGN is
dedicated to ensuring that all staff and volunteers (including trustees and peer mentors) receive
appropriate induction, ongoing training, supervision, and support to carry out their roles safely and
effectively. We recognise that working with neurodivergent children can be immensely rewarding
but also sometimes challenging, so providing proper support helps maintain a high quality of care
and prevents burnout or mishandling of situations.

Induction: Every new staff member or volunteer undergoes an induction process as soon as they
start. This includes:

Safeguarding Policy Briefing: On day one (or very early on), the DSO or manager will go through the
key points of this Safeguarding Policy with the new person. They sign a form to say they have read
and understood it.

Neurodiversity Awareness: As part of induction, we provide basic training about autism and other
neurodivergent profiles. This covers the strengths and challenges autistic girls often have,
communication tips, sensory issues, and how our approach is neuro-affirming.

Roles and Expectations: The line manager explains specific duties, reporting lines, and where to find
resources. We emphasise that safeguarding is a fundamental part of everyone's role, not an add-on.

Key Policies: In addition to safeguarding, induction covers related policies: health & safety, data
protection, equality and diversity, anti-bullying, complaints, and whistleblowing. New recruits learn
how these intersect (e.g., confidentiality vs. safeguarding).

Safeguarding Training: All staff and volunteers must complete safeguarding training at a level

appropriate to their role. For most, this means at least a basic child protection training course (and
adult safeguarding if working with 18+ volunteers or service users).

15



Autism-specific Training: We provide training focused on safeguarding autistic and disabled
children, highlighting the increased risks and barriers.

Documentation: We maintain records of all training completed by individuals, supervision notes, and
any development plans. This helps ensure compliance and is also evidence for quality assurance.

Continuous Learning: Safeguarding best practices evolve. The DSO regularly updates the team on
new legislation or learning from serious case reviews, etc. We treat everyone as contributors to a
safer environment.

By investing in induction, training, supervision, and support, AGN ensures that those who deliver

our mission are confident, competent, and caring. This, in turn, guarantees that the children, young
people, and adults we serve receive the best and safest experience possible.

Adult-to-Child Supervision Ratios

Safe supervision is fundamental to preventing accidents and responding effectively to needs.

AGN follows recommended adult-to-child ratios to ensure that at all activities, there are enough
responsible adults to adequately supervise children and young people. We also take into account
the specific needs of our participants, which may require enhanced supervision levels.

Our general minimum ratio guidance (in line with NSPCC recommendations and common best
practice) is:

e Ages 9 to 12 years: 1 adult to 8 children (1:8)
e Ages 13 to 18 years: 1 adult to 10 children (1:10)

Minimum Two Adults Rule: Regardless of group size, there should always be at least two adults
present. This protects children (no adult is ever alone, unchecked) and provides backup if one adult
has to respond to an emergency or accompany one child aside.

Diversity: We also consider linguistic or cultural needs if relevant, e.g., if we have participants whose
first language is not English, having an adult who speaks their language can effectively count in ratio
for safety communication.

Considering Additional Needs: Many children in AGN’s groups have additional needs such as
ADHD, anxiety, etc and our facilitators are experienced in supporting. We acknowledge that “if the
children have additional needs or a disability, the ratio must be higher to ensure you can meet the
specific needs of the group”. Our groups are for children who do not require one-to-one support
(for behavioural or medical reasons). For activities with higher risks (like outdoor adventure or public
outings), we increase adult numbers beyond the minimum.

Group Size Limits: We keep group sizes reasonable. If we cannot secure enough adults for a
particular session to meet ratios, we will limit attendance numbers or postpone rather than risk
unsafe conditions.

Physical Layout and Span of Control: We arrange the supervision so that all areas are covered. We
avoid any scenario where children are roaming unsupervised in areas not covered by an adult’s sight

or quick reach.

Emergencies: Having sufficient adults means that if one child needs urgent attention (e.g., first aid
for a cut), one adult can tend to that while others watch the group.
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Remote/Online Activities: While ratios in a virtual sense are a bit different, we still limit numbers in
an online session so that moderators can manage.

Adults’ Roles: We clarify roles when multiple adults present. For example, one may be the lead
facilitator, others are supporting (watching behaviour, chat, safety).

Supervision of Vulnerable Adults: In activities where vulnerable adults are participants or volunteers,
we ensure appropriate support similar to that for youth. Though the adult-to-adult ratio isn't
legislated, we ensure enough facilitators to assist, especially if some adults need support with
understanding or mobility.

Solo Activities: If any mentoring or befriending programme involves one adult and one child by
design, we do risk assessments and mitigating measures.

To summarise, our facilitation policy is: Never be understaffed. It is better to have “more eyes and
hands” than too few. This protects children and also ensures we can give attention to individuals,

which is especially important for autistic girls who might need someone to check in quietly if they

seem anxious, etc.

Policy Review: This comprehensive Safeguarding Policy will be reviewed and approved by AGN'’s
Board of Trustees at least annually, or sooner if there are significant changes in legislation or in our
scope of work.

Updates will be made to incorporate any new best practices, and all personnel will be informed of
revisions. By adhering to this policy, AGN reaffirms its unwavering commitment to providing a safe,
supportive and empowering environment for autistic girls, young people, and adults, celebrating
their neurodiversity while vigilantly protecting their right to live free from harm.

Supporting documents

This policy statement should be read alongside our organisational policies, procedures, guidance
and other related documents, available upon request from our team by emailing
hello@autisticgirlsnetwork.org.

e Safer recruitment
e Health and Safety
e Induction, training, supervision and support of new employees

Contact details

Nominated Safeguarding and Child Protection Lead
Name: Charlie Hamilton

Email: charlie.hamilton@autisticgirlsnetwork.org
Deputy Safeguarding and Child Protection Lead
Name: Cath Parry

Email: cath.parry@autisticgirlsnetwork.org

Trustee for Safeguarding and Child Protection
Name: Claire Lesley Farmer
Phone/email: 07712694321 / claire.farmer@autisticgirlsnetwork.org

We are committed to reviewing our policy and good practice annually.

This policy was last reviewed on: 28th May 2025
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Approved by: Date: Next Review Date:
Trustees May 2025 May 2026
Trustees June 2026 June 2027
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