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INTRODUCTION

This book provides basic, non controversial and 
trusted information that can help a wide spectrum of 
readers. 

The primary objective of the information is to help a 
person provide effective quality care to a loved one or 
someone in his or her care. 

Your role as a caregiver could mean the older person 
in your care is a family member or loved one, or you 
may be a non family member who is helping out a 
friend. Alternatively, you may be a paid health worker 
providing quality care for a client. With this in 
mind, we will alternate between referring to 
family members, loved ones, older persons 
and clients.

All the information is reliable and was 
written by a group of eminent nurse 
educators who ensured the information 
complies with best practice 
guidelines and satisfies the various 
accreditation and regulatory bodies. 
Because there is so much unreliable 
information on the internet, you can 
be assured the “All About” publications 
are HON (Health On the Net) certified.
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This book can be an invaluable aid to: 

•  A caregiver caring for a relative or someone in the 
family;

•  A health worker seeking a reference aid;

•  Any person involved in health care wishing to 
expand his or her knowledge.

SOMETHING TO THINK ABOUT…

It is not how much we have but how 
much we enjoy that makes happiness.

Charles H. Spurgeon
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AN IMPORTANT MESSAGE 
FROM THE PUBLISHER

Each person’s treatment, advice, medical aids, physical 
therapy and other approaches to health care are unique 
and highly dependant upon the diagnosis and overall 
assessment by the medical team.

We emphasize therefore that the information within this 
book is not a substitute for the advice and treatment from 
a health care professional. 

This book provides generic information concerning elder 
abuse and common sense, well established care practices 
for recognizing, preventing, and dealing with elder abuse 
if and when it occurs.

With all this in mind, the publishers and authors disclaim 
any responsibility for any adverse effects resulting directly 
or indirectly from the suggestions contained within this 
book or from any misunderstanding of the content on the 
part of the reader.
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HAVE YOU HEARD

These are actual newspaper headlines 
gathered from papers across the country:

•  “Kids Make Nutritious Snacks”

•  “New Study of Obesity Looks for 
Larger Test Group”

•  “Hospitals are Sued by 7 Foot 
Doctors”

•  “Stolen Painting Found by Tree”

Source: AhaJokes.com
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HOW MUCH DO YOU KNOW?

It helps to figure out how much you know before 
you start. In this way you will have an idea as to the 
gaps in your knowledge prior to reading the content. 
Please circle to indicate the best answer. Remember, 
at this stage, you are not expected to know all the 
answers:

1.  An estimate of the number of older adults who are 
abused in the United States each year is:

a. One million

b. One and a half million

c. Three million

d. Six million

2. Experts believe that:

a. Most cases of elder abuse are false

b. Elder abuse only happens in poor areas

c. Elder abuse is a minor problem in our society 

d. Most cases of elder abuse are never reported
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3. The typical abused older adult is:

a. Male and over 75 years of age
b. Female and over 75 years of age
c. Male and under 75 years of age
d. Female and under 75 years of age

4. The three categories of elder abuse are:
a.  Community elder abuse, hospital elder abuse, and 

self-abuse
b.  Domestic elder abuse, institutional elder abuse, 

and physical abuse

c.  Domestic elder abuse, community health, and self-
neglect or self-abuse

d.  Domestic elder abuse, institutional elder abuse, 
and self-neglect or self-abuse
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5.  The best action for you to take if you become aware 
of elder abuse at work is to:

a.  Ignore it if the abuser is a colleague
b.  Keep records until you are certain that it has taken 

place

c.  Always report it to a law enforcement agency right 
away

d.  Know and follow agency policies and procedures 
on abuse

6. Financial abuse occurs in about:

a. 10% of elder abuse cases

b. 20% of elder abuse cases

c. 30% of elder abuse cases

d. 40% of elder abuse cases

7.  Which employees in a nursing home are most 
likely to be abusive?

a. Newer employees

b. Those who tend to lose their temper easily

c. Younger employees

d. Those with close family relationships
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ANSWERS

1. b. About one and a half million older adults in the 
United States are abused every year.

2. d. Experts believe that most cases of elder abuse 
are never reported.

