
The Role of HSE Chief Social Worker; Real Change or 
a case of the Emperor’s New Clothes??



Adult Safeguarding in Ireland, the story so far…



Legislative and Policy Context

HSE Safeguarding 
Vulnerable Persons at Risk 
of Abuse National Policy 
and Procedures and NSO 
established

2014

2019

Assisted Decision Making 
(Capacity) Act 2015 
enacted

April 2023

March 2024 Q3 2025

Publication of 
McIlroy
Report on Adult 
Safeguarding

First HSE Chief 
Social Worker 
appointed 

Dept of Health to 
publish all sector 
policy on Adult 
Safeguarding

HIQA/MHC 
National Adult 
Safeguarding 
Standards 
published

August 
2024

2025-2027
Development of HSE Safeguarding 
Policy informed by 
recommendations of the McIlroy 
report and Law Reform Commission 
Report



Office of the Chief Social Worker

Office of the Chief 
Social Worker

National 
Safeguarding 

Office

Children First 
National Office

National 
Independent 
Review Panel

Confidential 
Recipient

National Office 
for Human 
Rights and 

Equality Policy

Barnahaus



Key Enablers for Safeguarding Reform Programme 

Reform 
Programme

Office of Chief 
Social Worker

Regional 
Infrastructure

HSE Policy Estimates and 
WTE

Evidence base 
and training

Cultural 
factors

DoH Legislative and Policy Framework on Adult Safeguarding and Protection of Liberty Safeguards



Reform Programme Enablers; One Step at 
a time…

Independent Review 
of Core Functions of 
the National 
Safeguarding Office 
to inform Strategic 
Priorities

Establishment of 
HSE Oversight 
Group for Adult 
Safeguarding 
chaired by REO

Commission 
Research on Self 
Neglect 

Develop 
Competency 
Framework for 
Designated Officers

Preparation of 
Estimates process 
for NSP 2026 to 
support policy 
implementation

Collaborate with 
DoH to develop a 
strategic framework 
for adult 
safeguarding 
research

Develop learning 
needs framework 
and workforce 
planning analysis to 
support policy 
implementation



McIlroy Report – Key Findings and 
Recommendations

Embedding a 
Safeguarding 

Culture

Increasing 
the visibility 

of 
Safeguarding

Supporting a 
strong 

change 
management 

process 

Embedding a 
culture of 

learning and 
improvement



What is adult safeguarding?

RIGHTS RISK



To safeguard or not to safeguard, that is 
the question….



Primary Care & Social Inclusion Services:

The Primary Care Strategy defined primary care as being ‘an 
approach to care that includes a range of services designed 
to keep people well, from the promotion of health and 
screening for disease to assessment, diagnosis, treatment 
and rehabilitation as well as personal social services. The 
services provide first-level contact that is fully accessible by 
self-referral and have a strong emphasis on working with 
communities and individuals to improve their health and 
social wellbeing’. HSE Website

Where does Primary Care fit into this 
picture?

Social Workers in Primary Care offer ease of access to generalist social work 
services as a preventative measure, aiming to avoid deterioration of people’s 
life circumstances and facilitating early interventions by required services and 
agencies. The social worker acts as a resource to other members of the inter-
disciplinary team and to service users through established networks with 
local services, statutory and voluntary, appropriate to the needs of the service 
user. Social Workers on Primary Care Teams aim to tackle health inequalities, 
promote self determination, build capacity and work with people to deal with 
issues that may be causing them distress and/or limiting their well being. Our 
social focus is our added value and added difference. 
 IASW The Role of the Primary Care Social Worker

Self neglect requires a specialist approach, which is why I believe it to be a fundamental mistake to 
consider it ‘safeguarding’. ‘Safeguarding Adults’ became a term in the very early 2000s. It was short-
hand for the full terminology that was used in No Secrets, which was ‘Safeguarding Vulnerable Adults 
From Abuse’. This description required a person to be experiencing, or at least at significant risk of 
experiencing abuse and, crucially, a person or organisation who perpetrates the abuse. This 
description was extremely in helpful in spelling out parameters of what is & importantly, what isn’t 
‘safeguarding adults’. Self-neglect, as either a symptom of a deteriorating physiological condition, 
impacting on the mental health of the person, or a mental health condition in its own right, or as a 
series of factors leading from social factors, has always been with us, in the same way that other 
medical or socially constructed factors constituting deprivation have. The person isn’t being abused 
through their actions of ‘self neglect’ by either themselves, or another individual or an organisation. 
It’s much more complicated than that. Rob Mitchell, SW Bradford Council and Author



My final message
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