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ELDER ABUSE AND NEGLECT
Your elderly neighbor
There is an elderly neighbor you’ve chatted with at civic meetings and block parties for years. When you see her coming to get her
mail as you walk up the street, you slow down and greet her at the mailbox. She says hello but seems wary, as if she doesn’t quite
recognize you. You ask her about a nasty bruise on her forearm. “Oh, just an accident”, she explains, “The car door closed on it.” She
says goodbye quickly and returns to the house. Something isn’t quite right about her. You think about the bruise and her skittish
behavior. Well, she is getting older, you think; maybe her mind is getting fuzzy. But there’s something else — something isn’t right.
As elders become more physically frail, they’re less able to stand up to bullying and or fight back if attacked. They may not see or
hear as well or think as clearly as they used to, leaving openings for unscrupulous people to take advantage of them. Mental or
physical ailments may make them more trying companions for the people who live with them.
Tens of thousands of seniors across the United States are being abused---harmed in some substantial way often by people who are
directly responsible for their care. More than half a million reports of abuse against elderly Americans reach authorities every year,
and millions more cases go unreported.
Where does elder abuse take place?
Elder abuse tends to take place where the senior lives--most often in the home where abusers are apt to be adult children or other
family members such as grandchildren, or spouses/partners of elders. Institutional settings especially long-term care facilities can
also be sources of elder abuse.
There are different types of elder abuse. Abuse of elders takes many different forms, some involving intimidation or threats against
the elderly, some involving neglect, and others involving financial chicanery. The most common are defined below.
Physical abuse
Physical elder abuse is non-accidental use of force against an elderly person that results in physical pain, injury, or impairment. Such
abuse includes not only physical assaults, such as hitting or shoving, but the inappropriate use of drugs, restraints, or confinement.
Emotional abuse
In emotional or psychological senior abuse, people speak to or treat elderly persons in ways that cause emotional pain or distress.
Verbal forms of emotional elder abuse include:
•
•
•

Intimidation through yelling or threats
Humiliation and ridicule
Habitual blaming or scapegoating

Nonverbal psychological elder abuse can take the form of
• Ignoring the elderly person
• Isolating an elder from friends or activities
• Terrorizing or menacing the elderly person
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Sexual abuse
Sexual elder abuse is contact with an elderly person without the elder’s consent. Such contact can involve physical sex acts, but
activities such as showing an elderly person pornographic material, forcing the person to watch sex acts, or forcing the elder to
undress are also considered sexual elder abuse.
Neglect or abandonment by caregivers
Elder neglect, failure to fulfill a caretaking obligation, constitutes more than half of all reported cases of elder abuse. It can be active
(intentional) or passive (unintentional, based on factors such as ignorance or denial that an elder needs as much care as he or she
does).
Financial exploitation
This involves unauthorized use of an elderly person’s funds or property, either by a caregiver or an outside scam artist.
An unscrupulous caregiver might:
•
•
•
•

Misuse an elder’s personal checks, credit cards, or accounts
Steal cash, income checks, or household goods
Forge the elder’s signature
Engage in identity theft

Typical rackets that target elders include:
• Announcements of a “prize” that the elderly person has won, but must pay money to claim
• Phony charities
• Investment fraud
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General signs of abuse
The following are warning signs of some kind of elder abuse:



Frequent arguments or tension between the caregiver and the elderly person
Changes in personality or behavior in the elder
Section 1.01 s for elder abuse

It’s difficult to take care of a senior when he or she has many different needs, and it’s difficult to be elderly when age brings with it
infirmities and dependence. Both the demands of caregiving and the needs of the elder can create situations in which abuse is more
likely to occur.