3. b. The typical abused adult is female and over 75 
years of age. 

4. d. Elder abuse can be divided into three categories: 
domestic elder abuse, institutional elder abuse, 
and self-neglect or self-abuse.  

5. d. Find out about the policies and guidelines in 
your agency. Follow these policies to report the 
abuse.

6. c. Financial abuse occurs in about 30% of all 
cases of elder abuse.

7. b. Some research has shown that abusers in 
nursing homes tend to become angry and to 
lose their tempers more easily than others.
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ELDER ABUSE

Elder abuse occurs in all cultures, societies, and 
countries. About one and a half million older adults 
in the United States are abused every year. In 
Canada, about four percent of older adults living in 
private homes report that they have been abused or 
neglected. The true figures for abuse may be much 
higher than these estimates. Experts believe that 
most cases of elder abuse are never reported.

Elder abuse occurs in the older person’s own home. 
It occurs in nursing homes, assisted living facilities, 
retirement homes, hospitals, and hospices. Elder 
abuse can occur anywhere. It can occur to anyone.
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WHAT IS ELDER ABUSE?

Elder abuse is often called “older adult abuse” or 
“senior abuse”. There is no one accepted definition of 
elder abuse. Different states, countries, and cultures 
define elder abuse in a variety of ways. Elder abuse 
has been described as treating older persons in a 
way that causes them harm or that is likely to harm 
them.

Elder abuse can be divided into three categories. 
These are domestic elder abuse, institutional elder 
abuse, and self-neglect or self-abuse.  

Domestic elder abuse occurs at home when an 
older person is badly treated by someone close to the 
older person. The abuser can be a spouse, a child, 
a friend, or other caregiver. Institutional elder abuse 
is any abuse that occurs in homes for older persons 
such as nursing homes, group homes, or foster 
homes. In this case, a healthcare worker, usually a 
paid caregiver, abuses the older client. Self-neglect 
or self-abuse occurs when older people do not take 
care of themselves, or when they harm themselves 
on purpose.
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Elder abuse includes physical abuse, sexual abuse, 
emotional abuse, neglect, abandonment, self-
neglect, and financial abuse. These types of abuse 
are discussed in more detail further on in the module.

CONSIDER FOR A MOMENT …

Can you think of any factors that

might increase the risk of

abuse of older adults?
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WHO ARE THE VICTIMS OF ELDER ABUSE?

Some older adults are more likely than others to 
be abused. About 68% of elder abuse victims are 
women. The chances of being abused increase with 
age.  The older a person gets, the greater is the risk 
of being abused. The typical abused adult is female 
and over 75 years of age. 

• Older adults are at higher risk of abuse if they:

• Have trouble talking

• Have trouble understanding what is said to them

• Have trouble thinking

• Have physical problems

Abused older adults often have few close relatives or 
friends. They may blame themselves for the abuse. 
They may be too embarrassed or too afraid to tell 
anyone what is happening. Sometimes physical or 
mental problems make it hard for the older person to 
tell anyone that they are being abused.  

Clients in nursing homes and other healthcare 
facilities are also at risk for abuse. Many of these 
clients do not have regular contact with family or 
friends. Most of them have chronic health problems. 
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They depend on healthcare workers to assist with 
their personal care. Some clients have trouble thinking 
due to diseases such as Alzheimer’s disease. Others 
have challenging behaviors and may resist care. 
Studies suggest that clients who are aggressive are 
at higher risk of abuse by staff caring for them.  
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WHO IS THE ELDER ABUSER?

In domestic abuse cases, the elder abuser is quite 
often a family member. A family member was involved 
in about 90% of the cases of neglect and abuse in a 
1996 national study of abuse in the U.S. The victim’s 
adult child or a spouse was the abuser in nearly 68% 
of the cases in the study.

The abuser often lives with the victim.  Caring for an 
older person who needs help with most aspects of 
care is hard work.  Few supports may be in place. 
The caregiver may not have been trained to provide 
the care that is needed. Abuse often occurs when 
the older person’s condition worsens and caregiver 
stress increases.  Hard work and stress, however, 
are never an excuse for abuse. 

