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Preface

Reports of this kind typically begin by calling at-
tention to the magnitude and social cost of the problem being explored.
The fact that equivalent statements cannot be made with any confidence
about elder mistreatment is a telling indication of the need for the report, as
well as for an intensified program of research. No survey of the U.S.
population has ever been undertaken to provide a national estimate for the
occurrence of any form of elder mistreatment; the magnitude of the prob-
lem—among community-dwelling elders, as well as those residing in long-
term care facilities—is basically unknown. The best estimates, based on
figures extrapolated from local studies, suggest that the national prevalence
of elder mistreatment (including physical abuse, psychological abuse, and
neglect) is between 1 and 2 million.

The occurrence and severity of elder mistreatment are likely to increase
markedly over the coming decades, as the population ages, caregiving re-
sponsibilities and relationships change, and increasing numbers of older
persons require long-term care.

Although the magnitude of elder mistreatment is unknown, its social
and moral importance is self-evident. However, there is no solid under-
standing of the nature, causes, and consequences of elder mistreatment, the
effectiveness and cost of current interventions, or measures that could suc-
cessfully be taken to prevent it or to ameliorate its effects. The purpose of
this report is to help the nation remedy this deficiency.

In Understanding Child Abuse and Neglect (1993) and Violence in
Families (1998), the National Research Council was able to map out a

Xiii
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comprehensive blueprint for research in the adjacent domains of child mis-
treatment and intimate partner violence. However, so little is now known
about elder mistreatment that it would be premature to draw up a detailed
research agenda for this nascent field. Instead, this report is best seen as
laying the foundation for a much-needed scientific effort. The panel em-
phasizes the need to develop a better understanding of elder mistreatment
in its different forms, to develop better measures for it, and to undertake a
variety of population-based studies to ascertain prevalence and risk factors.
Several priorities for research are identified in relation to the determinants
of elder mistreatment, clinical screening and case identification, and pre-
ventive interventions.

We are not the first to lament the poor state of knowledge about elder
mistreatment. In 1986, a consensus conference of leading researchers (in-
cluding two of our panel members) was convened at the University of New
Hampshire to point the way toward advancing knowledge. The conclu-
sions and recommendations reached at that conference are strikingly simi-
lar to those appearing in this report.

One of the participants at the New Hampshire conference was Rosalie
Wolf, by all accounts one of the founding leaders of the elder mistreatment
field. The panel expressed its deep gratitude to Dr. Wolf for presenting her
views at our initial meeting, despite her poor health, and was devastated
when she passed away within weeks of her appearance at our meeting. We
are publishing the remarks that she delivered at that meeting as an appen-
dix to this report. Indeed, our report is in many ways a tribute to Dr.
Wolf’s heroic efforts over three decades to nurture the field of elder mis-
treatment research.

Abuse and neglect of older individuals in society breaches a widely
embraced moral commitment to protect vulnerable people from harm and
to ensure their well-being and security. To carry out this commitment, one
cannot rely on good intentions alone. A substantial investment in scientific
research along the lines outlined in this report is imperative to enable
society to enhance its understanding of elder mistreatment and to mount an
effective response to it in the 21st century.

Richard J. Bonnie, Chair

Panel to Review Risk and Prevalence
of Elder Abuse and Neglect
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Executive Summary

Elder mistreatment is a recognized social problem
of uncertain, though probably increasing, magnitude. According to the
best available estimates, between 1 and 2 million Americans age 65 or older
have been injured, exploited, or otherwise mistreated by someone on whom
they depended for care or protection. The frequency of occurrence of elder
mistreatment will undoubtedly increase over the next several decades, as
the population ages. Yet little is known about its characteristics, causes, or
consequences or about effective means of prevention. This report is in-
tended to point the way toward better understanding of the nature and
scope of the problem, a necessary condition for the development of in-
formed policies and programs.

As defined in this report, “elder mistreatment” refers to (a) intentional
actions that cause harm or create a serious risk of harm (whether or not
harm is intended) to a vulnerable elder by a caregiver or other person who
stands in a trust relationship to the elder or (b) failure by a caregiver to
satisfy the elder’s basic needs or to protect the elder from harm. The term
“mistreatment” is meant to exclude cases of so-called self-neglect—failure
of an older person to satisfy his or her own basic needs and to protect
himself or herself from harm—and also cases involving victimization of
elders by strangers.

While elder mistreatment has attracted sustained efforts from practitio-
ners and some interest from policy makers over the past two decades, it has
not received concomitant attention from researchers or from the agencies
that provide research funding. No major foundation has identified this
field as one of its priorities, and the federal investment has been modest at
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2 ELDER MISTREATMENT

best. For example, fewer than 15 studies on elder mistreatment have been
funded by the National Institute on Aging (NTA) since 1990, and support
from other agencies has been even less substantial. As a result, elder mis-
treatment research has thus far been confined to a small community of
investigators who have produced a modest body of knowledge concerning
the phenomenology, magnitude, etiology, and consequences of elder mis-
treatment. Estimates of mistreated elders have been based on sample sur-
veys in local areas and projected to the total U.S. population. Preventive
and remedial interventions have been unsystematic, episodic, and poorly
evaluated. In recognition of these deficiencies, the National Institute on
Aging requested the National Research Council, through the Committee on
National Statistics, to establish a panel of experts to assess the current state
of knowledge in the area of elder mistreatment and to formulate a set of
recommendations for a research agenda in that field.

When the body of published and unpublished research reports on elder
mistreatment is examined as a whole, a number of weaknesses emerge:

Unclear and inconsistent definitions
Unclear and inadequate measures
Incomplete professional accounts
Lack of population-based data

Lack of prospective data

Lack of control groups

Lack of systematic evaluation studies

Among the factors accounting for these deficiencies are:

Little funding and few investigators

Methodological uncertainties, especially about surveys

Ethical uncertainties regarding research practices

Inadequate links between researchers and service agencies
Impoverished theory

Intertwined and varying research definitions and statutory defini-
tions

e Divergent research traditions in gerontology and family violence

In order the rectify these problems and to propel the field forward, the
panel recommends the following agenda for research.

RECOMMENDED RESEARCH AGENDA

Basic research on the phenomenology of elder mistreatment is a critical
early step in the further development of the field. Such research will lead to

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.
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a much better understanding of the key elements of elder mistreatment,
which in turn will facilitate the development of broadly accepted opera-
tional definitions and the development of research and clinical measures for
these phenomena. Examples of such research include studies of: (1) the
kinds of trust relationships that older persons enter into, the other parties
involved in these relationships, the foundations of these relationships, and
their association with different types of mistreatment; (2) the different types
of harms that mistreated older persons may suffer, the interrelationship of
the different harms (e.g., relationship of physical to emotional to financial),
the severity of harms, their temporal characteristics, and their natural his-
tory; (3) the injurious conduct or omissions of other parties in trust rela-
tionships, how they manifest themselves, and their natural history; (4) the
psychological effects of mistreatment, including types of psychological
harm, their presentation, and their natural history; and (5) the circum-
stances under which harm is most likely to have been caused by the acts or
omissions of another person.

Development of widely accepted operational definitions and validated
and standardized measurement methods for the elements of elder mistreat-
ment is urgently needed to move the field forward. The field must develop
widely accepted operational definitions of the elements of elder mistreat-
ment, its different forms, and associated risk factors and outcomes. The
field must also develop a series of measures for these elements, with good
(and known) reliability and validity. A menu of measures is necessary for
each of the multiple contexts of research, including screening and case
identification in clinical settings as well as studies of elder mistreatment in
populations.

Population-based surveys of elder mistreatment occurrence are feasible
and should be given a high priority by funding agencies. Preparatory
funding should be provided to develop and test measures for identifying
elder mistreatment. There is inadequate information on elder mistreatment
occurrence among both community-dwelling and institutionalized elders.
However, before embarking on such surveys, the aims and rationale for
them should be clearly delineated, and the strengths and weaknesses of the
survey methodology fully understood. Different methods and approaches
may be required for various types of mistreatment, and multiple modes of
case ascertainment should be considered and evaluated. Survey-acquired
information could be enhanced by appropriately applied record linkage
techniques. Complementary study of biomarkers that may enhance elder
mistreatment case identification should be explored.

Funding agencies should give priority to the design and fielding of
national prevalence and incidence studies of elder mistreatment. These
studies should include both a large-scale, independent study of prevalence
and modular add-ons to surveys of aging populations. Acquiring valid
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national elder mistreatment occurrence rates is critically needed for im-
proved policy formulation. After appropriate methodological development,
a national survey of elder mistreatment occurrence and risk factors, de-
signed to inform important policy issues relevant to elder mistreatment
prevention and treatment, should be conducted.

It is logistically feasible to add elder mistreatment case screening or
detection modules to existing, comprehensive geographic health and social
surveys, including longitudinal studies of aging populations, and attempts
should be made to further this application. Those surveys that have access
to frail, vulnerable elders and that contain study variables related to the risk
or outcomes of elder mistreatment are the ones most likely to be fruitful.
Such piggybacking of elder mistreatment items and instruments could also
serve as a test bed for developing methodology intended for national sur-
veys.

In addition to improved household and geographically referent sam-
pling techniques, new methods of sampling and identifying elder mistreat-
ment victims in the community should be developed in order to improve the
validity and comprehensiveness of elder mistreatment occurrence estimates.
It is likely that household sampling, while extremely useful, will be incom-
plete to some degree because of difficulty in gaining access to those house-
holds and respondents most at risk of elder mistreatment. A particular
problem is accessing and characterizing the wide variety of assisted living
and related residential facilities where many vulnerable elders are located.
Developing additional ways to approach and access these populations may
require other sampling techniques, such as through social networks and
institutions, or the health care system.

The clinical course, antecedents, and outcomes of the various types of
elder mistreatment occurrence are poorly understood, necessitating more
longitudinal investigations, including follow-up studies of the clinical, so-
cial, and psychological outcomes of elder mistreatment cases detected.
Many elder mistreatment situations are recurrent and may have various
incarnations over long periods, making the definition of an elder mistreat-
ment “event” difficult to define. Thus, further work on the nature, period-
icity, variation, and triggers for elder mistreatment are needed and will
require longitudinal investigations. Furthermore, the health and social
outcomes of elder mistreatment are not well studied and require further
investigation, an absolute requisite for prevention and intervention research.

The occurrence of elder mistreatment in the institutional setting, in-
cluding hospitals, long-term care and assisted living situations, is all but
uncharacterized and needs new study sampling and detection methods.
Sampling and surveillance techniques may be different from those em-
ployed in community-based elder mistreatment detection, and considerable
innovation may be required.
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Studies are greatly needed that examine risk indicators and risk and
protective factors for different types of elder mistreatment. It may make
little conceptual sense to combine, for example, physical violence and ne-
glect as subsets of the same phenomenon. Because of the relatively larger
number of case-control studies focusing on physical violence, more reliable
information regarding risk factors has emerged for that manifestation of
elder mistreatment. Research is needed on risk factors for neglect, psycho-
logical mistreatment, sexual abuse, and financial abuse. Further, studies of
the co-occurrence of different abuse types, and risk factors for such co-
occurrence, are needed. This research should not neglect the study of
protective factors for elder mistreatment. A particularly critical need exists
for studies of risk factors for elder mistreatment in institutional settings.

Research on risk factors should be expanded to take into consideration
the clinical course of elder mistreatment. Although longitudinal data are
absent, it seems probable that elder abuse situations may follow a pattern
similar to disease progression, which would include lead time prior to the
manifestation of active signs and symptoms of mistreatment; periods of
“remission”; and critical points in which mistreatment becomes more in-
tensive or acute. Some have speculated that mistreatment typically in-
creases in severity and intensity over time, but no empirical data demon-
strate this pattern or individual differences in progression. Clinical accounts
suggest that situations of mistreatment include cases that resolve on their
own, cases in which mistreatment intensifies, and cases in which the situa-
tion remains abusive but stable. It is therefore both possible and important
to identify risk factors for an increase or intensification in mistreatment.
For these reasons, cohort studies are of great importance in determining
risk factors for elder mistreatment.

Substantial research is needed to improve and develop new methods of
screening for possible elder mistreatment in a range of clinical settings.
These methods should be able to detect a broad range of categories of
mistreatment and be highly accurate and efficiently deployed. Candidate
techniques might include improved questionnaire designs; record linkage to
other clinical, public health, social, and legal databases; automated alerts
based on concurrent clinical records; and previously defined risk status
based on prescreening methods. Special attention should be placed on the
predictive value of various clinical injuries and other relevant clinical find-
ings as indicators of mistreatment for therapeutic, social, and forensic rea-
sons.

Research is needed on the process of designating cases as incidents of
mistreatment in order to improve criteria, investigative methods, decision-
making processes, and decision outcomes. The absence of a gold standard
for case identification, and the momentous consequences of inaccurate de-
cisions, highlight the need for studying and improving the process of case
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investigation and designation. Research assessing the capacity of older
persons with cognitive impairments to provide accurate testimony is needed
for improving the accuracy of case identification, not only in clinical set-
tings, but also in legal settings, including prosecutorial decision making and
formal adjudication.