We can help reduce the incidence of elder abuse, but it’ll take more effort than we’re making now. Preventing elder abuse means
doing three things:

Preventing elder abuse and neglect
•
•
•

Listening to seniors and their caregivers
Intervening when you suspect elder abuse
Educating others about how to recognize and report elder abuse
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Risk factors among caregivers
Many nonprofessional caregivers — spouses, adult children, other relatives and friends — find taking care of an elder to be satisfying
and enriching. But the responsibilities and demands of elder caregiving, which escalate as the elder’s condition deteriorates, can also
be extremely stressful. The stress of elder care can lead to mental and physical health problems that make caregivers burned out,
impatient, and unable to keep from lashing out against elders in their care.
Among caregivers, significant risk factors for elder abuse are:
•

Inability to cope with stress (lack of resilience)

•

Depression, which is common among caregivers

•

Lack of support from other potential caregivers

•

The caregiver’s perception that taking care of the elder is burdensome and without psychological reward

•

Substance abuse

Even caregivers in institutional settings can experience stress at levels that lead to elder abuse. Nursing home staff may be prone to
elder abuse if they lack training, have too many responsibilities, are unsuited to caregiving, or work under poor conditions.
Reporting elder abuse
If you are an elder who is being abused, neglected, or exploited, tell your doctor, a friend, or a family member whom you trust and
report it to your local police. Police reports can be made confidential to protect those that are reporting abuse. Other people care and
can help you!
And if you see an older adult being abused or neglected, don’t hesitate to report the situation. Don’t assume that someone else will
take care of it or that the person being abused is capable of getting help if he or she really needs it.
Many seniors don't report the abuse they face even if they’re able. Some fear retaliation from the abuser, while others believe that if
they turn in their abusers, no one else will take care of them. When the caregivers are their children, they may be ashamed that their
children are behaving abusively or blame themselves: “If I’d been a better parent when they were younger, this wouldn’t be
happening.” Or they just may not want children they love to get into trouble with the law.
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What you can do as a caregiver to prevent elder abuse
If you’re overwhelmed by the demands of caring for an elder, do the following:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Request help, from friends, relatives, or local respite care agencies, so you can take a break, if only for a couple of hours.
Find an adult day care program.
Stay healthy and get medical care for yourself when necessary.
Adopt stress reduction practices.
Seek counseling for depression, which can lead to elder abuse.
Find a support group for caregivers of the elderly.
If you’re having problems with drug or alcohol abuse, get help.

And remember, elder abuse helplines offer help for caregivers as well. Call a helpline if you think there’s a possibility you might
cross the line into elder abuse.
What you can do as a concerned friend or family member
•
•
•
•
•

Watch for warning signs that might indicate elder abuse. If you suspect abuse, report it.
Take a look at the elder’s medications. Does the amount in the container correspond with the date of the prescription?
Watch for possible financial abuse. Ask the elder if you may scan bank accounts and credit card statements for unauthorized
transactions.
Call and visit as often as you can. Help the elder consider you a trusted confidante.
Offer to stay with the elder so the caregiver can have a break — on a regular basis, if you can.

How you can protect yourself, as an elder, against elder abuse
•
•
•

Make sure your financial and legal affairs are in order. If they aren’t, enlist professional help to get them in order, with the
assistance of a trusted friend or relative if necessary.
Keep in touch with family and friends and avoid becoming isolated, which increases your vulnerability to elder abuse.
If you are unhappy with the care you’re receiving, whether it’s in your own home or in a care facility, speak up.
Tell someone you trust and ask that person to report the abuse, neglect, or substandard care to your state’s elder abuse
helpline or long term care ombudsman, or make the call yourself.

How do I report elder abuse?
Every state in the U.S. has at least one toll-free elder abuse hotline or helpline for reporting elder abuse in the home, in the
community, or in nursing homes and other long-term care facilities. For help in Los Angeles County, the 24 hour hotline to report
elder abuse is (877) 477-3646.
The first agency to respond to a report of elderly abuse, in most states, is Adult Protective Services (APS). Its role is to investigate
abuse cases, intervene, and offer services and advice. Additional information is available at www.lacounty.gov
Preventing elder abuse and neglect
If you are unhappy with the care you are receiving whether it’s in your own home or in a care facility, speak up. Tell someone you
trust and ask that person to report the abuse, neglect, or substandard care to your state’s elder abuse hotline or long term care
ombudsman, or make a call yourself. Finally, if you aren’t in a position to help an elder personally, you can volunteer or donate
money to the cause of educating people about elder abuse, and you can lobby to strengthen state laws and policing so that elder abuse
can be investigated and prosecuted more readily. The life you save down the line may be your own.
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