Elder Abuse - Its Nature and Possible Remedies
In general, the broad term "elder abuse" is used to encompass several forms of misconduct
directed toward individuals aged 60 or older. Elder abuse is considered to be a serious problem in
the United States by the Administration on Aging (AoA) of the U.S. Department of Health &
Human Services. The AoA reports that, each year, hundreds of thousands of older persons are
abused, neglected and exploited. In most cases, perpetrators of elder abuse were found to be
family members of the victim.
Common Forms of Elder Abuse
Elder abuse is a crime governed by individual state law. State law definitions and other specifics
concerning elder abuse vary. However, elder abuse can generally be considered as any knowing,
intentional or negligent act by a caregiver or any other person that causes harm or a serious risk
of harm to a vulnerable adult. Common forms of elder abuse include:
• Physical abuse – Inflicting, or threatening to inflict, physical pain or injury on a vulnerable
elder, or depriving them of a basic need.
• Emotional abuse – Inflicting mental pain, anguish or distress on an elder person through
verbal or nonverbal acts.
• Sexual abuse – Non-consensual sexual contact of any kind.
• Exploitation (financial) – Illegal taking, misuse or concealment of funds, property or assets
of a vulnerable elder.
• Neglect – Refusal or failure by those responsible to provide food, shelter, health care or
protection to a vulnerable elder.
• Abandonment – The desertion of a vulnerable elder by anyone who has assumed the
responsibility for the care or custody of that person.

Common Perpetrators and Victims
Abuse against older persons is committed most often by family members. Usually, the
perpetrators are the adult children or spouses of the elderly victims. Elder abuse can affect people
of all ethnicities, social status and gender. However, men are more often perpetrators, while
women are more often victims. Most victims are "vulnerable" adults; those who are unable to
care for, or protect themselves due to age and/or disability.
Self-Neglect
One unique form of elder abuse is self-neglect. Self-neglect occurs when an elderly individual
fails to care for themselves, which leads to illness or injury. For example, a family member,
friend or neighbor may find an elderly person that they know, to be in a physical or mental
condition that is hazardous to their health or safety. Self-neglect can include behaviors such as:
• Hoarding
• Failure to take essential medications or refusal to seek needed medical treatment
• Leaving a burning stove unattended
• Failure to maintain adequate hygiene
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Failure to dress warmly in cold weather
Confusion
Inability to attend to household chores
Dehydration

Self-neglect is the form of elder abuse that is most often reported to state protection agencies.
These symptoms often coincide with declining health, isolation, Alzheimer's disease or dementia,
or drug and alcohol abuse.
Reporting Elder Abuse
All states and the District of Columbia have laws, regulations and/or programs that protect and
assist the elderly. If elder abuse is suspected, it can typically be reported via a state Adult
Protective Services (APS) agency hotline or to law enforcement. Some states, such as California,
require certain individuals, including all employees of long-term care facilities (e.g., nursing
homes or adult care centers), to report abuse or suspected abuse. Generally, average citizens are
encouraged, but not required to report elder abuse.
Adult Protective Services
As mentioned, all states have APS agencies. Some APS agencies serve only "vulnerable" adults
ages 18-59, but most serve vulnerable adults of all ages. Typically, APS workers are the first to
respond to and to conduct investigations on incidents of elder abuse. Since these agencies are
governed by state law, APS procedures vary. For example, state APS laws may differ with regard
to the following:
• The age at or circumstances under which a victim is eligible to receive services and the
definition of abuse
• Types of abuse, neglect and exploitation that are covered
• Classification of the abuse as criminal or civil
• Whether reporting is mandatory or voluntary
• Investigation responsibility and procedures
• Remedies for abuse

