
Self-Neglect 7 Minute Briefing 

Self-Neglect And  
Alcohol And Substance Misuse 

This briefing is part of a series on self-neglect. Each briefing should be read alongside your Safeguarding 
Adults Board multi-agency policy, procedures, and practice guidance. 

The Issue 

• Self-neglect can impact on an adult’s
wellbeing but the cause of this is not
directly a result of physical or mental
impairment or illness but arises from
acts of their own, such as drug and
alcohol misuse and risks associated with
this.

• Attachment to their substance of choice
and prioritising this above all else, can
impact on their relationship with others.

• Definition of addiction is the loss of the
ability to make choices.  The Latin
meaning for addiction implies
enslavement.

Links To Abuse And Neglect 
• Increased risk of deterioration in physical and

mental health.
• Risk of overdose or contaminated substances if

drugs purchased on the street.
• Risk of engaging in criminal activity to fund drug or

alcohol use.
• Increased risk of violence from others.
• Exploitation by others, including sexual

exploitation.
• Increased risk of domestic abuse.
• Increased risk of suicide or misadventure.
• Financial difficulties can occur due to expenditure

on drugs/alcohol resulting in debts and inability to
pay for basic needs.

• Increased risk of homelessness if unable to adhere
to tenancy agreements.

• Emotional or psychological harm due to increased
social isolation.

A Multi-Agency Response 

Self-neglect cases involving drug and alcohol misuse require a multi-agency response, whether this 
is under safeguarding adults’ procedures or as part of multi-disciplinary working more generally.  
There needs to be a clear understanding of the person’s needs as a whole (not just in relation to 
their substance misuse).  A team-around-the-person approach often works well, with a small core 
group of professionals established to closely monitor risks and the plans to manage risks. 



Mental Capacity 
Learning from Safeguarding Adults Reviews involving alcohol and substance misuse often focuses 
upon the lack of practical application of the Mental Capacity Act. Understanding the mental 
capacity of the person is crucial to managing risks associated with drug and alcohol misuse.  This 
will often  require a Mental Capacity Assessment.   
Practitioners should ensure that the risks around a particular decision are clearly and honestly 
explained to allow the person to make an informed choice. This might involve telling someone 
that they are putting their life at risk.  Learning from cases has also highlighted the need to 
consider whether a person has “executive capacity” – a person’s ability to implement a decision 
they have made.

Key Learning 
Key Points To Consider 
• Alcohol and drug misuse can sometimes

play a significant role in the lives of
adults with care and support needs.

• Alcohol is a causal factor in more than
60 medical conditions (Alcohol Change
UK).

• Whilst domestic abuse can be
associated with drug and alcohol misuse
there could also be other underlying
issues for example controlling and
coercive behaviour, the normalisation
of abuse and social isolation etc.

• Learning from alcohol related
Safeguarding Adults Reviews identified
45% had self-neglect as a type of abuse.
In 25% of these the principal focus was
on a person with alcohol related
concerns.

Engagement 

• Implementing change can be difficult due to other
risks associated with drug and alcohol.

• Peer groups can impact on a person’s engagement
with services.

• Non-engagement with services may result in
increased risks associated with substance misuse
e.g. the type of substance used, quantity of
substance, how substance is taken.

• It is widely recognised that cases involving those
who misuse drugs and alcohol must often be dealt
with outside usual prescribed timescales of the
safeguarding adults processes.

• Professionals must work to forge relationships with
individuals to gain their trust and confidence.

• Several attempts at engagement may be necessary
before an individual begins to engage. It is
important not to sever contact with an individual
who is displaying self-neglect/risk taking behaviour
based on their refusal to engage with services,
regardless of their mental capacity.

Know When To Seek Support / Escalate 

Where concerns persist and/or risks increase, there may be a need to seek additional advice and 
support.  

This might be from legal services, senior managers and/or safeguarding/MCA specialists. 



 

 

 

 Questions For You To Consider 
• Do you understand the causes of the person’s addiction to alcohol and drug use

and their lived experience?

• Have you communicated and shared information with professionals in other
agencies, in particular those working in drug and alcohol services and
safeguarding specialists.

• Are you clear about any informal carer arrangements? Have informal carers
been offered support in their caring role?

• Have you assessed the person’s mental capacity in relation to the risks they are
taking? Has this been done recently, and has it been formally recorded?

• Have there been full and frank conversations with the person about the impact
drug and alcohol misuse is having on their own wellbeing.

Links To Further Information 

• Alcohol Change UK
• How to use legal powers to safeguard highly vulnerable dependent drinkers

There have been a number of Safeguarding Adults Reviews published in recent 
years such as: 
• Leanne (Northumberland) 2018 pdf
• Alan (Sunderland) 2021 pdf
• Lee Irving (Newcastle) 2017 pdf
• Carol (Teeswide) 2017 pdf
• Ruth Mitchell (Plymouth) 2017 pdf
• Anne (Sandwell) 2021 pdf
• Learning from Tragedies (2017)

Local Self-Neglect Guidance
• Durham Safeguarding Adults Partnership (DSAP) Website
• DSAP Self-neglect Briefing pdf
• SAR Workshop dates available

o SAR Referrals courses
o SAR Emerging Themes courses

https://alcoholchange.org.uk/
https://alcoholchange.org.uk/publication/how-to-use-legal-powers-to-safeguard-highly-vulnerable-dependent-drinkers?utm_source=Safeguarding+Project&utm_campaign=e00a3d774c-
https://www.northumberland.gov.uk/NorthumberlandCountyCouncil/media/Health-and-social-care/Care%20support%20for%20adults/Adult-U-Executive-Summary-report-PUBLISH.pdf
http://www.sunderlandsab.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/7MBAlan.pdf
https://www.newcastlesafeguarding.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/Adult-G-SAR-Overview-Report-Final-Lee-Irving.pdf
https://www.tsab.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/Carol-Final-Report-for-Publication-TSAB.pdf
https://www.plymouth.gov.uk/sites/default/files/safeguarding_adult_review_ruth_mitchell.pdf
https://www.sandwellsab.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Anne-Executive-Summary.pdf
https://alcoholchange.org.uk/publication/learning-from-tragedies-an-analysis-of-alcohol-related-safeguarding-adult-reviews-published-in-2017
http://www.safeguardingdurhamadults.info/
http://www.safeguardingdurhamadults.info/media/31538/DSAP-Self-Neglect-Briefing/pdf/DurhamSABSelfneglectbriefing.pdf?m=637837992313700000
https://www.eventbrite.com/cc/sar-referrals-online-training-1878159?utm-campaign=social&utm-content=creatorshare&utm-medium=discovery&utm-term=odclsxcollection&utm-source=cp&aff=escb
https://www.eventbrite.com/cc/sars-local-and-national-themes-online-training-1877079?utm-campaign=social&utm-content=creatorshare&utm-medium=discovery&utm-term=odclsxcollection&utm-source=cp&aff=escb



