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Elder Abuse: The Impact of a New Social Phenomenon

By Mary Breaux, PhD

While the month of May marks Elder Abuse
Prevention Month, a symbolic time to in-
crease understanding and cooperation in
addressing the issues associated with elder
abuse, June 15th, 2015 marked World Elder
Abuse Awareness Day (WEAAD). WEAAD
was initially launched on June 15, 2006 by
the International Network for the Prevention
of Elder Abuse and the World Health Organi-
zation at the United Nations. The purpose of
WEAAD is to provide an opportunity for
communities around the world to promote a
better understanding of abuse and neglect of
older persons by raising awareness of the
cultural, social, economic and demographic
processes affecting elder abuse and neglect.

Elder abuse, neglect and exploitation is an
upcoming social problem facing society. It
has gained more attention in recent decades
due to an increase in education and public
awareness, however there is still a great
need for ongoing awareness and research. In
general, elder abuse refers to the intentional
or neglectful acts by a caregiver or trusted
individual that lead to, or may lead to, harm
of a vulnerable elder.! This multidimensional
phenomenon can occur anywhere, in the
home, in nursing homes, or other institutions

and affects seniors across all socio-
economic groups, cultures and races. Alt-
hough cases of abuse and neglect have
been associated with serious harm and
sometimes death, many cases go unrecog-
nized or unreported. Each year an estimat-
ed 5 million older Americans are victims of
elder abuse, neglect, or exploitation, how-
ever experts believe that for every case of
elder abuse or neglect reported, as many
as 23 cases go unreported. Research stud-
ies related to incidences and prevalence of
elder abuse show that many older individ-
uals are abused in their own home, by
family members or caretakers and often
times are reluctant to report for fear of
losing their independence or becoming
institutionalized. This means that very few
seniors who have been abused get the help
they need.

The impact of significant societal aging
associated with elder abuse is profound.
According to the 2010 U.S. Census, the
greatest number and proportion of people
age 65 and older in all of decennial census
history was 40.3 million, or 13% of the
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total population. Additionally, by 2050, people
age 65 and older are expected to comprise
20% of the total U.S. population and it is pro-
jected that there will be 19 million people aged
85 years or older.2 Experts predict this growth
in the older population will produce even more
cases of elder mistreatment due to longer life
expectancy, chronic diseases, and disabilities.

Adult Protective Services (APS) investigates
allegations of elder abuse and neglect and pro-
vides or arranges for services to alleviate or
prevent future maltreatment. More than half of
all cases reported to APS involve neglect.3 One
of the most common situations Adult Protec-
tive Services encounters is adults who are ne-
glecting themselves due to some contributing
factor. Some factors contributing to elder
abuse are isolation, reduced cognitive capacity,
physical disability, caregiver dependence, and
poverty. According to experts, elders who ex-
perience abuse have a 300% higher risk of
death when compared to those who had not
been abused. Additionally, victims of elder
abuse have had significantly higher levels of
psychological distress and lower perceived self
-efficacy than older adults who have not been
victimized. Elder victims of violence have addi-
tional health care problems than other older
adults, including increased bone or joint prob-
lems, digestive problems, depression or anxie-
ty, chronic pain, high blood pressure, and heart
problems.* The effects of elder abuse have
proven to be costly with regard to poorer
health outcomes and social wellbeing and sig-
nificant increases in the risk for premature
mortality.

As the nation’s population ages, elder abuse
prevention becomes even more important.
Elder mistreatment is a great concern for pro-
fessionals and communities who witness the
harmful effects it leaves on victims and fami-
lies. Raising public awareness can assist mil-
lions of older people, caregivers, and profes-
sionals in understanding ways to prevent elder
abuse and how to address it if it does occur. As
elder abuse awareness becomes more appar-
ent in society, it becomes a valuable tool to
positively impact the outcome of this type of
abuse. With a collective knowledge base to
prevent and combat elder abuse, everyone can
play a role in knowing how to recognize and
respond to the signs of elder abuse, neglect,
and financial exploitation.

To report suspected elder abuse, neglect or fi-
nancial exploitation, contact your local Adult
Protective Services agency.
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During the 2015 Crime Vic-
tims> Rights Week, Karen
Kalergis was honored by the
Office for Victims of Crime for
her work in victim services.
Karen was a recipient of this
year’s National Crime Victim
Service Award, a prestigious
award that honors noteworthy
individuals and programs that
provide services to victims of

In the WOI‘kS.... crime and exemplify a long-

term commitment.

Look for upcoming publications from the Crime Victims’ Institute on: Karen began working in victim
services in 1991 and since that

time she has had a variety of
e Campus Sexual Assault-Title IX Coordinator Survey roles and been involved with

e Evaluation of an Expedited Domestic Violence Court numerous victim service initia-
tives in Texas. Earlier in her

career Karen was involved with
e Bullying and Fear of Victimization initiating notice of rights for
victims and creating a state cri-
sis consortium which partnered
victim assistance and emergen-
cy management. She has also
o ) been instrumental in coordinat-
gﬁ:ﬁifgﬁ?ﬁﬁi&ult/nomestic Violence SDal‘AIZ:tr(l)ii?)arza’ Chairman Ing VICtI.mS, “ghts SEJI'T!mItS, o.ne

of the first State Victim Assis-
tance Academies in the nation,
and a research to practice sym-

e Characteristics and Processing cases Involving Strangulation

e Safety Planning Among College Students
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Upcoming Events

Annual Crimes Against Children Conference
Dallas, TX 8/10-13/2015

National Organization for Victim Assistance Conference
Dallas, TX 8/16-19/2015

Institute on Violence Abuse & Trauma 20th International Conference
San Diego, CA 8/23-26/2015

S h / 2015 VOCA National Training Conference
are your Ny Washington, DC 8/25-27/2015

ideas:

National Sexual Assault Conference
Los Angeles, CA 9/2-4/2015

Wewelcome your inpUt' . 2015 National Center for Victims of Crime National Conference
Please send issues or \ ' Anaheim, CA 9/9-11/2015
topics you would like to

see CVI conduct :

research on to: : - “zom Annually on

June 15th
crimevictims@shsu.edu
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