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What is Elder Abuse?

A single or repeated act or lack of 
appropriate action, occurring within any 
relationship where there is an expectation 
of trust which causes harm or distress to 
an older person. 

(WHO/INPEA, 2002, p. 3)

(AHRC, 2021)



• Individual: dependency/disability, low income, gender, age, 

ethnicity/diverse background

• Perpetrator: mental health issues, substance abuse, 

dependency, criminal record, childhood FDV, Pan-

 violence, education, minority status, social isolation

• Relationship: family culture, relationship dynamics

• Community: geographical location, degree of service 

support and availability

• Societal: ageist stereotypes, cultural norms

Bi-focal Model of Elder Abuse Risk

Society

Community

Relationship

AbuserIndividual

(adapted from Bonnie & Wallace, 2003; Pillemer, Burnes, Riffin, & Lachs, 2016; WHO, 2015)
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Targeted Interventions at Each Level

Society

Community

Relationship

AbuserIndividual

• Primary prevention: Information, education, 

screening

• Secondary responses: Risk assessment, referral, 

advocacy, counselling, mediation, specialist 

legal/medical/financial

• Tertiary statutory: Legal and statutory responses



Session Overview

{if this is to start off our presentation, just to add an overview of what we are all talking about 

to help the session hang together]



Review of the 

Prevalence and 

Characteristics of 

Elder Abuse in 

QLD: 

Findings & 

proposed 

directions

(Blundell, Clare, J. Clare, 

M., Moir, E. & Webb, E., 

2017)



Findings from Two Projects

Elder Abuse Protocols Project 
(Blundell, Warren & Moir, 2020)

Mistreatment of Older Aboriginal People in Rural 
and Remote Areas (Pitts, 2022)



Elder Abuse Protocols Project 

(Blundell, Warren & Moir, 2020)

(APEA: WA, 2017)

Key Findings

Project takeaways:

• Useful document
• EA protocols need to be localised and supported 

with education and training
• Need details about decision-making capacity 

and notes for diverse and vulnerable groups, 
with specific referral options



Service Barriers in Rural and Remote Western Australia

• Geographical isolation: lack of services and unsuitable 
urban-centric models of service provision (Warren & 
Blundell, 2018)

• Diversity of Aboriginal communities in different 
geographical locations – difficulty generalising research 
(Kaspiew et al., 2016)

• Racism (Government of South Australia, undated)

• Reluctance to engage due to historical mistreatment by 
statutory authorities (Government of South Australia, 
undated)

• Lack of culturally appropriate responses (OPA, 2005)

(unknown, u.d.)

Mistreatment of Older Aboriginal People in 

Rural and Remote Areas (Pitts, 2022) 



Mistreatment of Older Aboriginal People in 

Rural and Remote Areas (Pitts, 2022) 

(Pitts, 2022, p. 16)



Mistreatment of Older Aboriginal People in 

Rural and Remote Areas (Pitts, 2022) 
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Mistreatment of Older Aboriginal People in 

Rural and Remote Areas (Pitts, 2022) 

• An understanding of intergenerational experiences 
and cultural obligations of older Aboriginal people 
must underpin practice. 

• Service delivery models must be flexible and 
appropriately resourced. 

• Consultation and co-design with community and 
ACCOs are fundamental to success. 

• Whilst cultural safety frameworks are often not 
formally referred to, service providers identified 
elements of these as essential to appropriate 
service responses. 

Findings mapped to Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) Model (Pitts, 2022, p. 56)

Key Findings
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How do ageism and sexism intersect in the 

lives of older women who experience violence?

• Old age, in general, is experienced differently by men and women

⚬ Women experience far greater pressure to hide signs of ageing and are more likely to be viewed 

as frail, burdensome and/or incompetent

⚬ Older women are typically more invisible in society than older men

• Older women are also invisible in elder abuse and domestic and family violence (DFV) research

⚬ DFV research typically excludes women over the age of 50-60 years old

⚬ Elder abuse research typically does not use the same gendered lens as DFV research, conflating 

the experiences of both men and women

• This invisibility leads to older women’s experiences of violence being disbelieved, minimised, or even 

justified

(Cecil et al., 2021; Crockett et al., 2018)



What do we know about violence against older 

women in Australia?