Research on the effects of elder mistreatment interventions is urgently
needed. Existing interventions to prevent or ameliorate elder mistreatment
should be evaluated, and agencies funding new intervention programs
should require and fund a scientifically adequate evaluation as a compo-
nent of each grant. Specifically:

e Research is needed on reporting practices and on the effects of
reporting, taking maximum advantage of the opportunity for comparisons
of practices and outcomes in states with and without mandated reporting.

e Research is needed on the effectiveness of adult protective services
interventions, ideally in study designs that compare outcomes in cases in
which services were provided with those in which eligible recipients de-
clined offered services or other cases in which mistreatment of an equiva-
lent nature has been identified.

e Intervention or prevention research in existing health care environ-
ments that come into contact with mistreated elders, such as hospitals,
emergency departments, and emergency response services, should be a pri-
ority, as it takes advantage of the existing expertise and resources of these
services.

e The development of adult protective services/university research
teams should be encouraged in order to evaluate existing data, recommend
improvements in the collection of data, analyze incident reports, and design
the studies of outcomes urged in this report.

Investigators and institutional review boards (IRBs) need clearer guid-
ance (without rigid rules) concerning two issues that tend to recur in elder
mistreatment research: conditions under which research can properly go
forward with participants whose decisional capacity is impaired, and the
proper responses to evidence of mistreatment elicited during the course of
the study. In the absence of better guidance, IRBs are left setting their own
criteria, leading to inconsistencies and confusion. Cooperative research
between agencies or organizations is also difficult, if not impossible, since
different IRBs often take different positions on these issues, including what
information must be disclosed to obtain informed consent.

As a first step in this direction, the panel has sought to clarify some of
the issues in these two areas and to provide some needed guidance. Eventu-
ally, the National Institute on Aging, in consultation with the Office of
Human Research Protections and other federal partners, should take steps
to promote further clarification, thereby helping investigators and IRBs to
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achieve the proper level of participant protection while enabling important
research involving older and vulnerable adults to move forward.

An adequate long-term funding commitment to research on elder mis-
treatment must be made by relevant federal, state, and private agencies to
support research careers and to develop the next generation of investigators
in the field. Knowledge about elder mistreatment will advance only if its
importance is recognized by policy makers and funding agencies, if stable
research support is provided, and if useful theories and methods are suc-
cessfully extrapolated from relevant disciplines and adjacent fields of re-
search.

Recognizing that elder mistreatment crosses categorical boundaries in
both health research and social science research, federal funding agencies
(e.g., the National Institute on Aging, the Administration on Developmen-
tal Disabilities and Rehabilitation Research, and the National Institute of
Justice) should work collaboratively to promote research on the abuse and
financial exploitation of vulnerable adults, including older persons as well
as younger adults with disabilities.

One promising approach for strengthening the scientific and political
foundation of the caregiving aspects of elder mistreatment research would
be to locate it in the domain of quality assurance in long-term care. It is
already understood that prevention of mistreatment is a core element of
quality assurance in nursing home regulation. Protecting elderly people in
community settings, including their own homes, represents a parallel chal-
lenge for public policy and an overlapping agenda for researchers aiming to
understand the phenomenology, etiology, and consequences of mistreat-
ment and the interventions that can reduce it. By viewing elder mistreat-
ment through the prism of quality assurance (safety and security) in long-
term care, it is possible to draw together the frameworks and methods of
researchers studying the needs of, and services provided to, vulnerable
elderly people in various long-term care settings, as well as those used by
researchers studying power and conflict in human relationships.

CONCLUSION

Systematic implementation of these recommendations will help estab-
lish a sound foundation for advancing knowledge on elder mistreatment. A
genuine long-term commitment of resources to this important, though un-
derstudied, area will also help to recruit a new generation of scientists to
field. By the same token, however, it is clear that, in the absence of the
kinds of investment recommended in this report, knowledge and under-
standing of elder mistreatment will remain thin, even as the population ages
and the occurrence of mistreatment increases. A substantial commitment
to research is needed to inform and guide a caring society as it aims to cope
with the challenges ahead.
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Introduction

Elder mistreatment is a recognized social problem
of uncertain, though probably increasing, magnitude. Based on the best
available estimates, between 1 and 2 million Americans 65 or older have
been injured, exploited, or otherwise mistreated by someone on whom they
depended for care or protection (Pillemer and Finkelhor, 1988; Pavlik et al.,
2001). The number of cases of elder mistreatment will undoubtedly in-
crease over the next several decades, as the population ages. Yet little is
known about its characteristics, causes, or consequences or about effective
means of prevention or management. This report is meant to point the way
toward better understanding of the nature and scope of the problem, a
necessary condition for the development of informed policies and pro-
grams. After summarizing the social context within which the field has
developed, this chapter assesses the present state of knowledge, identifies
some of the problems that must be addressed if the field is to move forward,
and locates the problem of elder mistreatment in a larger set of challenges
confronting an aging society.

AN AGING AND VULNERABLE POPULATION

The aging of the population of the United States is a well-recognized
demographic fact. The life expectancy of people born in the United States
has been rising throughout the past century. The proportion of the popula-
tion age 65 and older has increased dramatically since 1950. Between 1950
and 2000, the total population of the country increased by 87 percent, the

9
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population age 65 and older increased by 188 percent, and the population
85 and older increased by 635 percent (Eberhardt et al., 2001, Hetzel and
Smith, 2001). Over this same period, the life expectancy of people at age
65 increased from 13.9 to 17.9 years (Natonal Center for Health Statistics,
unpublished data, 2001). These trends will likely be accentuated by the
aging of the post-WWII baby boom generation. The U.S. Bureau of the
Census predicts that by 2030, the population over age 65 will nearly triple
to more than 70 million people, and older people will make up more than
20 percent of the population (up from 12.3 percent in 1990) (Population
Projections Program, 2000).

It is heartening that large proportions of the nation’s older people are
living without substantial disability. Among people age 75 and older in
1999, 70 percent described their health as good or excellent (Eberhardt et
al., 2001). Inevitably, however, the aging of the population is also associ-
ated with increases in age-related diseases and disabilities. Of the estimated
12.8 million Americans reporting need for assistance with activities of daily
living (ADLs—eating, dressing, bathing, transferring between the bed and a
chair, toileting, controlling bladder and bowel) or instrumental activities of
daily living (IADLs—preparing meals, performing housework, taking drugs,
going on errands, managing finances, using a telephone), 57 percent (7.3
million people) were over the age of 65 (Administration on Aging, 1997).
Dementia is present in approximately 5 to 10 percent of persons age 65 and
older and 30 to 39 percent of persons age 85 and older (Rice et al., 2001;
Henderson, 1998). Among people age 85 and older in 1999, 33 percent
reported themselves to be in fair or poor health, 84 percent had disabilities
involving mobility (unpublished data Natonal Center for Health Statistics,
2002), and 16 percent had Alzheimer’s disease (Brookmeyer et al., 1998).

Given the projected growth in the elderly population, long-term care
for elderly people with disabilities has become an increasingly urgent policy
concern (Institute of Medicine, 2001; Stone, 2000). The settings in which
long-term care is provided depend on a variety of factors, including the
older person’s needs and preferences, the availability of informal support,
and the source of reimbursement for care. An increasing number of elderly
people reside outside traditional home settings in highly restrictive institu-
tional environments (such as skilled or intermediate nursing facilities) or in
less restrictive community-based residential settings, such as assisted living
facilities, board and care homes, and adult foster homes. Among the 34
million persons over age 65 in 1995, 5 percent were nursing home resi-
dents, and 12 percent lived in the community setting with ADL or IADL
limitations. The number of nursing home residents increased between
1973-1974 and 1999 from 961,500 to 1,469,500 among those age 65 and
older, and from 413,6000 to 757,100 among those 85 and older (Eberhardt
et al,, 2001). In 1999, another 500,000 elderly people were living in
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assisted living facilities (Hawes et al., 1999). Among people age 85 and
over, 21 percent were in nursing homes in 1995 and 49 percent were
community residents with long-term care needs (Alecxih et al., 1997).

The nursing home population tends to be older and more severely
disabled than elders residing elsewhere, with about half of the residents
being 85 or older and about half having five ADL limitations, in 1996
(Stone, 2000); still, four out of five elderly persons with ADL or IADL
impairments lived in the community setting (Alecxih et al., 1997). Ap-
proximately 17 percent of these community-dwelling older persons are
considered severely disabled, with limitations in three or more ADLs. Of
those ADL-impaired elderly people living in community settings, 37 percent
report that they need help but do not receive it or receive less help than is
needed (Stone, 2000).

Most long-term care for community-dwelling elders is provided in a
traditional home setting, either in an older person’s own home, with or
without a spouse, or in the home of a close relative. The 1994 National
Long Term Care Survey indicated that more than 7 million Americans,
mainly family members, provided 120 million hours of care to elders with
functional disabilities living in the community. However, the nature and
character of the informal networks now providing long-term care services
may change (Stone, 2000). The potential pool of adult children who can
serve as caregivers is already decreasing, as a result of a variety of demo-
graphic trends, including divorce, smaller families, and increased workforce
participation (Himes et al., 1996). These factors increase the pressures on
families caring for their elderly relatives and also are likely to increase the
demand for institutional care.

These trends highlight the growing challenge of ensuring the safety and
protecting the other interests of elderly people in the diverse settings in
which long-term care is provided. No matter where they reside, older
people are vulnerable not only to the infirmities and suffering associated
with disease and disability, but also to neglect, victimization, and exploita-
tion by others, including their caregivers. In this respect, protecting older
people from mistreatment is an important element of the broad challenge of
ensuring quality services in long-term care.

While elder mistreatment has attracted sustained efforts from practitio-
ners and some interest from policy makers over the past two decades, it has
not received concomitant attention from researchers or from the agencies
that provide research funding. No major foundation has identified this
field as one of its priorities, and the federal investment has been modest at
best. For example, fewer than 15 studies on elder mistreatment have been
funded by the National Institute on Aging (NTA) since 1990, and support
from other agencies has been even less substantial. As a result, elder mis-
treatment research has thus far been confined to a small community of
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investigators who have produced a modest body of knowledge concerning
the phenomenology, magnitude, etiology, and consequences of elder mis-
treatment. Preventive and remedial interventions have been unsystematic,
episodic, and poorly evaluated. In recognition of these deficiencies, the
National Institute on Aging requested the National Research Council to
commission this study as the first step in an effort to broaden and deepen
knowledge about the mistreatment of elders. Support was also provided by
the Office of Behavioral and Social Science Research on Women’s Health of
the National Institutes of Health and the Agency for Health Care Research
and Quality. This report presents a research agenda for consideration by
the National Institute on Aging and other potential sponsors of research on
elder mistreatment—a term we explain more fully in Chapter 2.

HISTORICAL AND SOCIAL CONTEXT

Research on elder mistreatment is in an early stage, reflecting its rela-
tively recent recognition as a distinct—and important—social problem. The
prevailing understanding of the problem, and the social response to it, have
gradually emerged over the past half-century, shaped by evolving social
responses to child protection and family violence as well as by an intensify-
ing concern about neglect and victimization of vulnerable elderly people.

Family discord and mistreatment of its vulnerable members were out-
side the public domain for much of this country’s history. Responsibility
for assisting families in need was assumed mainly by religious organizations
and private charitable institutions. Although many states established asy-
lums for people with mental illness during the 18th and 19th centuries,
thereby providing some custodial protection for dependent or neglected
adults, there was no legal basis for intervention into families until the late
19th century, when industrialization, immigration, and urbanization exac-
erbated family problems, including poverty and internal conflict, and also
exposed them to public view—especially when its victims were children.
The emergence of the juvenile court in the early part of the 20th century
represented a significant assertion of collective responsibility for protecting
and “saving” children who had become ungovernable by their parents; over
the following decades, the jurisdiction of the juvenile courts gradually
reached children who were neglected or abused by their parents (Platt,
1969).

The legal foundation for modern policies and programs for elder pro-
tection was put in place after World War II, particularly during a burst of
national energy geared toward remediation of endemic social problems
during the 1970s. Although the threads of child protection, adult protec-
tion, and family violence were intertwined in the history of that period, they
are summarized separately below.
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Origins of Child Protection

The current system for protection of elders and other vulnerable adults
grew from the child protection system, which itself is only about 40 years
old in its modern form. The seminal event in the formation of the modern
child protection system was the publication of an article in the Journal of
the American Medical Association by a team of physicians at the University
of Colorado, who proclaimed the existence of a “battered child syndrome”
(Kempe et al., 1962). Pediatrician Henry Kempe, the leader of the group
and founder of the International Society for Prevention of Child Abuse and
Neglect, spearheaded a movement to adopt mandated reporting laws. These
laws, which were quickly adopted in all 50 states, rested on the premise that
the abused child was an aberrant problem (amounting to several hundred
egregious cases each year in the United States), and on the belief that the
problem could be solved if health professionals brought those cases to the
attention of social service authorities. Although initial federal action did
not occur until significantly later, with the adoption of the Child Abuse
Prevention and Treatment Act of 1974 (Nelson, 1984), that legislation also
required states to adopt mandated reporting and investigation as the pri-
mary strategy for protecting children.

Origins of Adult Protection

Drawing on their parens patriae authority to protect helpless citizens, a
few states developed new public welfare programs during the 1940s and
1950s to protect adults who could not manage their own resources or
protect themselves from harm. New adult protective services units were
established not only to provide social services, but also to provide legal
services, such as guardianship. Aroused by these state innovations, federal
interest in the problem first appeared in the 1960s. Legislation was directed
at all adults who were seen as defenseless and susceptible to being hurt by
others. In 1962 Congress passed the Public Welfare Amendments to the
Social Security Act, authorizing payments to the states to establish protec-
tive services for “persons with physical and/or mental limitations, who
were unable to manage their own affairs . . . or who were neglected or
exploited” (U.S. Department of Health, Education, and Welfare, 1966).

