Elder Abuse 

Agnes, 85 years old, lost her husband last year. Because of her own problems with arthritis and congestive heart failure, Agnes moved in with her 55-year-old daughter, Emily. The situation is difficult for all of them. Sometimes Emily feels as if she’s at the end of her rope, caring for her mother, worrying about her college-age son and about her husband, who is about to be forced into early retirement. Emily has caught herself calling her mother names and accusing her mother of ruining her life. Recently, she lost her temper and slapped her mother. In addition to feeling frightened and isolated, Agnes feels trapped and worthless …

James is a financially secure 90-year-old man who has been healthy and active until the last year. He has finally agreed to move in with his oldest daughter, Lorraine, who now believes her father "owes her" more of his money than her brother and two sisters are entitled to. She talks her father into giving her power of attorney for his bank accounts "as a convenience," then writes herself large checks that she tells herself are for "expenses." Soon she has come up with excuses to transfer a significant portion of his investment holdings into her name. James has no energy to oversee his finances and is totally trusting that his daughter has his best interests at heart …

Like other forms of abuse, elder abuse is a complex problem, and it is easy for people to have misconceptions about it. Many people who hear "elder abuse and neglect" think about older people living in nursing homes or about elderly relatives who live all alone and never have visitors. But elder abuse is not just a problem of older people living on the margins of our everyday life. It is right in our midst.

What is elder abuse?
Elder abuse constitutes a single repeated act or lack of appropriate action, which causes an older person harm or distress and usually occurs within a relationship where there is an expectation of trust. Elder abuse can take many forms, e.g. physical, emotional, financial, verbal, sexual, neglect, withchcraft and the violation of an older person’s human rights.

The cultural and/or religious beliefs of an older person must be considered in order to understand fully the impact of elder abuse on an individual.

Types of abuse and signs to look out for: any act of physical abuse (e.g. pushing, hitting, shaking, slapping) that causes injury or physical discomfort, the unauthorized or inappropriate use of physical or chemical (medication) restraints, administering incorrect or excessive medication.
Signs to look for: bruises, cuts, burns, swellings, unexplained injuries and pain, reduced mental or physical activity, distraction, depression.

Financial Abuse/Exploitation
Any use, misuse or extortion of an older person’s property and/or assets without their full consent, coercing older persons to sign documents that they have not or cannot read (because of poor literacy or eyesight); power of attorney given when the older person is not able to fully comprehend the implications.

Signs to look for: a noticeable difference in the known income and standard of living, alterations to wills, missing possessions (e.g. jewellery, clothing, ornaments, furniture), unusual bank balances or transactions, disappearing bank statements, shortage of food, clothing.

Sexual Abuse
Sexual behaviour towards an older person without his/her full knowledge and/or consent, including sexual harassment.

Signs to look for: bruising, bleeding, pain or injury in the abdominal, anal and genital areas, recurrent bouts of cystitis, sexually transmitted diseases and/or symptoms of emotional abuse.

Psychological/Emotional
Any act or acts that inflict emotional or mental suffering, verbal or non-verbal intimidation, shouting, insulting, humiliation, ignoring, threatening.

Signs to look for: nervousness (especially in the presence of the perpetrator), agitation, anxiety, low self-esteem, fear and withdrawal.

Neglect – active and passive
Inadequate provision of food, clothing, shelter, medical treatment and/or essential medication required for the physical and mental well being of an older person, intentionally or unintentionally. Self-neglect is the behaviour of an older person that threatens his/her own health of safety. It excludes the right of mentally competent older person who fully understands the consequences of his/her decision e.g. to refuse medical treatment.

Signs to look for: malnutrition dehydration, untreated medical conditions, dirty living conditions, unkempt appearance.

Violation of Human Rights
The denial of fundamental rights such as respect for dignity, personal privacy, freedom of thought, belief, opinion, speech, expression and movement; any violation of the Bill of Rights as laid out in the Constitution of South Africa.

Signs to look for: syymptoms of psychological, emotional abuse.

Systematic
This is any violation of an individual or group of older person’s rights as a result of an action or lack of appropriate action by the State or other statutory body or organization.
Signs to look for: pensions that have been stopped without adequate warning, essential medication not available at day hospitals, clinics, essential information not passed on to older persons.

Witchcraft
Some elderly black people, especially women, living alone, who are particularly wrinkled or who have darkened skins due to age, or who are suffering from dementia, are branded as witches by their community and blamed for any disaster e.g. crop failure, storm damage that have occurred in the area. As a result they are ostracized, sometimes physically abused and have even been set alight along with their houses. This happens mainly in rural areas.

Signs to look for: symptoms of physical, psychological and emotional abuse particularly in a person who is isolated from the community.

None of the signs noted above mean that elder abuse has taken place, but should raise concern and be investigated further. Listen to older persons and take their complaints seriously.

If you feel you are being abused or neglected...
Your personal safety is most important. If you can safely talk to someone about the abuse (such as your doctor, a trusted friend, or member of the clergy) who can remove you from the situation or find help for the abuser, do so at once. If your abuser is threatening you with greater abuse if you tell anyone, and if the abuser refuses to leave you alone in a room with others who could help, you are probably afraid to let anyone know what is happening to you. A good strategy is to let your doctor know about the abuse. The doctor has a legal obligation to report the abuser and to help you find safety.

If you are able to make phone calls, you can call protective services or a trusted friend who can help you find safety and also find help for the person who is abusing you.

If you feel you have been abusive or are in danger of abusing an older person in your care...
There is help available if you have been abusive to an older person or if you feel you want to hurt someone you are caring for. The solution may be to find ways of giving yourself a break and relieving the tension of having total responsibility for an older person who is completely dependent on you. 

If you recognize that abuse, neglect, or violence is a way you often solve problems, you will need expert help to break old patterns. There is help and hope for you, but you must take the first step as soon as possible. You can learn new ways of relating that are not abusive. You can change. Talk with someone who can help – a trusted friend or family member, a counselor, your pastor, priest, or rabbi. If alcohol or drugs are a problem, consider contacting Alcoholics Anonymous or some other self-help group.

Therapists specialize in helping people change destructive behaviors; to find a competent therapist, ask your physician or your health plan for a recommendation. If you cannot afford private therapy, call your state mental health services department to find out what your options are.

The most important thing for you is to be honest-with yourself and with those who want to help you-about your history of violent behavior and about your abusive relationship with the older person. Someone’s life-and your own-may depend on it.

Where To Go for Help
To report elder abuse call HEAL (Halt Elder Abuse Line) on 0800 00 3081
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