13.6% of Australian men 

over the age of 65 report 

experiencing elder abuse in 

the last 12 months

15.9% of Australian women 

over the age of 65 report 

experiencing elder abuse in 

the last 12 months

(Qu et al., 2021)



The Women’s Experiences of 

Violence Across the Lifespan 

(WEVAL) Project

• Two stage project conducted from 2021-2024

• Stage One

⚬ International scoping literature review

⚬ Australian federal policy review

• Stage Two

⚬ Online surveys of Australian practitioners

⚬ Online surveys and follow-up interviews of 

Australian women with lived experience of 

violence



Domestic and family violence 

(DFV)
Any violence that occurs within family 

relationships, such as between parents and 

children, siblings, intimate or dating partners or 

kinship relationships

Most common forms:

• Physical abuse

• Sexual abuse

• Emotional/psychological abuse

• Financial/economic abuse

(AIHW, 2024; Warren et al., 2024)

Elder abuse

A single or repeated act, or lack of 

appropriate action, occurring within any 

relationship where there is an expectation of 

trust which causes harm or distress to an 

older person

Most common forms:

• Physical abuse

• Sexual abuse

• Emotional/psychological abuse

• Financial abuse

• Neglect

(Warren et al., 2024; WHO, 2024)



Relationship

Occurs within specific relationships where there is 

an expectation of trust

Abuse therefore constitutes a violation of trust

Behaviour

Single incident or pattern of incidents

Commissions and omissions

Behaviours are largely similar, though may be 

perceived differently (e.g., neglect vs. economic 

abuse)

Intention

Intentional vs. unintentional

Power and control vs. benefit

Harm

Causes actual or potential physical and/or 

emotional harm to the victim

(Warren et al., 2024)



How do practitioners categorise abuse of older 

women?

Doris (70)

Experiencing verbal/emotional and physical from 

husband of 54 years

Husband has a recent Alzheimer’s dementia diagnosis

Elsie (71)

Experiencing financial and verbal/emotional abuse 

from adult son

Son and family recently moved into Elsie’s home 

following her husband’s death

“I would be tempted to term it Elder abuse because of their age, but it’s been going on the entire marriage. If it started when Doris became older or infirm, and if the perp was attempting to access her 

resources, limit her access to health care or generally financially abuse her then it would trend more towards Elder abuse. This seems like domestic violence that has followed Doris into old age, not 

started there.”

- Practitioner, case study 3 (Doris)

“Abuse is controlling behaviours and relevant to Elsie being older i.e., using power of attorney as method of control, financial abuse while being on pension etc.”

- Practitioner, case study 5 (Elsie)

“… could also be argued as being Family Violence as her son is demonstrating financial abuse & cohesive control [sic] over her affairs, but I feel an Elder abuse service would be better placed to advise on 

this matter.”

- Practitioner, case study 5 (Elsie)



Unique experiences of older women who are 

victim-survivors of both DFV and elder abuse

Abuse experiences are intrinsically linked

“With the discipline, with kids and that, he always went against me. The youngest one, when she was 16, it was him and 

her against me. And she’s turned out just like him actually.” - P210 (interview)

“I just don’t understand, I’m her mum… she used to be, in her early part of marriage, forever, ‘I need money, Mum…’ And 

he would always be telling me off, ‘Don’t give her this. Don’t give her that.’ But I think – I’m positive, I know for sure, but I 

can’t prove it—and that is that he’d be saying one thing to me and saying another thing to her. And I think that’s why she 

was against me.” - P84 (interview)

“And what he’s done is he’s just exerted power and control over the kids. And so, they’re adults, but I have no contact with 

them, because they’re not allowed to. And so, two of them have threatened me… And he won’t go to any family events if 

I’m there. So, I’m not invited to family events.” - P122 (interview)



Key takeaways – elder abuse and gender

Older people’s voices (and particularly the voices of older women) are often invisible in 

relation to a range of issues, including abuse - how might you be able elevate these 

missing perspectives in your own work?

Older women may experience both elder abuse and DFV - how can we make sure that 

older women in our communities are aware of abuse and where to seek help if needed? 