One of the demonstration projects funded by this new program was
operated by a team at the Benjamin Rose Institute in Cleveland under
Margaret Blenkner and her associates (Blenkner et al., 1974; Anetzberger et
al., 2000). She matched a group of elders receiving protective services with
a group from the community who were receiving traditional services, find-
ing that those who were receiving protective services had a higher mortality
rate and higher nursing home placement rate than those who were receiving
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traditional services. This study raised important questions: Was the higher
risk attributable to the intervention or to selection bias, and if the former,
what aspect of the intervention increased the risk? Was it the nursing home
placement? Notwithstanding this puzzling finding from the Blenkner study
and other studies questioning the cost-effectiveness of protective services
(Wolfe, this volume), advocates for the system continued to press for
broader congressional action. Eventually, in 1974, Congress amended the
Social Security Act to require states to establish protective service units for
adults with mental and physical impairments, who are unable to manage on
their own, and who were victims or were being exploited or neglected.
Funding for the protective services was to come from social services block
grants (SSBG) given by the federal government to the states. Until this time,
most SSBG funds had been used exclusively for child protective services.

This new federal program directed the states to provide protective
services to adults who, “as a result of physical or mental limitations, are
unable to act in their own behalf; are seriously limited in the management
of their affairs; are neglected or exploited; or are living in unsafe or hazard-
ous conditions.” A number of states then codified this federal mandate
and, by 1978, 20 states had legislation establishing adult protection units as
part of their social services agencies. This trend was accompanied by
increasing use of SSBG dollars for adult protection: in 1980, 38 states
reported that 83.3 million SSBG dollars were spent for adult protective
services. As SSBG appropriations declined during the 1980s, however,
funding for adult protective services declined; by 1983, it had declined by
42 percent.

Spotlight on Elder Protection

Scarce attention was paid to the problem of elder abuse before 1978
except for some intermittent articles published in British and American
medical and social services journals. In the late 1970s, the national spot-
light was directed for the first time at what was characterized as systematic
mistreatment of elderly people. Congressman Claude Pepper held widely
publicized hearings, calling attention to the “hidden problem” of elder
abuse in the nation’s families, including what one witness characterized as
“granny battering” (Wolfe, this volume). Although the Pepper hearings did
not lead immediately to federal action or funding, they stimulated addi-
tional state action. As the state response continued to evolve in the early
1980s, many states required reporting of abuse, bringing the problem within
the purview of adult protective services. By 19835, 46 states had designated
a responsible agency. Meanwhile, Congressman Pepper continued to agi-
tate for a federal response to elder mistreatment. In a 1981 report (Pepper
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and Okar, 1981), he stated that elder abuse was increasing and recom-
mended that Congress act immediately to help the states identify and assist
elder abuse victims. Again, however, Pepper’s plea was unheeded by the
Congress. Finally, in 1989, Pepper succeeded in including creation of a
national center on elder abuse as an amendment to the Older Americans
Act. Although various versions of a national center followed, the current
National Center on Elder Abuse was established in 1998.

In retrospect, it appears that elder mistreatment became identified as a
national concern when it was conceptualized as an “aging” issue, rather
than as an undifferentiated component of adult protection. This also helped
to broaden the constituencies interested in research and program develop-
ment to include gerontologists and the expanding network of service pro-
viders and advocates for the elderly. The Pepper hearings also cast the
problem of elder abuse in a particular light—as a complication of caregiving.
The emerging image was that of an impaired victim, usually an elderly
parent being cared for by an adult caregiver who wasn’t able to manage the
caregiving because of stresses in life, on the job, and in the family. Even
though it is only a partial explanation of elder mistreatment, this picture
seemed to resonate with Congress and the media (Wolfe, this volume).

Emerging Conceptions of Family Violence

The evolving understanding of elder mistreatment as a social problem
has more recently been shaped by another image—the trapped victim of
family violence. Spouse abuse and other varieties of intimate partner vio-
lence have received increasing professional and political attention since the
1980s, leading to a wide variety of interventions and a substantial invest-
ment in research (National Research Council, 1996; National Research
Council and Institute of Medicine, 1998). Prevention, protection, and
punishment are necessary components of a comprehensive social response,
requiring the participation and coordination of a broad array of public
agencies. As the consciousness of health professionals has been raised,
family violence has been embraced as a public health problem, thereby
recruiting researchers and advocates in injury prevention and public health
to the field (Institute of Medicine, 1999). Many of the preventive and
protective tools developed in the context of intimate partner violence have
now been directed to violence against elders. Bringing elder mistreatment
into the domain of family violence widens the angle of the lens and thereby
brings new ideas about etiology and prevention into view. However, it also
exposes some tensions between social services agencies, with their tradi-
tional helping orientation, and many family violence specialists, with their
greater emphasis on criminalization and punishment of perpetrators.
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The Crisis in Child Protection

Evolving conceptions of elder mistreatment, and the appropriate social
responses to it, will also be shaped, inevitably, by the deep concerns that
have emerged over the past decade in the field of child protection. In 1990,
the U.S. Advisory Board on Child Abuse and Neglect issued a highly publi-
cized and rarely disputed declaration of a national emergency in the child
protection system. By that time, the number of cases reported annually to
state and county social service and law enforcement agencies in the United
States approached 3 million—a number enormously discrepant from the
1962 estimate of Kempe et al. of approximately 300 cases annually. More-
over, the advisory board found that, by state social service agencies’ own
admission, many children officially found to have been maltreated received
no services other than the investigation itself.

The U.S. Advisory Board on Child Abuse and Neglect (1990) attributed
the emergency to the errant design of the child protection system itself: the
system has become preoccupied by investigation (rather than prevention
and treatment), and community responsibility for ensuring the safety of
dependent children has effectively, if unintentionally, been diverted to a
small social service agency. In response, the board (U.S. Advisory Board on
Child Abuse and Neglect, 1993) proposed a new national strategy designed
to rely on voluntary action to make child protection a part of everyday life
(see Melton and Barry, 1994, Melton et al., 2001, for edited books articu-
lating the social science foundation for this approach). As Wolfe notes in
his paper in this volume, several states have attempted to deemphasize
investigation in their state child protection statutes, and some major foun-
dations have undertaken initiatives to demonstrate the feasibility of a neigh-
borhood-based, largely voluntary, and largely preventive and supportive
child protection system. Nonetheless, modal practice is largely unchanged,
and the enormity of the problem remains (Melton, 2002).

The tensions in child protection policy (as well as the number of re-
ported cases) have intensified as the scope of problems defined as child
maltreatment has expanded. Although the modern system was created in
response to the image of battered children, neglect has long been the modal
reason for referral to child protection (Peddle and Wang, 2001), and most
such cases involve complex social and economic problems, not willful ne-
glect (Pelton, 1994). Similarly, the biggest increase in reporting occurred
when sexual abuse was “discovered” early in the 1980s (Weisberg, 1984),
and criminal prosecution became a common feature in the child protection
system.

Recognition of the frequent linkage between intimate partner violence
and child maltreatment (see Carter et al., 1999) has also challenged the
child protection system, which generally (except to some degree in cases of
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sexual abuse and severe physical abuse) has not adopted the “perpetrator-
victim” model commonly embraced by advocates for battered women
(Melton and Andrews, 2000). There are some signs of an uneasy rap-
prochement between the two systems (see, e.g., Schechter and Edleson,
1999), as some child protection authorities have adopted safety planning, a
feature of victim empowerment in programs for battered women, as a
potentially useful element of intervention in cases of child maltreatment.

Even this development, however, has illustrated the field’s vulnerability
to unintended side effects. For example, a legislative determination in
Minnesota that exposure of children to intimate partner violence is per se
evidence of child neglect led to an immediate doubling of referrals to child
protective services, a huge increase in expenditures, and increased stress
and loss of confidentiality for women and their families living in shelters
(Edleson, 2000). It was also speculated that this policy, soon retracted by
the legislature, deterred some battered women from seeking protection for
themselves and their children.

These tensions and policy adaptations in the field of child protection
appear to be highly relevant to elder protection at this moment in the
evolution of research and public policy in this nascent field. As discussed
further in Chapter 6, adult protection services agencies grapple daily with
the tensions between investigation and service, and prosecution and protec-
tion. Agency caseloads reflect the highly diverse problems within their
jurisdictions, ranging from intentional partner violence to far more numer-
ous cases of caregiver neglect (as well as problems not arising in child
protection, such as financial exploitation). The recent history of child
protection offers many lessons for specialists in elder mistreatment.

Looking Ahead

Prevailing conceptions of elder mistreatment draw on a diverse array of
images (the forgotten and helpless nursing home resident, the battered
granny, the stressed caregiver, the abusing spouse). Moreover, the system
of adult protection that has emerged to respond to these varied problems
(as well as other problems relating to adults with disabilities) is based on
ideas and structures borrowed from policy and practice in child maltreat-
ment and, more recently, intimate partner violence. Yet prevailing policies
and practices in these adjacent domains are not fully applicable to elder
mistreatment and have been controversial on their own terms. Repeatedly,
National Research Council and Institute of Medicine panels have called
attention to the need for sustained and aggressive research on the phenom-
enology, magnitude, etiology, and consequences of these problems and on
the effects of interventions (National Research Council, 1993, 1996; Na-
tional Research Council and Institute of Medicine, 1998). In so doing, they
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have noted that very little is known about the phenomenology, magnitude,
etiology, and consequences of elder mistreatment, and that almost nothing
is known about the effects of interventions. Although the body of evidence
remains sparse, researchers have recently begun to raise doubts about the
cost-effectiveness of current interventions (Dyer et al., 1999; Harrell et al.,
2002; Pavlik et al., 2001; Hajjar and Duthie, 2001; Wolf and Li, 1999).
Overall, the national response to elder mistreatment still remains weak
and incomplete. Adult protection is a poorly funded system, and Congress-
man Pepper’s single-minded emphasis on the abuse, exploitation, and ne-
glect of vulnerable elderly people has not been sustained by his successors in
Congress or by a public preoccupied with youthfulness and ill at ease with
aging. As a result, elder mistreatment remains hidden, poorly character-
ized, and largely unaddressed—more than two decades after the Pepper
hearings first exposed it to public view. It is long past time to move the field
forward in a careful and systematic way, drawing on the knowledge already
generated in the domains of child maltreatment and intimate partner vio-
lence, while remedying the weaknesses that have so far plagued the field.

WEAKNESSES IN EXISTING RESEARCH

Although there is a sizable body of unpublished reports and commen-
tary on elder mistreatment, fewer than 50 peer-reviewed articles based on
empirical research have been published in the field. (A summary of these
studies appears in Appendix A.) Although these studies provide a founda-
tion for further work, it is not a strong one. National Research Council
(1993) and Institute of Medicine reports (2001; National Research Council
and Institute of Medicine, 1998) and other authoritative reviews (e.g.,
Pillemer, 2001; National Institute of Justice, 2000) have repeatedly la-
mented the weakness of the research base for designing programs and
informing policy on the wide variety of overlapping problems, ranging
from granny battering to neglect by nursing homes, that are grouped under
the rubric of elder mistreatment. A systematic program of research is
needed to better describe the many facets of the problem and to explore
their causes and consequences.

Understanding the nature and scope of the problem is prerequisite to
designing and implementing solutions. In the absence of the necessary
research, interventions have been designed and implemented in the dark, so
to speak. Almost every state has required reporting of suspected cases of
elder mistreatment, but little is known about the effects of these require-
ments (National Research Council and Institute of Medicine, 1998). A few
states and localities have mounted some creative interventions, but these
few initiatives have been poorly evaluated. It has often been said that elder
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mistreatment, as a field of research, is at about the same embryonic stage of
development as child mistreatment was about 30-40 years ago.

Some of the weaknesses of elder mistreatment research are summarized
below.

Unclear and Inconsistent Definitions

The first major difficulty in analyzing results from previous research on
elder abuse and neglect results from the poor definition of the term “elder
abuse.” To some extent, this problem is a reflection of conceptual confu-
sion: What type of behavior or condition is denoted by the concept of
“abuse”? To some extent, it is also traceable to the variations and ambigu-
ities of the state statutes that direct or authorize interventions in cases of
elder abuse or neglect. (The statutes are discussed in Chapter 2.) However,
researchers have often exacerbated the problem by failing to define or
operationalize their terms in a clear and objective way. For example, many
researchers refer to the entire range of problems experienced by elders as
“abuse,” including lack of proper housing, untreated medical conditions,
and lack of social services. Most of the studies are weakened by their
undifferentiated treatment of various types of abuse and neglect. That is,
all forms of mistreatment are lumped together, despite evidence that the
forms of abuse and neglect differ substantially. In some studies, for ex-
ample, it is difficult to determine whether financial exploitation is included
in the research definition. Studies are especially weakened by their inclu-
sion of the category “self-abuse” or “self-neglect.” As discussed below,
these terms refer to a category of conditions that has little in common with
the conditions that bear on abuse and neglect of elder persons by other
people.

Researchers have also diverged widely in their definitions of the perti-
nent component terms and have frequently used confusing and unclear
definitions. For example, some researchers have used the term “abuse”
tautologically; for example, one group of researchers defined elder abuse as
“an abusive action inflicted by the abusers on adults 60 years of age or
older.” Another group called elder neglect and abuse “a generic term that
refers to the neglect and/or physical, psychological, or financial abuse of the
older person.” Furthermore, definitions have differed so widely from study
to study that the results of research are almost impossible to compare.
While one set of investigators calls “withholding of personal care” physical
abuse, a second researcher calls it active neglect; a third subsumes such
actions under physical neglect; and yet a fourth considers such behaviors to
be “psychological neglect.” Similarly, some researchers define physical
abuse in terms of actions: hitting, pushing, choking, etc. Others, however,
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use lists of injuries to define physical elder abuse, such as cuts, fractures,
bruises, and burns.