Other factors that elder abusers often have in 
common include: 

• History of mental illness

• Family history of violence and abuse

• Problems with alcohol or other drugs

• Lack of money
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The average abuser has cared for the older person 
for at least nine years. The abuser is most often a 
daughter. She may be having marriage problems. 
There could be trouble with alcohol or drugs. The 
abuser often quits work to care for the older person.  
Without that work, the family may have money worries. 
The older person is seen as a burden to the family 
and to the people who take care of her. Sometimes 
the abuser is trying to “get even” because the older 
person abused them when they were children.
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ABUSE BY HEALTHCARE WORKERS

Surveys and reports indicate that elder abuse in 
healthcare facilities is an important problem and that 
many abuse incidents are not reported. Any member 
of the healthcare team can abuse older clients. Abuse 
can take place in a client’s home, an assisted living 
facility, a residential care center, a nursing home, or in 
any setting where healthcare workers care for clients.   

Factors related to elder abuse by healthcare workers 
include:

•  Stress at work (e.g. long hours, too much work 
and not enough staff) 

•  Worker burnout (unable to cope because of high 
stress levels)

• Lack of training  

Research on abuse in nursing homes indicates that 
abuse may be more common in troubled facilities 
(e.g. high staff turnover) and among staff who have 
not been trained in how to manage stress.
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Other risk factors are:

•  Caring for clients with difficult behaviors who strike 
out at healthcare workers, and 

•  Negative feelings towards older persons in general.

Abuse by healthcare workers can be physical, 
emotional, sexual, financial, or it can involve neglect.

Examples of abuse situations include handling 
clients roughly, yelling at clients, stealing from clients, 
refusing to give older persons food or medicine, or 
not letting clients make decisions about their care.

Sometimes healthcare workers abuse clients without 
being aware that they are doing so. One example 

CONSIDER FOR A MOMENT …

Can you think of any other possible

risk factors for abuse among

healthcare workers?
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would be using a restraint on an older client when 
it is not appropriate to do so. Restraints are used to 
protect clients from harming themselves or others. 
Restraints are sometimes needed but they should 
be used only as a last resort when other possible 
measures have been considered. 

A restraint has been described as something that 
limits or restricts freedom of movement. A restraint 
can be a physical device such as a restraining 
garment. A restraint can also be a medication used 
to control a client’s behavior. Locking clients in their 
rooms without their consent would also be considered 
a form of restraint.

The goal of many healthcare facilities is to be restraint 
free. Strict rules are in place regarding how restraints 
can be used. Most facilities require a doctor’s order 
for their use. As an unregulated healthcare worker, 
you would not be responsible for deciding who 
should receive a restraint. You would be expected to 
pass along information to help in the team decision-
making process.
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CONSIDER FOR A MOMENT …

Do you have a restraint policy at your

workplace? If so, what does it say?

There is no “typical” profile of the 
healthcare worker as an abuser. Some 
research has shown that abusers in nursing 
homes tend to become angry and to lose 
their tempers more easily than others. 
As well, these staff members often have 
mental health problems.



23All About Elder Abuse © Mediscript Communications Inc.

SIGNS AND SYMPTOMS OF ELDER ABUSE

Elder abuse includes physical abuse, sexual abuse, 
emotional abuse, neglect, abandonment, self-
neglect, and financial abuse. It is not always easy 
to detect signs of abuse in an older person. Older 
people have skin that tears easily. They may have 
bruises from frequent falls. They may have pain and 
swelling from chronic conditions such as arthritis. 
They may be confused or have health problems that 
make it difficult for them to hear or speak. Some 
types of abuse, such as emotional abuse, are hard 
to detect. 

Outlined below is a description of different types 
of abuse and signs and symptoms for each one. 
The signs and symptoms suggest possible abuse. 
Sometimes these signs and symptoms are present 
when abuse has not occurred. Watch for these signs 
of possible abuse as you care for clients each day. 

Physical abuse

Physical abuse takes place when force is used to 
cause pain or injury. Examples of physical abuse 
include hitting, slapping, biting, burning, and pushing.  
About 25% of elder abuse is physical abuse. 