How do we make sure responses are appropriate across the lifespan?
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The abuse of ethnically diverse older 
people: Intersections of culture and age

• Prevalence of abuse and risk factors for 

CaLD older people

• Everyone’s Business – findings from 

research into responses to abuse in WA

• Best practice guidelines for interviewing 

older people at risk – a new tool for 

services and professionals

25



Prevalence of abuse in Australia

26

• 1 in 6 (15.7%) older adults worldwide 

experience abuse (Yon et al. 2017) 

• National Elder Abuse Prevalence Study 

found pooled prevalence rate among 

community dwelling people aged 65+ in 

Australia is 14.8% (Qu et al. 2021)

• Abuse of older people has differently 

gendered dimensions to other forms of 

abuse or family violence 

• Prevalence rate for CaLD subsample in 

National Elder Abuse Prevalence Study 

similar at 15.3% (Qu et al. 2021)



NEAPS CaLD subsample

27

• Factors associated with elder abuse 

for CaLD subsample:

• Gender – higher prevalence for 

women than men

• Living alone

• Living with children, esp. abuse 

relating to language and culture and 

abuse relating to labour 

expectations 

• Limitations of CaLD subsample

• Small – 608 of 7,000 older adults; 

660 of 3,400 general community.

• ‘CaLD’ collapses diverse experiences

• Findings hard to ‘disentangle’ from 

other intersecting factors (p.19)



2020-2022 research in Western Australia

16 Days in WA 28



A complicated service landscape

16 Days in WA 29



CaLD focus group and interviews – key findings 

30

• Language as a barrier in responding to abuse

• Limited information and resources in languages other than English

• (Mis)translation and challenges of communicating key terms and concepts 

• Reliance on adult children or other relatives to act as interpreters

• Limitations of accessing TIS

• Confidentiality concerns

• Unfamiliar or stigmatized topic for interpreters – need for more training and awareness 



“They do not speak English 
so they just miss out. They 
don’t know how to tell 
them, don’t have the 
language they need, so they 
are just lost .”

CaLD focus group participant 

(service provider)

31



“If I translate ‘abuse’ to [my 
language] it’s a very severe 
word. It implies really extreme 
abuse like imprisonment or 
torture.”

CaLD focus group participant 

(service provider)

32



CaLD focus group and interviews – key findings 

33

• Language as a barrier in responding to abuse

• Limited information and resources in languages other than English

• (Mis)translation and challenges of communicating key terms and concepts 

• Reliance on adult children or other relatives to act as interpreters

• Limitations of accessing TIS

• Confidentiality concerns

• Unfamiliar or stigmatized topic for interpreters – need for more training and awareness 

• Limited health literacy and lack of appropriate services

• CaLD people accessing services later and in poorer health than others

• Shortage of culturally appropriate services that can act as protective factor (esp home care 

and community care) 

• Differentiation between services for established CaLD communities vs new and emerging



CaLD focus group and interviews – key findings 

34

• Cultural issues in understanding and responding to abuse 

• Expectations and norms around family decision making and management of family 

resources and assets 

• Expectations around intergenerational care obligations, including elder care and 

grandparenting care 

• Expectations around social care, formal care services vs family care, and ‘successful ageing’ 

or ‘ageing well’



“Ethnic communities 
operate differently on the 

family level… more 
interlinked and 

sometimes it’s very 
difficult to draw the line 
between what is abuse 

and what is actually just 
cultural.”

CaLD focus group participant 

(service provider)
35



CaLD focus group and interviews – key findings 

36

• Cultural issues in understanding and responding to abuse 

• Expectations and norms around family decision making and management of family 

resources and assets 

• Expectations around intergenerational care obligations, including elder care and 

grandparenting care 

• Expectations around social care, formal care services vs family care, and ‘successful ageing’ 

or ‘ageing well’

• The impacts of migration and migration policy

• Familiarity with Australian public administration and daily life, including health and care 

services, legal systems, public transport, driving habits, etc. 

• Diminished and/or non-proximate social networks and sources of support 

• Pre-migration trauma

• Visa costs and processing times (parent visas), prolonged temporariness and service 

(in)eligibility (visitor and sponsored parent visas), and related dependencies



Best practice guidelines for interviewing

16 Days in WA 37

• Commissioned by the Older People’s Rights Service 

(OPRS) at Northern Suburbs Community Legal Centre

• Responding to resource gap identified in earlier research

• Steering group: Advocare, COTA WA, NSCLC, Centre for 

Women’s Safety and Wellbeing, Office of Commissioner 

for Victims of Crime, Department of Communities, WA 

Police Force

• Target end users: Service providers and professionals 

who conduct interviews with older people at risk of or 

experiencing harm



First half – theory and context

16 Days in WA 38



Second half – practical interviewing tips

16 Days in WA 39
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