The development of better definitions of mistreatment of the elderly
should be an extremely high priority for researchers. In particular, it is
critical to differentiate among various types of mistreatment. Researchers
must be clear and explicit regarding what is included and excluded from the
category of elder abuse in order to conduct any meaningful meta-analyses.
The panel addresses this problem in the next chapter.

Unclear and Inadequate Measures

Related to the definitional issue is that of measurement. This is an
equally vexing problem, since the definitions of the varying elements of
elder abuse must be operationalized through the design and administration
of a research instrument. Many studies have not developed separate re-
search instruments at all; instead, they have simply analyzed the forms used
by agencies. These forms are not designed for research and rarely provide
data of the type and quality to be of use to researchers. Or studies use as a
“measure” of abuse whether a professional has identified an elderly person
as “abused”—thereby embracing without further clarification the discre-
tionary judgments of clinicians and caseworkers applying the ambiguous
statutory definitions. Few attempts have been made to create reliable and
valid instruments for the studies. Even when research instruments have
been used, researchers have used highly varying approaches.

An example to illustrate this point may be in order. Researcher A
includes physical abuse in her definition of elder abuse. She is using the
Conlflict Tactics Scale, which measures physical acting out in response to
conflict. She then proceeds to define physical abuse as a single incident in
which the elder is hit, bit, punched, kicked, threatened with a weapon, or
has a weapon used on him or her. Researcher B also includes physical
abuse in his definition of elder abuse. However, he has developed his own
scale, similar to the Conflict Tactics Scale but more broadly constructed, so
that it measures any assaultive behavior of hitting, biting, kicking, punch-
ing, threatening with a weapon, or using a weapon regardless of the reason
for the behavior. Furthermore, he decides that there must be at least two
episodes of this behavior for it to be called physical abuse except for those
items dealing with weapons, in which case one incident is sufficient. Thus
both researchers have included physical abuse in their studies—indeed, it
may be the sole focus of each researcher’s study—but the measure of physi-
cal abuse differs across the two studies.

This problem arises for all of the types of elder mistreatment typically
investigated, including neglect and financial exploitation. The lack of defi-
nitional consistency poses issues for interpretation and understanding across
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studies, including determining prevalence and risk factors. However, even
if researchers embraced a common set of definitions for the elements of
elder mistreatment and operationalized them the same way, that would still
leave the problem of determining whether the instruments actually measure
what they purport to measure (validity) and whether they can be reliably
administered. At the present time, no measure of elder mistreatment has
been validated, nor has any instrument been embraced by the field as a
definitive measure of mistreatment, even within a narrow sphere.

All this suggests that researchers, policy makers, and other consumers
of research on elder mistreatment must pay careful attention to the defini-
tions and measures of any studies on which they rely. In most cases, the
measures will not be comparable.

Incompleteness of Professional Accounts

Since the earliest stages of elder abuse research, surveys of professionals
have been used to shed light on the prevalence of elder abuse and on risk
factors. Investigators typically mail surveys to professionals and parapro-
fessionals, asking them about contacts with cases of elder abuse or neglect
during a given time period. To provide a typical example, in a survey on
elder abuse funded by the Administration on Aging, a sample of profession-
als, including administrators and direct service workers from 16 types of
agencies, was surveyed in each of Pennsylvania’s 67 counties. Overall, one-
half of the responding agencies reported encountering elder abuse, ranging
from over 90 percent of domestic violence agencies, to less than 30 percent
for law enforcement, emergency services, medical clinics, and drug/alcohol
agencies (Fiegener et al., 1989). Similarly, a survey of Alabama physicians
and registered and licensed practical nurses found that 38 percent of the
physicians and 53 percent of the nurses had seen cases of elder abuse in the
previous year (Clark-Daniels et al., 1990).

At best, studies of professional experience provide impressionistic esti-
mates and opinions about the prevalence, correlates, and consequences of
elder mistreatment. Although such data may be useful for generating hy-
potheses for further research, they do not provide a sound basis for design-
ing programs or formulating policies.

Elder mistreatment researchers have also relied on samples of cases that
have come to the formal attention of a social agency or reporting authority.
For example, records of patients at hospitals or social service agencies have
been reviewed, and the percentage of elderly persons judged to have been
abused is established. A more controlled version of this kind of study
provides agency caseworkers or health professionals with a standardized
assessment tool, which they are trained to fill out for clients. The “Three
Model Projects on Elder Abuse,” funded by the Administration on Aging,
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used such methods (Wolf et al., 1984). In both types of studies, however,
researchers obtained data from professional accounts of mistreatment rather
than from interviews with victims themselves.

It is widely recognized that reported cases are highly selective samples,
and that there is a large reservoir of unreported and undetected cases of
elder mistreatment about which very little is known. Although unreported
cases may be similar to reported cases, they also may be quite different.
Samples of reported cases may suggest common patterns and correlates of
mistreatment, especially when paired with a control group, but the data
must be interpreted with great care. Most important, the question of the
extent of elder mistreatment cannot be answered by studies of reported
cases. There are major problems with focusing on reported cases:

e The studies are primarily based on cases uncovered through sur-
veys of community professionals—public health nurses, social workers,
legal aid lawyers, etc. They are thus cases that have come to public atten-
tion in one way or another. However, we know from other studies of
family violence using nonclinical populations that only a fraction of cases
involving serious mistreatment comes to public attention and that these
cases are not necessarily representative of the problem at large. (In relation
to child abuse, for example, see the 1995 Gallup Poll, finding that far more
of America’s children are victims of physical and sexual abuse than offi-
cially reported—Gallup Poll, 1995.)

e Similarly, in most cases, the research data on elder mistreatment
have not come directly from victims, but instead from professionals and
outside observers. Such secondhand knowledge may distort the actual
dynamics of mistreatment by failing to present the problems and their
effects, as the actual participants perceive them.

e Case reports have little value in studying some forms of mistreat-
ment that are rarely reported to adult protective services agencies, such as
mistreatment in institutional settings.

Because elder mistreatment studies have relied so heavily on reports
from professionals, crucial data about abuse situations have been missed.
Community professionals in general do not collect data useful to research-
ers and policy makers. Thus, previous research using agency records has
rarely been able to obtain detailed information about family history, atti-
tudes, and consequences of mistreatment and other issues. Some research-
ers (e.g., Lachs et al., 1997a) have made effective use of these weak datasets
by matching cases with higher-quality datasets.

In an effort to generate a national estimate of the occurrence of elder
abuse and neglect based on case-identification by professional “sentinels,”
the National Center of Elder Abuse, in conjunction with Westat, Inc.,
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conducted the National Elder Abuse Incidence Study (National Center on
Elder Abuse, 1998). In this study, modeled after recent incidence studies of
child abuse, the researchers identified a nationally representative sample of
20 counties in 135 states; for each county sampled, they collected data from
the local APS agency as well as approximately 1100 professional “senti-
nels” having frequent contact with the elderly. In 1996, according to the
projections based on this study, about 450,000 persons age 60 or older
experienced abuse or neglect in family settings, about 16 percent of whom
were in the APS report files. It is generally acknowledged that these find-
ings detect only the most overt cases and thus significantly underestimate
the incidence of elder mistreatment.

Studies of professionals and agency records are justified in those situa-
tions in which investigators specifically want to know how professionals
view elder mistreatment. But researchers have too often used these profes-
sional surveys to estimate the incidence or prevalence of elder mistreatment,
or to establish its causes. They are not appropriate for these purposes.
Future research in this area should go beyond archival data and should rely
to a much greater extent on elder persons’ accounts of their experiences and
on their perceptions regarding their own security.

Lack of Population-Based Data

Data on the extent of elder mistreatment in the general population are
sparse. Representative sample surveys of community populations are ur-
gently needed. Over the past two decades, knowledge about violence in
families and the victimization of children and other vulnerable people has
improved significantly. A major advance has been the fielding of major
population-based victimization surveys that have helped to establish reli-
able prevalence estimates of select problems, such as intimate partner vio-
lence and child physical and sexual abuse. Similar progress has not oc-
curred in the field of elder mistreatment.

In the earliest research about two decades ago, studies were generally
conducted on small, nonrandom samples, with little generalizabilty to the
population. Furthermore, research in the field was conducted indepen-
dently by investigators from different disciplines, using different methods
and without recognizing the problems faced by other investigators. For
example, the medical community focused on clinical signs and symptoms
that could not be explained by disease markers, and this was a daunting
task. Very often, older adults who had multiple chronic diseases or condi-
tions might have symptoms that could mask or mimic mistreatment. Using
a patient-based approach to study elder mistreatment is also fraught with
potential for sample bias, in that if an older adult does not have a doctor or
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does not come to the emergency department, mistreatment cannot be evalu-
ated.

Although some population surveys have subsequently been fielded,
many of them have excluded from the sample potential respondents who
may be at high risk for abuse or neglect—e.g., older adults with profound
dementia, severe hearing or speech impediments, or advanced problems
with mobility who are unable to participate in survey research. Although
some investigators have tried to use proxy respondents, this method poses
even more challenging issues, because the proxy may be implicating him or
herself in mistreatment.

Prevalence information (for one community in the United States) was
best established by Pillemer and Finkelhor (1988), who used a stratified
random sample of community dwelling older persons (65 or older) in the
Boston metropolitan area. A two-stage interview process was used: screen-
ing to determine if the person was a victim of mistreatment (defined to
include physical abuse and psychological abuse and neglect but excluding
financial abuse), followed by in-depth interviews by telephone or in per-
son. Since 1988, there has been no effort in the United States to obtain
better prevalence data using large-scale random samples on either a locally
or nationally representative sample. However, four such studies have been
undertaken in Canada (Podnieks, 1992), the United Kingdom (Ogg and
Bennett, 1992), Finland (Kivela et al., 1992), and The Netherlands (Comijs
et al., 1998). Despite using different methods, these studies each reported
that the prevalence of elder abuse falls in the 3-5 percent range. (It should
be noted, however, that the scope and content of the definitions used in
these studies vary, particularly with regard to financial abuse.) Despite
attempts to estimate incidence and prevalence in other ways, random
sample surveys of the elderly population alone allow for a more accurate
assessment of the rate of elder mistreatment. In the United States, a
national survey is urgently needed to estimate the prevalence of different
types of elder mistreatment in the general population, and in specific re-
gions and subgroups, as well as the co-occurrence of different forms of
mistreatment (see Chapter 4).

Lack of Prospective Data

Prospective studies are powerful designs, in that they can overcome the
recall bias inherent in retrospective studies based on self-reported mistreat-
ment. Studies of this kind are urgently needed: to date, no prospective
study of elder abuse has been conducted. However, in a pioneering study,
Lachs and colleagues retrospectively linked Adult Protective Services data
to a prospective study—the New Haven EPESE study (Established Popula-
tion for Epidemiologic Studies in the Elderly) as the basis for this research,
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one of four cohorts funded by NIA (Lachs et al., 1996). In inception year
1982, the study sample consisted of 2,812 community-dwelling older adults
over age 65. A manual record matching of EPESE and Connecticut om-
budsman/elderly protective service records was done to determine if any
cohort members had been seen by ombudsmen over an 11-year follow-up
period from cohort inception (1982-1992 inclusive). After cohort members
who were seen by protective services for the elderly were identified, weighted
survival curves from cohort inception were constructed for three subgroups
of subjects: (1) those found to have sustained verified elder mistreatment
(abuse, neglect, or exploitation) by another party (i.e., nonself-neglect), (2)
those seen by protective services for corroborated self-neglect, or (3) other
members of the cohort who had no contact with elderly protective services.

Lack of Control Groups

Much of the data on risk factors and consequences of elder mistreat-
ment are drawn from studies of clinical case samples. However, few of
these studies have used controlled designs. For this reason, generalizations
made from the existing studies are necessarily suspect. For example, some
investigators have asserted that the abused elderly tend to be physically or
mentally impaired or both. However, without a comparison group, it is
impossible to know if they are more or less impaired than other persons.
Several studies have attempted to go beyond previous efforts by interview-
ing the victims themselves and including a control group of nonabused
elderly persons (Bristowe and Collins, 1989; Paveza et al., 1992; Pillemer
and Finkelhor, 1988). These are still few and far between, however. Inter-
estingly, although a number of controlled studies were conducted in the late
1980s and early 1990s, there are virtually no examples of more recent case-
control studies of elder mistreatment.

Lack of Systematic Evaluation Studies

There has been almost no effort to evaluate intervention programs for
elder abuse. Certainly, no study has as yet attempted a randomized control
group design in this area. Any kind of experimental demonstration project
is rare. Little is known about the relative effectiveness of various programs.

Summary

Due to such shortcomings, existing studies have not provided adequate
data needed to answer three important public policy questions about elder
abuse and neglect:
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First, is the problem of sufficient magnitude to warrant large-scale
public concern, including such measures as mandatory reporting laws and
protective services? Better data on the true prevalence of elder mistreat-
ment are needed in deciding what action government ought to take.

Second, what are the characteristics of locations, conditions, situations,
and relationships in which the elderly are most vulnerable to mistreatment?
To design and implement intervention programs, policy makers and service
providers must learn more about the factors that increase or decrease the
risk of mistreatment and the conditions that ensure safety.

Third, what interventions prevent elder mistreatment and ameliorate
its effects? Extensive evaluation research using scientifically sound research
designs is critically needed.

IMPEDIMENTS TO ELDER MISTREATMENT RESEARCH

Why is knowledge about elder mistreatment so underdeveloped? What
accounts for the paucity of sound research in this important area? The
panel has identified a number of explanatory factors.

1. Many investigators believe that victims and family members are not
suitable respondents for interview studies of elder mistreatment, because
they are not reliable respondents, because they are not willing to be inter-
viewed, or because they are incapable of giving the necessary consent. In
fact, many victims are more than willing to be interviewed and are reliable
respondents able to give the necessary consent. Surveys including such
respondents have uncovered serious cases of mistreatment, and a variety of
studies have been conducted in which victims have been interviewed.

2. In general, methods that have been used successfully to investigate
other forms of family violence have not been applied to research on elder
mistreatment. Gerontologists who study elder mistreatment have tended to
follow their interests in family caregiving and have seen the problem in this
context. However, because much elder mistreatment does not occur in
family caregiving situations, this has been a serious limitation. Further-
more, the technology for studying family violence has been developed and
refined not by gerontologists, but by child abuse and intimate partner
researchers. Elder mistreatment researchers have not been trained in meth-
ods of studying other forms of family violence, including sampling method-
ologies and measurement techniques.

One example of this problem is the lack of studies using the Conflict
Tactics Scale (Straus, 1978; Straus and Gelles, 1990, 1992) to study elder
mistreatment. Regardless of the occasional controversy over the scale, it is
a hallmark instrument that has been used in scores of studies of child abuse
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and intimate partner abuse. It is to some extent the state of the art, but
some elder mistreatment researchers do not seem to be aware of it.

3. It is very difficult to obtain access to perpetrators of mistreatment.
In intimate partner studies, a number of researchers have used treatment
programs for batterers as sources of research subjects. These do not exist
for elder mistreatment.

4. The exclusion of some victims can seriously bias samples. The
problem is most evident when residents of institutions are excluded alto-
gether from population samples. However, even within the targeted study
population (whether community dwelling or residing in institutions), exclu-
sion criteria based on cognitive deficiencies can seriously skew the findings.

5. There is some anecdotal evidence that institutional review boards
have interpreted the Common Rule (the governing regulations on research
ethics) in an unduly restrictive fashion, impeding potentially valuable re-
search on elder mistreatment (see Chapter 8).

6. Few investigators have been drawn to this field of inquiry. Reviews
of the literature reflect the same small set of names time and again, with few
new researchers selecting and remaining in this field. One of the reasons for
this situation is that so little funding has been available for research on elder
mistreatment. Although more outstanding investigators might have at-
tracted more funding, dedicated funding also could attract more and better
investigators. Although the total federal contribution to research on elder
mistreatment is uncertain, expenditures by NIA, the lead agency for aging
research, have totaled $10 million during the last 12 years (1990-2001).
Annual expenditures have increased from less than $300,000 per year in
1990 to over $1.3 million in 2001; this is a modest sum even in comparison
to the underfunded domain of child abuse research, on which federal agen-
cies spend $3.8 million each year.

7. The existing body of research is largely descriptive and pragmatic,
taking the concepts and definitions used in practice or in statutes as given,
rather than deriving the concepts and measures from theoretical premises
or hypotheses. The atheoretical nature of the research is reflected in the
tendency to lump all forms of mistreatment within a single category.

8. Individuals who have attempted to conduct research on elder abuse
report that they have sometimes been hindered by a lack of cooperation
from agencies responsible for identifying and treating victims of mistreat-
ment. Adult protective services programs and other elder abuse service
programs have been characteristically reluctant to assist researchers in re-
search activities, and especially research that involves interviews with vic-
tims and their families. Reasons for lack of agency cooperation include a
desire to protect their clients’ privacy and to prevent additional disruption
in their lives, fear of evaluation research, and a shortage of staff time to
devote to research.
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9. Although every state has enacted a statute authorizing or directing
intervention in cases involving vulnerable adults, including the elderly, these
statutes vary widely in almost every respect (see Appendix B and tables in
Chapter 2). They specify different ages or circumstance under which a
victim is eligible for protective services, often differentiating between in-
home and institutional abuse. They also vary in definitions of abuse,
classification of abuse as civil or criminal, whether reporting is mandatory
or voluntary, and the remedies or resources available when abuse is docu-
mented.

Each of the statutes defines conditions or circumstances that warrant
intervention. The statutes typically define abuse or mistreatment as a series
of broad categories, such as physical abuse, psychological or emotional
abuse, sexual abuse or exploitation, and fiduciary abuse or exploitation, as
well as neglect. However, not all states include all of these categories, and
others are sometimes added. For example, some states do not include
psychological abuse within the definition, while others add more specific
forms of mistreatment such as “unreasonable confinement” or “abandon-
ment.” Moreover, statutes sometimes distinguish between degrees of mis-
treatment according to the perpetrator’s culpability or state of mind; for
example, the law may distinguish among willful infliction of physical abuse,
negligently causing physical injury, and failure to prevent it.

In addition to variations in the types of mistreatment included in the
statutory definition, the statutes also differ substantially in defining the
common categories. For example, the definition of emotional abuse in
several states includes “ridiculing or demeaning an infirm adult, making
derogatory remarks to an infirm adult or cursing or threatening to inflict
physical or emotional harm on an infirm adult,” whereas other states re-
quire proof of “extreme emotional distress or harm” (see Appendix B).

These statutory variations in definitions and obligations create innu-
merable opportunities for confusion and lack of comparability, especially if
reported cases are being studied. When data are reported to some central
repository, unless the repository has imposed a specific definition for each
of the forms of abuse, the same statutory element will trigger reports in
different categories of cases in different states. Interpretation of combined
statistics is treacherous, even if the only objective is to compare trends
across states.

OUTLINE OF REPORT

Keeping in mind the impediments to research identified in this chapter,
the panel decided to concentrate its attention on the tasks that are most
urgently needed to propel the field forward. Chapter 2 addresses the prob-
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lem of inconsistencies in definition and measurement that have thus far
characterized research on elder mistreatment. Chapter 3 sketches a theo-
retical framework that may be useful in organizing research on the phe-
nomenology and etiology of elder mistreatment in different settings and
contexts. Chapter 4 addresses the challenge of measuring the occurrence of
elder mistreatment in the population, highlighting important epidemiologi-
cal considerations in elder mistreatment research. Chapter 5 summarizes
what is now known about risk factors for elder mistreatment and identifies
priorities for future research. Chapter 6 addresses research needed to im-
prove screening and case identification in clinical settings. Chapter 7 re-
views policies and programs aiming to prevent or respond to elder mistreat-
ment and identifies priorities for future research. Chapter 8 addresses
concerns about protecting human subjects in elder mistreatment research,
and Chapter 9 identifies some necessary conditions for moving the field
forward. The panel’s conclusions and recommendations are presented in
Table 1-1.
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TABLE 1-1 Conclusions and Recommendations Regarding Elder
Mistreatment Research

Page
Conclusion or Recommendation Number

Concepts, Definitions, and Guidelines for Measurement: Chapter 2

Basic research on the phenomenology of elder mistreatment is a critical
early step in the further development of the field. 58

The development of widely accepted operational definitions and validated
and standardized measurement methods for the elements of elder
mistreatment is urgently needed to move the field forward. 58

A Theoretical Model of Elder Mistreatment: Chapter 3

The panel recommends systematic, theory-driven longitudinal research,

both qualitative and quantitative, exploring the changing dynamics of

elder people’s relationships and the risk of mistreatment, as they are

affected by changing health status, social embeddedness, and caregiving

and living arrangements, in both domestic and institutional contexts. 70

The Occurrence of Elder Mistreatment: Chapter 4

Population-based surveys of elder mistreatment occurrence are feasible

and should be given a high priority by funding agencies. Preparatory

funding should be provided to develop and test measures for identifying

elder mistreatment. 84

Funding agencies should give priority to the design and fielding of

national prevalence and incidence studies of elder mistreatment. These

studies should include both a large-scale, independent study of prevalence

and modular add-ons to other surveys of aging populations. 85

In addition to improved household and geographically referent sampling
techniques, new methods of sampling and identifying elder mistreatment

victims in the community should be developed in order to improve the

validity and comprehensiveness of elder mistreatment occurrence

estimates. 86

Supplemental modules pertaining to elder mistreatment should be
included in existing comprehensive geographic health and social surveys,
including ongoing longitudinal studies of aging populations. 86

Once the measurement issues have been satisfactorily addressed, a

comprehensive national prevalence study of elder mistreatment should
be undertaken. 86
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TABLE 1-1 Continued

Page
Conclusion or Recommendation Number

Research is needed on the phenomenology and clinical course of elder

mistreatment. The occurrence of elder mistreatment in institutional

settings, including hospitals, long-term care and assisted living situations,

is all but uncharacterized and needs new study sampling and detection

methods. 86, 87

Risk Factors for Elder Mistreatment: Chapter 5

Studies examining risk indicators and risk and protective factors for

different types of elder mistreatment are urgently needed. A particularly

critical need exists for such studies in institutional settings. Research on

risk and protective factors should take into consideration the clinical

course of elder mistreatment. Advances in measurement in risk and 101,
protective factor research are needed. 102

Screening and Case Identification in Clinical Settings: Chapter 6

Substantial research is needed to improve and develop new methods of
screening for possible elder mistreatment in a range of clinical settings. 120

Research is needed on the process of designating cases as incidents of
mistreatment in order to improve criteria, investigative methods,
decision-making processes, and decision outcomes. 120

Research assessing the capacity of older persons with cognitive

impairments to provide accurate testimony is needed for improving the

accuracy of case identification, not only in clinical settings, but also in

legal settings, including prosecutorial decision making and formal

adjudication. 117

Research is needed to help illuminate the characteristics of common

injuries, such as their etiology, natural course, distribution, and severity

so that the process of identifying cases of elder mistreatment can

become more accurate and reliable. 120

Evaluating Interventions: Chapter 7

Research on the effects of elder mistreatment interventions is urgently

needed. Existing interventions to prevent or ameliorate elder

mistreatment should be evaluated, and agencies funding new intervention
programs should require and fund a scientifically adequate evaluation

as a component of each grant. 139
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TABLE 1-1 Continued

Page
Conclusion or Recommendation Number

The panel strongly recommends systematic studies of reporting practices

and the effects of reporting, taking maximum advantage of the

opportunity for comparisons of practices and outcomes in states with

and without mandated reporting. 124

Research is needed on the effectiveness of adult protective services

interventions, ideally in study designs that compare outcomes in cases

in which services were provided with those in which eligible recipients

declined offered services or other cases in which mistreatment of an

equivalent nature has been identified. 126

Prosecutorial response to elder mistreatment is an understudied area
that should receive heightened attention by the National Institute of
Justice and other funders of criminal justice research. 129

Research about the use of civil justice interventions and their

effectiveness in preventing exploitation and other harm to elders should

be jointly sponsored by the National Institute of Justice and the

Administration on Aging. 131

The panel strongly encourages government agencies and private

sponsors of elder mistreatment programs to give priority to interventions

that emphasize specialized professional training and interdisciplinary
collaboration. All new initiatives should include sufficient funding for

evaluation. 133

Research Ethics: Chapter 8

Investigators and institutional review boards (IRBs) need clearer

guidance (without rigid rules) concerning two issues that tend to recur

in elder mistreatment research: conditions under which research can

properly go forward with participants whose decisional capacity is

impaired, and the proper responses to evidence of mistreatment elicited

during the course of the study. The panel recommends that the

National Institute of Aging, in collaboration with the Office of Human

Research Protections and other sponsors of elder mistreatment research,
undertake a consensus project to develop ethical guidelines and provide

necessary clarification. 144

Whenever feasible, investigators should consult representative members

of the populations being studied (elder persons and caregivers, nursing

home residents and staff, etc.) to ascertain their perspectives and

preferences regarding the proper responses to evidence of mistreatment

(and the related ethical issues raised by the proposed research), and

should take this information into account in developing the protocol. 144
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33

Conclusion or Recommendation

Page
Number

Elder mistreatment reporting statutes should be amended to exempt
researchers from their mandatory requirements.

NIH should issue certificates of confidentiality designed to insulate

elder mistreatment researchers from any legal obligation to disclose
possible cases of mistreatment that otherwise may arise under state law,
including tort “duty to protect” obligations as well as reporting statutes.
Issuance of these certificates should be predicated on the assumption that
IRBs will carefully scrutinize the protocols to ensure that participants are
protected from harm and that, under appropriate circumstances, IRBs
will permit investigators to take voluntary steps to protect subjects in
danger.

Moving Forward: Chapter 9

An adequate long-term funding commitment to research on elder
mistreatment must be made by relevant federal, state, and private
agencies to support research careers and to develop the next generation
of investigators in the field.

145

145

151
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Concepts, Definitions, and
Guidelines for Measurement

As noted in Chapter 1, one of the complexities of
research on elder mistreatment is that researchers have used varying defini-
tions of mistreatment. To some extent, this problem has been traceable to
statutory definitions that are highly variable and ambiguous. Because legal
definitions of abuse and neglect vary widely from state to state, efforts to
match research definitions in any given state with the statutory definitions
tend to undermine efforts to achieve comparability in research designs. In
addition, legal definitions ultimately depend on value judgments (initially
by clinicians and then by judges and juries) about the seriousness of the
perpetrator’s conduct; these value judgments are contingent social facts
that are themselves subject to empirical investigation.

One of the most urgent challenges confronting the field is the need to
develop objective, uniform research definitions that are disentangled, to the
greatest feasible extent, from state statutory variations, as well as from the
contingent and subjective value judgments that inevitably characterize the
application of vague statutory language. At the same time, however, the
research definitions should also be logically connected to common statu-
tory concepts so that they can inform policy and practice. Accordingly, the
panel has reviewed state laws on elder abuse and neglect for the purpose of
identifying common patterns and providing a concrete context for thinking
about the core concepts and boundaries of the field of elder mistreatment.
(Appendix B summarizes state statutes as of December 2001.)

Most state statutes include in some form (either under an umbrella
definition of “abuse” or as separately defined elements) at least the follow-

34
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ing types of mistreatment: (1) physical acts causing pain or injury; (2)
conduct inflicting emotional distress or psychological harm; (3) sexual as-
sault; (4) financial exploitation; and (5) neglect. Some states also include
other conduct and conditions, such as “isolation” or “unreasonable con-
finement.” In most, but not all, states, abuse and neglect of elders fall
under the general adult protection statute, whereas some states have en-
acted specific provisions for elder protection. In almost all states, protec-
tive interventions are authorized or required only if the adults (or elders)
are mentally or physically impaired. In some contexts, the nature of the
relationship between the elder person and the alleged perpetrator also mat-
ters. On one hand, “neglect” (by definition) usually is associated exclu-
sively with persons who have a legal duty to provide care, but some states
direct or authorize intervention in cases involving adults found to be ne-
glecting their own basic needs (“self-neglect”). On the other hand, in most
states, anyone, even a stranger, can be found to have committed “abuse.”
The common statutory patterns in definitions of abuse, neglect, and finan-
cial exploitation are depicted in Figures 2-1, 2-2, and 2-3.

TOWARD A SCIENTIFIC VOCABULARY

The scientific vocabulary and measures that are used to study elder
abuse and neglect must diverge from the legal definitions in three important
respects: First, the conduct (by a perpetrator) and harms (to the elder)
being studied must be objectively ascertainable based on observation, record
review, or direct questioning of relevant parties. Second, although abuse
and neglect represent dichotomous (yes/no) judgments from a legal stand-
point, most of the underlying behaviors fall along a continuum and must be
analyzed empirically as dimensional variables in terms of frequency, inten-
sity, and severity (or riskiness)—even though the data may often be sub-
jected to dichotomous judgments. Third, the range of conduct being mea-
sured should be more inclusive than the behaviors or harmful consequences
that would indisputably amount to abuse or neglect under the applicable
law.

In other words, researchers should investigate all the conduct and harms
that could amount to abuse or neglect if the perpetrator had the necessary
intention or culpability and if other statutory conditions are met. Some
subset of this all-encompassing category could be disaggregated in data
analysis to represent “core” cases of abuse or neglect, based on supposi-
tions about the presence of the necessary intention and other conditions.
The main point, however, is that the ideal empirical strategy would define
the category of interest broadly in terms of conduct and harmful conse-
quences, leaving further narrowing to the analytical and interpretive stages.
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Elder Abuse and Neglect

In order to avoid unnecessary confusion, the panel has developed a
research terminology to refer, descriptively, to the behaviors, relationships,
interactions, and conditions of scientific interest, reserving the terms
“abuse” and “neglect” to refer primarily to the legal category (recognizing
that the statutory definitions vary). Box 2-1 presents the panel’s glossary of
terms. The term being used in this report to encompass the conduct and
harmful consequences of scientific interest is “elder mistreatment.” Al-
though “mistreatment” is itself a value-laden term (and is used in some
state statutes), the panel has selected it because it appears to have been least
used as a statutory category.

The panel’s definitions of elder mistreatment (and its constituent ele-
ments) have been guided entirely by scientific considerations. We have
asked: What definitions will be most useful for facilitating advances in
knowledge? It bears repeating that whether “mistreatment,” as the panel is
defining it, amounts to “abuse” or “neglect” in a legal sense depends on the
statutory definitions in a particular jurisdiction, the actor’s state of mind,
and other factors.

BOX 2-1
Glossary of Research Terms

Abuse. Conduct by responsible caregivers or other individuals that constitutes
“abuse” under applicable state or federal law.

Caregiver. A person who bears or has assumed responsibility for providing care
or living assistance to an adult in need of such care or assistance.

Harm. Injuries or unmet basic needs attributable to acts or omissions by others.

Mistreatment. (a) Intentional actions that cause harm or create a serious risk of
harm, whether or not intended, to a vulnerable elder by a caregiver or other person
who stands in a trust relationship to the elder, or (b) failure by a caregiver to satisfy
the elder’s basic needs or to protect the elder from harm.

Neglect. An omission by responsible caregivers that constitutes “neglect” under
applicable federal or state law.

Trust Relationship. A caregiving relationship or other familial, social or profes-
sional relationship where a person bears or has assumed responsibility for protect-
ing the interests of the older person or where expectations of care or protection
arise by law or social convention.

Vulnerability. Financial, physical or emotional dependence on others or impaired
capacity for self-care or self-protection.

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.


http://www.nap.edu/10406

Elder Mistreatment: Abuse, Neglect, and Exploitation in an Aging America

40 ELDER MISTREATMENT

Elder Mistreatment

“Elder mistreatment” is defined in this report to refer to (a) intentional
actions that cause harm or create a serious risk of harm (whether or not
harm is intended) to a vulnerable elder by a caregiver or other person who
stands in a trust relationship to the elder or (b) failure by a caregiver to
satisfy the elder’s basic needs or to protect the elder from harm. “Mistreat-
ment” conveys two ideas: that some injury, deprivation, or dangerous
condition has occurred to the elder person and that someone else bears
responsibility for causing the condition or failing to prevent it.

Two features of this definition merit emphasis. First, the term “mis-
treatment” is meant to exclude cases of so-called self-neglect—failure of an
older person to satisfy his or her own basic needs and to protect himself or
herself from harm. Self-neglect may often be a proper occasion for inter-
vention, at least of a temporary nature—for the purpose of determining
whether the elder has the capacities for self-care and, if appropriate, of
designating a caregiver, but the panel regards self-neglect as a separate
domain of elder protection, not as a component of mistreatment.

Second, elder mistreatment, as defined by the panel, excludes victimiza-
tion of elders by strangers. In the panel’s view, ordinary predatory victim-
ization of elders merits empirical attention as a species of criminal behavior,
but it should not be regarded as a component of the distinct domain of elder
mistreatment. We say this because the nature of the relationship between
the elder and the perpetrator lies at the heart of common understanding of
the concept of mistreatment (and in most statutory definitions of abuse and
neglect) and therefore should guide the definitions used in empirical re-
search.

Caregiving and Other Trust Relationships

Although we have excluded ordinary victimization by a stranger,
thereby narrowing the boundaries of the field, what types of relationships
are relevant? In the panel’s view, the range of relevant relationships de-
pends on whether the victim’s condition was caused by an intentional act
(typically causing an injury) or by a failure to satisfy a legal duty of care
(leading to unmet needs). If the elder has been injured—we refer here to
financial injury as well as physical and emotional injury—or otherwise put
at risk by the actor’s intentional conduct, the category of relevant relation-
ships includes not only caregivers, but also other family members or even
unrelated people (e.g., lawyers) who are aware of the elder’s vulnerability
and exploit it. The panel uses the phrase “trust relationships” to denote the
relevant relationships. Financial exploitation is illustrative: the conduct of
interest is exploitation by family members and others who may have as-
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sumed fiduciary obligations for elders with diminished capacity for finan-
cial decisions. As noted above, however, it does not include exploitation by
other predatory parties; these victimizations would amount to legal harms
(financial injuries) but not to mistreatment.

By contrast, if the presenting condition relates to the elder’s unmet
needs, a de facto caregiving relationship (or expectation of care) is required
in order to preserve the boundary between neglect by responsible others
(mistreatment) and self-neglect. Professionals who are clinicians, such as
physicians, nurses, psychologists, or social workers, are de facto in trust
relationships with elders for whom they care. In this context, the relevant
relationships include only those people who have assumed the responsibil-
ity for caregiving or are expected to do so. Obviously this characterization
ultimately depends on highly contextual social facts that are not easily
ascertained in surveys or observations.

Vulnerability Associated with Aging

Vulnerability is another core concept in elder mistreatment. Its impor-
tance can be seen by asking whether intimate partner violence constitutes
elder mistreatment simply because the victim is older than a designated age
(e.g., 65). In the panel’s view, the answer is “no” (although the issues may
overlap when the victim is older and vulnerable). A predicate feature of
elder mistreatment is that the victim has a diminished capacity for self-care
or self-protection. Thus, a chronic pattern of intimate partner violence that
has persisted into older age is not, by itself, “elder mistreatment.” Con-
versely, if violence against an intimate partner is initiated or becomes more
frequent or severe due to the older partner’s age-associated vulnerability,
then it is properly characterized as “elder mistreatment.”

Although vulnerability is a core concept in the definition of elder mis-
treatment, the panel concluded that further specification would be prema-
ture at this time. Some aspects of vulnerability are indisputable, including
financial dependence and impairments of mobility (being wheelchair-bound)
or cognition (dementia). However, other factors that diminish capacity for
self-care or self-protection have not been well characterized. For this rea-
son, the panel regards the meaning of vulnerability as an empirical ques-
tion—as a referent for the cluster of clinical or psychosocial risk factors
associated with increased likelihood of mistreatment. For most research
purposes, vulnerability should not be used as a selection criterion; instead,
data bearing on vulnerability should be routinely collected and analyzed in
most studies of elder mistreatment.

Finally, another boundary issue relates to the age cut off for being an
elder. This is a complicated issue. Conceptually speaking, vulnerability,
not age, is the determinative concept. There seems to be no important
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difference (conceptually or morally) between caretaker neglect of a 35-year-
old with mental retardation and of a 65-year-old with dementia. So too
with financial exploitation and other forms of abuse. Setting children to
one side, the relevant population of vulnerable adults includes all persons
with impairments or disabilities, such as mental retardation or impairments
of capacity for mobility, associated with diminished capacity for self-pro-
tection. Not surprisingly, most adult protective services statutes include
elder abuse and neglect within the broader category of vulnerable adults.
Also, legislation designed to protect institutionalized persons (which in-
cludes psychiatric hospitals and mental retardation facilities as well as nurs-
ing homes) typically codify the right to be free of “abuse and neglect.”

Having said this, however, the panel recognizes that the categorical
channeling of research funding (as well as protective legislation) along the
path of aging gives particular salience to vulnerability associated with aging
(as opposed to other conditions). The National Institute on Aging has
commissioned the panel’s study, and a special focus on elders establishes
the policy framework within which we are working. Accordingly, within
the larger domain of adult protection, this report gives special attention to
the aspects of research that focus on people who are vulnerable to mistreat-
ment due to aging. However, this does not mean that “vulnerability asso-
ciated with aging” should be defined categorically in terms of some particu-
lar age cutoff, such as 65. Even for legal purposes, the age of eligibility for
benefits tied to older age varies—e.g., 65 for social security, 60 for pro-
grams funded under the Older Americans Act, 60 or 65 under adult protec-
tive services statutes. (Interestingly, the threshold age of protection under
the Age Discrimination in Employment Act is 40.) For research purposes, a
category defined as persons 65 or over would be both overinclusive and
underinclusive—since many people over 65 are not vulnerable and some
younger than 65 are vulnerable due to aging (e.g., dementias). In sum, the
panel regards “older age” as one of the risk factors that should be explored
empirically under the rubric of “vulnerability associated with aging.” As
the field of elder mistreatment develops, surveillance and research must
attend specifically to age as well as other indicators of vulnerability. (The
panel’s conceptual vocabulary is depicted in Figures 2-4 and 2-5.)

GUIDELINES FOR MEASURMENT

In science, good measurement has several prerequisites. The first is a
concept of what is being measured. In this case the object of measurement
is the occurrence of elder mistreatment using the vocabulary and definitions
presented above. The second prerequisite is an operational definition of the
concept being explored so that it is objectively ascertainable in the field.
Operational definitions in the domain of elder mistreatment are compli-
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Elder Mistreatment and Adjacent
Domains of Research and Policy

When do harmful acts or omissions lie within the
domain of elder mistreatment?

Vulnerability

Trust
Relationship

Older Age

A = core area of elder mistreatment

Adjacent domains of research and policy interest:

B = mistreatment of adults with disabilities
C = "self-neglect" by elderly people; victimization by strangers

D = spouse or intimate partner discord or violence involving an
elderly partner

FIGURE 2-4 Elder mistreatment and adjacent domains of research and policy.

cated, in part because the relevant concepts are poorly developed, and in
part because researchers’ aims vary widely across studies. Operation-
alization answers questions such as: “How do we measure this or that
aspect of mistreatment?” or “How will we know whether we should count
this as a case of mistreatment?” Ideally, operationalization leads to the
development of a set of criteria for answering this question and a process by
which these criteria can be applied in the field—the measurement method.
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ELDER MISTREATMENT

c
Reported
Conduct Intentional acts Failure to provide care

or

Presenting  Injury Unmet [basic] needs
Condition

\'A

Vulnerability Impairment of capacity for self-protection or self-care
Associated

with Aging

R
Person in trust Caregiver
Relationship relationship

LD
Legal "Abuse” "Neglect”
Definition (depends on definitions (depends on definition

under applicable law) under applicable law)

FIGURE 2-5 Basic elements of elder mistreatment.

Explanation

C + V + R represent a sequential analysis of the necessary elements of elder
mistreaatment (conduct by people in caregiver roles or other trust relation-
ships that injures a vulnerable elder, deprives the elder of basic needs, or
exposes the elder to risks of injury or deprivation); each of these elements can
be operationalized descriptively for research purposes.

C includes all injuries or threats to survival or health, by whomever caused,
including self-inflicted injury or “self-neglect” and predatory conduct by
strangers.

V excludes cases of “ordinary” victimization and self-injurious behavior not
involving vulnerability associated with aging.

R excludes self-inflicted injury and self-neglect and predatory conduct by
strangers.

LD represents the subset of cases defined by C+V+R that have been included
in the definition of “abuse” or “neglect” under applicable state laws and
practices. (A particular statute may also include cases that do not have all of
these elements.)
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Given the complexity of the definition of mistreatment, its operational-
ization is best approached in a stepwise fashion, with each step addressing
a different aspect of the concept.

The next prerequisite involves the standardization of measures prior to
their use in research. In many research settings, such as population surveys,
it will be sufficient for the researchers to describe the conduct and other
variables that have been measured in a way that reflects the relevant dimen-
sions of mistreatment. As researchers continue the iterative process of
conceptualizing and operationalizing the measures, a consensus will gradu-
ally emerge regarding the relevance and significance of the measures being
used in the field for different aspects of mistreatment and its correlates and
outcomes. In some clinical research contexts, however, it will be necessary
for researchers to classify whether or not the data represent a “case” of
mistreatment. Under optimal circumstances, there would be a method of
measurement to definitively assess the presence or absence of elder mis-
treatment in such cases. Such a “gold standard” could be used to judge the
value of other measures as well as to definitively determine the presence or
absence of mistreatment for research purposes. Given the nature of the
object of measurement, such a standard is not possible in the elder mistreat-
ment field. There are two basic problems—contested facts and contested
values. Irrespective of research methodology, uncertainties will arise re-
garding the conduct of the alleged perpetrator and the effects on the elder.
Also, as already indicated, characterization of particular conduct as mis-
treatment requires value judgments, contestable at the margin if not at the
core.

Using the example of other fields confronted with a similar problem, a
“LEAD standard” (longitudinal, experts, all data) could be developed to
serve in the place of a gold standard (Spitzer, 1983). A LEAD standard
would use longitudinal observation, all relevant data, and the review by
experts in the field to determine the presence or absence of mistreatment. A
LEAD methodology typically involves two components. The first compo-
nent is collection of data on the case that is to be classified (as mistreated or
not mistreated). An expert in the area who investigates the case thoroughly
collects the data. The investigation might include taking history from
several sources, interviewing the person who may have been mistreated,
interviewing the possible perpetrator(s), as well as reviewing medical and
other pertinent records. The data collection focuses, as much as possible,
on whatever longitudinal information is available on the case.

The second component of the methodology involves evaluation of the
data by a panel of experts, who are asked to make a collective judgment
about whether or not the case meets an a priori definition of mistreatment
or a specific type of mistreatment. The definition is made available to the
panel, often in the form of operational criteria. The panel, typically small—
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5-7 members—for the sake of efficiency, includes interdisciplinary repre-
sentation from professional backgrounds with expertise in the area of mis-
treatment. The expert who collected the data presents each case verbally
and in the form of a structured case summary.

The panel then deliberates case-by-case to decide if a specific case meets
the a priori definition. The decisions the panel makes in each case, such as
judgments about which specific examples meet the definition and which do
not, are recorded and eventually summarized in a workbook/minutes book
reflecting the consensus process as applied to real cases. The latter can then
be used to improve upon the definition, as precedent for future panels, or to
train professionals in the recognition of elder mistreatment. This should be
a process that (almost) everyone would agree is able to classify correctly
individuals as mistreated or not mistreated without worrying about the
resources or cost needed to make the determination. Put another way, if
resources were not an issue, what would be done to decide if someone has
been mistreated or not? Once a LEAD standard is in place, then several
potential methods of determining mistreatment can be tested against this
standard. And the LEAD method itself can be used in the context of
research to definitively assess the presence or absence of elder mistreatment.
Such an approach is already under way in the work of Fulmer and Wetle
(1986).

The next step is the development of the measure. This involves decid-
ing on the specific purpose of the measure and the measurement method,
followed by an assessment of its reliability and validity. Measures may
have different purposes, such as to ascertain occurrence of mistreatment in
the population for research purposes or for surveillance, to assess the risk of
mistreatment for early intervention, to screen for mistreatment in different
settings (e.g., emergency department, long-term care), to determine whether
mistreatment occurred in a given circumstance, to differentiate different
types of mistreatment (e.g., physical or financial), to quantify the severity of
mistreatment, and so forth. Clearly, different measures will need to be
developed for use in these different research contexts.

Similarly, measures are likely to vary according to the method used to
elicit the data. These include self-report, proxy or informant report, direct
examination of the elder’s physical and/or mental state, clinical observa-
tion, or a composite of these. The choice of assessment method will depend
on the purpose of the measure, the risks of error associated with each
method, the tolerance for error in measurement, and the research resources
available.

The measure should be both reliable and valid. Reliability assesses how
much agreement there is if different people are conducting the measurement
(interobserver) or if a measure is applied at different points in time (test-
retest). High interobserver reliability should be pursued. Test-retest reli-

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.


http://www.nap.edu/10406

Elder Mistreatment: Abuse, Neglect, and Exploitation in an Aging America

CONCEPTS, DEFINITIONS, AND GUIDELINES FOR MEASUREMENT 47

ability should also be pursued for all measures; short time intervals of test-
retest are optimal, since the occurrence of mistreatment is transient in some
cases.

Validity assesses how accurate a measure is of what we want it to
measure, in this case some aspect of mistreatment. There are several types
of validity: content, criterion, predictive, and construct validity. Content
validity is an assessment of the measurement method’s ability to measure
mistreatment using logic and special expertise, typically by expert opinion.
Criterion validity assesses the measure against a widely agreed-upon stan-
dard, in this case a LEAD standard. Predictive validity assesses the ability
of the measure to make predictions about the future, such as predicting
response to interventions or the course of mistreatment. Finally, any re-
search evidence that tends to illuminate exactly what the instrument mea-
sures adds to its construct validity.

In sum, research measurement in the field of elder mistreatment is
complicated for several reasons. First, several elements require measure-
ment. Second, observations necessary to make a determination of mistreat-
ment are usually not directly available to the researcher and must be in-
ferred indirectly. Third, even with the necessary observations available, a
determination of mistreatment is not immediately apparent but rather re-
quires human judgment to assess whether these observations meet (a priori)
definitions (operational criteria) of mistreatment derived from common
sense, consensus, or law. Fourth, the definitions against which the observa-
tions are assessed appear to be variable in research conducted thus far.
These issues greatly limit the ability of researchers to develop measurement
tools that meet high standards of reliability and validity.

OPERATIONALIZING THE ESSENTIAL ELEMENTS

In the context of elder mistreatment, several variables are a target of
measurement. These are listed in Box 2-2.

The items in this box merit initial comment prior to later detailed
discussion. With regard to the first item, while the issue of who is an older
person has no definitive answer for all purposes, the demographic category
of interest needs to be defined explicitly for the purposes of research. The
second item is the existence of a trust relationship between an elder and
another person. As indicated above, the concept of elder mistreatment is
predicated on the existence of such a relationship. Thus, a definition for
what constitutes a trust relationship is needed. For both these items,
operationalization is straightforward in the sense that an a priori definition,
whatever its strengths and weaknesses, can be applied in the process of
research so that a particular situation can be assessed against that definition
(e.g., “Does this particular person meet the definition of being an older
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BOX 2-2
Variables Requiring Operational Definition in
Research Involving Elder Mistreatment

1. Who is an older person?

2. What constitutes a trust relationship between an older and another person?
3. What is the relevant conduct of the “other” person in the trust relationship?

4. What harms has the older person experienced (or what dangers were created
as a result of the conduct of the person in the trust relationship)?

5. Does this combination of conduct and harm constitute mistreatment, as that
term has been defined in the study?

6. What are the risk and protective factors associated with the occurrence of mis-
treatment? Specifically, what aspects of the older person’s condition make him or
her more or less vulnerable to mistreatment?

7. What are the outcomes of mistreatment or of interventions aiming to prevent it?

person?” and “Does the relationship meet the definition of being a trust
relationship?”)

It is necessary to measure the relevant conduct (what was done or not
done) of the other person, to assess whether or not the elder has been
harmed, and, if so, to determine whether what the other person has done or
not done has caused the harm. The definition of the relevant conduct and
harm is a complex undertaking in that it is not always possible to anticipate
in advance all conduct and consequences that might be of interest. Further-
more, in the process of assessment while in the field, it is highly unlikely
that the conduct in question will be directly observable to those conducting
the research and is therefore likely to be evaluated indirectly. This is often
true for harms as well. Thus an operational definition of conduct and harm
should contain a general description of the kinds of conduct and conse-
quences that may be of interest as well as a description of the process used
to determine the occurrence of relevant conduct and harms, constructed so
that they can be assessed both directly and indirectly.

Determining whether a particular conduct caused a particular harm
will not be necessary in most studies, especially those using survey methods.
However, this task may be necessary in some studies, especially those relat-
ing to the factors that differentiate, clinically, between inadvertent injuries
and intentional ones (see Chapter 6.). In some cases, when direct observa-
tion is available, it is possible to state unequivocally that a specific conduct
caused the injury. For example, if a caregiver hits an elder on her upper
right arm and there is a bruise where there the elder was struck, causality
for the bruise is clear. However, if the elder also is anxious and scared,
under what circumstances can one conclude that the striking of the arm
caused these psychological consequences? Furthermore, if the elder has
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bruises elsewhere on her body, when might it be concluded that the same
caregiver striking her at other times caused these other bruises? As should
be apparent, the causal inference connecting conduct to consequences in
many instances necessitates a judgment on the part of the researcher. Thus,
for some studies, the researcher may have to specify an operational defini-
tion of causality and a process by which the determination of causality is
made.

The next item in the box deals with the evaluation of information from
the previous items in judging whether or not the combination of conduct
and harm constitutes mistreatment. This requires operational definitions of
the types of mistreatment against which the specific circumstances can be
assessed. The panel encourages researchers to be as specific as possible in
identifying which combinations of conduct and harm are being defined as
mistreatment for purposes of the study. It may be helpful to define the
category of mistreatment separately for (1) physical mistreatment, (2) sexual
mistreatment, (3) emotional mistreatment (including isolation), (4) finan-
cial exploitation, and (3) failure to provide needed care, including abandon-
ment.

As explained earlier, the panel recommends that researchers try to
avoid stand-alone, unmodified use of the terms “abuse” and “neglect”
because these terms require legal interpretations and community value judg-
ments that inevitably vary across states and localities. In addition, it should
be recognized that whether a case is found by the applicable authorities to
constitute abuse or neglect also depends on the purpose of the intervention
in a particular case and other aspects of the social context. In some situa-
tions, for example, the question being asked is whether an intervention or
treatment might be implemented to help the elder. In other situations,
however, a determination of abuse or neglect might lead to criminal pros-
ecution of the perpetrator. These determinations are all rooted in value
judgments made initially by the examining clinicians and subsequently by
public officials and courts. These judgments are themselves subject to
empirical study. In such investigations, what must be defined and mea-
sured are the variety of possible clinical, social, and legal responses that
might be made to particular cases. If this type of research were added to the
box, the question of interest would be “Was this combination of conduct
and harm characterized as ‘abuse’ or ‘neglect’ by the relevant decision-
makers?”

The sixth element in the box involves the operationalization and mea-
surement of factors that increase or decrease the likelihood of elder mis-
treatment. Measurement of risk and protective factors is as important as
measurement for mistreatment itself. Risk factors are factors that increase
the probability of mistreatment, while protective factors are ones that de-
crease its probability. Their measurement is critical from the public health
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point of view for several reasons. Their identification is crucial to the
detection of who is at risk for mistreatment so that preventive interventions
can be applied. As well, their identification promotes understanding of the
mechanisms leading to mistreatment. Because vulnerabilities associated
with aging (and with disabilities) are of special concern in the fields of elder
mistreatment and adult protective services, these risk factors require careful
attention. (Research on risk and protective factors is discussed in Chapter
S.)

The final element in the box relates to the outcomes and consequences
of mistreatment. Mistreatment has been associated with a series of conse-
quences and adverse outcomes. For example, mistreatment can cause physi-
cal and mental morbidity that is at times sustained. It can lead to serious
financial strain. As well, social isolation, loss of dignity, impaired quality
of life can result. Research on the consequences of mistreatment is critical
to understanding its individual and societal impact and to targeting and
assessing the benefit of interventions. (A theoretical model linking mis-
treatment to its outcomes is discussed in Chapter 3.)

With this overview in mind, the discussion now turns specifically to the
measurement of several of the elements involved in research on mistreat-
ment as identified in Box 2-2.

Older Person

If an age cutoff is to be used, then the operationalization and measure-
ment of who is an older person are straightforward and merit no further
discussion. If, however, the definition is broadened to include other groups
of vulnerable adults, operational definitions and specific measurement meth-
ods may be needed. For example, if the definition is broadened to include
“adults with developmental disabilities,” or “adults with mental illness,” or
“adults with physical disabilities,” then a definition of each of these terms is
necessary for research to go forward, as is a method of determining whether
a specific individual meets the definition. It seems fair to assume that
definitions and measurements for various types of disabilities exist in the
relevant fields and can be imported with appropriate modification to re-
search on elder mistreatment.

The panel favors specific definitions of disability if the population be-
ing studied is chosen on this basis, rather than use of a generic and vague
category of all “vulnerable adults.” Objective criteria of inclusion, such as
cognitive impairment or frailty or disability impairing locomotion, should
be used. However, if the study population is defined by age (e.g., everyone
over 18 or 40 or 55, etc)., then the elements of vulnerability can be defined
empirically according to the personal characteristics that emerge as risk
factors for mistreatment.
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Trust Relationship

A trust relationship is at the center of research in elder mistreatment. In
the simplest terms, such a relationship exists when one party is charged
with, or has assumed, the responsibility for caring for or protecting the
interests of the older person, or when the relationship (in its social context)
creates the expectation of care or protection. There are therefore at least
two participants in such a relationship, the elder and the person—or per-
sons—responsible for care or protection or expected to provide care or
protection for the elder. Such a relationship may arise formally or infor-
mally and may be voluntarily undertaken or imposed by operation of law
or social custom.

For example, the relationship may arise from a formal guardianship or
a durable power of attorney in which the trusted person agreed to serve in
that role in the event of the elder’s incapacitation. Even in the absence of
any formal designations, the relationship may arise out of kinship or friend-
ship or professional roles. For example, a relative, caregiver, or other
person may find himself or herself in the position of making health care or
living decisions for the elder without any formal agreement or designation.
Furthermore, someone may take on the responsibility to assist the older
person in financial matters, such as an accountant, financial adviser, or
friend with special knowledge in this area. Under certain circumstances,
the existence of a trust relationship may be predicated on the fact that the
other person is a health care professional who has taken on the care of the
elder, as would happen in a nursing home, assisted living, or hospital with
a nursing aide or licensed professional.

Different types of relationships may have different bearings on elder
mistreatment, depending on the type of mistreatment. The threshold of
involvement that constitutes a trust relationship may vary for physical
mistreatment, emotional mistreatment, financial exploitation, or failure to
provide needed care. For example, failure to provide needed care (neglect)
depends on the existence of a de facto caregiving relationship and therefore
would require a narrower range of relationships than the other categories
of mistreatment. For example, any family member would be in a trust
relationship for purposes of the basic expectation that they will not exploit
or harm the vulnerable elder person. However, a family relationship clearly
will not always amount to a relationship sufficient to give rise to a caregiver
obligation; this is why the panel has distinguished between these two con-
cepts and has defined trust relationships as a broad category that includes,
but is not limited to, caregivers.

In some circumstances, of course, existence of a trust relationship is
unambiguous and harm caused by the other person would always consti-
tute mistreatment. These include legal guardians and professionals who
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enter into formal professional relationships with an older person. The case
for a legal guardian should be obvious. Similarly, paid professionals,
whether they be clinicians, attorneys, financial advisers, or accountants,
enter into trust relationships by virtue of their professional activities. It
should be apparent that relationships with paid professionals in all health
care settings, such as hospitals, nursing homes, assisted living homes, adult
day care programs, and the like, enter into trust relationships when they
come into contact with older people. This includes not only licensed pro-
fessionals such as doctors or nurses but also personal care workers (nursing
aides), janitorial staff, escort staff, etc.

In other circumstances, whether a particular relationship amounts to a
trust relationship for purposes of elder mistreatment research may be un-
clear. In the first instance, researchers should make every effort to deter-
mine the point of view of the older person regarding their trust relation-
ships. In some situations, this may be determinative. However, in many
situations, the elder person’s point of view will not be ascertainable or will
be superseded by social conventions or legal duties. For example, the older
person may be suspicious of, and have no expectation of protection from, a
home health care aide who has assumed a caregiving obligation. Con-
versely, the older person may develop a trusting relationship with a door-
to-door vacuum cleaner salesman who, by law and social convention, bears
no obligation to protect the older person’s interests. Accordingly, applying
the concept ultimately requires objective assessment and judgment.

In sum, empirical knowledge is lacking about the kinds of trust rela-
tionships that older persons enter into, the other parties involved in these
relationships, the foundations of these relationships, and their association
with different types of mistreatment. Therefore, an early priority of re-
search in the field ought to be the conceptual and empirical development of
different operational definitions of trust relationships.

Conduct of the Other Person in the Trust Relationship

The relevant conduct of the other party that may be of interest includes
direct physical contact (hitting, pushing, shoving, etc.), verbal mistreatment
(yelling, threatening verbally, criticism, etc.), placing restrictions on the
older person (isolating to a room, unnecessary use of physical or chemical
restraints), social embarrassment (berating the elder in public), depriving
the older person of material possessions (restricting access to money, steal-
ing from the elder, etc.), not providing necessary care (e.g., not providing
medications, bathing infrequently, feeding a limited diet), and many more.
The challenge for researchers is to define the conduct with maximum pos-
sible specificity to facilitate analysis and interpretation. Whether any such
conduct amounts to mistreatment requires a value judgment based on con-
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text. For example, restricting access to money may be entirely appropriate
conduct in caring for a person with dementia. (See further discussion of
this point in the section on “mistreatment” below.) As noted earlier in this
chapter, however, the most sensible strategy for research is to define the
category overinclusively (with reference to the expected definition of mis-
treatment) for purposes of data collection and measurement and to refine it
thereafter in analysis and interpretation.

Measurement of conduct is subject to a number of significant method-
ological limitations. Briefly, much of this conduct is not observed directly
and relies for its detection on report by the elder, by the other party in the
trust relationship—who may be the perpetrator of mistreatment— or by a
third party, such as a colleague or supervisor of the other party in an
institutional setting. Indeed, in the absence of direct observation, conduct
is harder to assess than harm, since it may not leave evidence in the form of
readily observable physical or emotional consequences, since it may be
forgotten by the elder if she is cognitively impaired, since the older person
may be reluctant to report the occurrence of such conduct, or since the
other person may not report it out of conflict of interest.

The investigator is faced with the difficult task of detecting a “latent
variable” requiring a research methodology that optimally employs several
modalities of assessment and takes repeated observation. As with assess-
ment of harm, there is a dearth of basic descriptive studies of conduct
involved and of measurement methods.

Harm

As already noted, mistreatment (under any consensus definition) will
include some types of conduct that have not actually caused harm—per-
haps because harm was not intended or because the conduct creates an
unacceptable risk of harm. However, many types of mistreatment do in-
volve actual injury or harm, most notably physical assault and financial
mistreatment (loss of property). To the extent that the definition includes
harm, the measure of harm must be operationalized and measured.

The importance of measuring harm varies according to the type of
research being conducted. For example, survey research and other studies
in nonclinical settings (or not using clinical or legal records) are likely to
focus mainly on the possible perpetrator’s conduct; the presence of harm is
likely to be ascertained on the basis of a few specific indicators (e.g., “Were
you hurt?” “Did you have to go to the hospital?” “Did you lose any
money?”) However, in the context of research in clinical settings, such as
identification of forensic markers for mistreatment, or development of im-
proved screening tools, the assessment of harm may be a particularly im-
portant element of the study.
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Pertinent types of harm to older persons include physical injury, emo-
tional injury, and financial harm. Physical harm is the most straightfor-
ward, since its presence typically can be assessed reliably through examina-
tion, through laboratory tests (e.g., X-rays), or upon forensic assessment.
Examples of physical harm include lacerations, burns, fractures, bruises,
malnutrition, and others (Dyer et al., in this volume). Similarly, financial
harm can typically be assessed reliably if access to the older person’s finan-
cial records is available. Emotional harm is more difficult to assess. This
may take on the form of mental distress and other psychological responses,
post-traumatic symptomatology (social withdrawal, reexperiencing trau-
matic events, trouble sleeping or eating, etc.), or the onset (at times recur-
rence) of a psychiatric disorder, such as major depression, post-traumatic
stress disorder, panic disorder, agoraphobia, among others. Measurement
of harm must be able to determine the presence or absence of different
consequences in the various domains above. Since many harms may not be
anticipated prior to the initiation of the research, the measurement method
must be general and flexible so as to detect a wide range of consequences
that may be specific to the specific elder-trust relationship, and to the
setting involved (home, hospital, long-term care etc.). The measurement
method must also evaluate temporal aspects of the consequences (onset,
frequency, duration) and quantify the severity of these consequences.

A key methodological issue in the measurement of consequences is that
some of the harms involved are not always accessible to direct measure-
ment. This is true for several reasons. First, in many cases, harms are
transient and remit by the time an assessment occurs, as in the case of a
bruise or a laceration. Second, many older persons who are mistreated are
cognitively impaired and cannot recall past harms. Third, many older
people are reluctant to report conduct of others who may have harmed
them or that may constitute mistreatment out of embarrassment or for
other reasons. Fourth, often the only other source of information about
past harms may be the other person in the trust relationship, who has a
conflict of interest regarding disclosure of the harm. Therefore, the best a
researcher can do, as is customary when latent variables are being investi-
gated, is to employ methods of assessment that are multimodal (e.g., self-
report, observer report, data review, direct examination, laboratory stud-
ies, forensic assessment) and that are repeated with sufficient frequency to
minimize the likelihood that relevant consequences are missed. The corol-
lary to this is that measurement methods should include checks and bal-
ances so that false positives are minimized as well.

In general, methods to assess the presence or absence of physical injury,
emotional disturbance, or financial injury are available and have been
adapted to the elder mistreatment context. These methods generally are
able to evaluate the presence or absence of injury (harm) and are also able
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to approach its temporal aspects and severity. The vast majority of mea-
sures have focused on the determination of whether elder mistreatment has
occurred using a wide range of methods and definitions. Many studies have
assessed the occurrence of mistreatment by review of protective agency
records, study of sentinel reports (reports of professionals serving older
adults), or criminal justice system statistics. These have used typically
unstandardized or vague definitions of abuse and neglect, many based on
the wording of state statutes, and have significant methodological weak-
ness.

A few researchers have tackled the problem directly, but they have used
definitions or measures that have varied from study to study. In some
cases, methods have been developed to assess the occurrence of elder abuse
using telephone or in-person interviews of family members or proxies or
direct assessments of samples of older adults. However, there is a dearth of
such measures, and most existing measures have had limited assessment of
their measurement characteristics, reliability, or validity. Furthermore, the
measures used have almost always been direct adaptations of measures
intended for other purposes or for other settings (e.g., the Conflict Tactics
Scale was intended to measure interpersonal violence for married couples
and was modified by Pillemer and Finkelhor to assess abuse of older people
by their caregivers). As well, existing measures are inadequately differenti-
ated or specialized. They do not, for example, distinguish clearly the types
of harm they are measuring (physical, emotional, etc.) or differentiate the
measures according to whether they are intended to screen for harm, define
its occurrence, Oor measure its severity.

The elder mistreatment field is lacking in descriptive methodological
research on how to measure consequences that are related to mistreatment.
As Dyer et al. (this volume) note, no studies have carefully described the
different types of harms that mistreated older persons may suffer, the inter-
relationship of the different harms (e.g., relationship of physical to emo-
tional to financial), the severity of harms, their characteristics, and their
clinical course. In addition, few studies have compared different approaches
to the measurement of harms. The greatest gap relates to psychological
consequences of elder mistreatment. This sort of information is key to the
ability to develop measures that are methodologically sound. Basic meth-
odological research should also be an early priority in the field.

Mistreatment

Whether certain facts, collected using the methods discussed so far in
this chapter, constitute mistreatment is a matter of definition and judgment.
The researcher’s main goal should be to make the process as transparent as
possible. The facts, collected as above, must be assessed against an a priori
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TABLE 2-1 Cross-Tabulation of Conducts and Harms

Illustrative Conduct by Other Party

Failed to Gave Wrong
Harm to None or Hit  Pushed Feed a Medication Locked
Older Person Unknown Once Downstairs Meal Dose in Room

None

Bruise

Fracture

Depression

Dehydration

Hospital
admission

NOTE: Intersecting sets may or may not constitute mistreatment depending on the definition
used in the study.

definition. (The panel’s preferred definition is set forth above.) Much of
the time, the facts fit the definition with little doubt. In other cases, whether
the facts should be characterized as mistreatment requires judgment. Thus
the researcher must specify a process for making this determination.

This process works best if it has at least two characteristics. The first is
a set of rules or guidelines specifying whether anticipated combinations of
circumstances and conduct will constitute one form or another of mistreat-
ment if detected in the field. A different cross-tabulation of conducts and
harms is necessary for each type of mistreatment. This is illustrated in
Table 2-1.

This approach illustrates several issues. While it is not possible to
anticipate all combinations of conduct and harms that could be encoun-
tered, prior consideration of the types of issues that will come up in the
course of the research will help standardize decisions in the conduct of the
study. Also, the frequency of harms and conducts must be taken into
account in the table. For example, a single instance of pushing an older
person down the stairs may constitute mistreatment regardless of whether
an injury occurs, whereas forgetting to feed her a meal now and then may
not. Furthermore, the absence of both specific conduct and specific harms
may, under certain circumstances, constitute mistreatment.

For example, as already mentioned, specific harms that could be due
only to mistreatment (such as certain types of fractures) might be classified
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as mistreatment even if the relevant conduct were not detected. But con-
duct that has not resulted in any apparent harm may also at times be
properly characterized as mistreatment. If a trusted person attempts to
push an older person down the stairs but fails to succeed, thus causing no
obvious harm, most would agree that this is physical mistreatment. What
distinguishes this situation is the intent of the trusted person, so that if there
is clear intent to harm, mistreatment may be present even if the harm did
not occur.

While intent is important in limited circumstances, it should be kept in
mind that intent to harm, which is very hard to determine (even in a
courtroom, much less for research purposes), is not a necessary element of
the definition of mistreatment, as defined in this report. Of course, when
there is intent to harm that can be determined unequivocally, then in all
likelihood mistreatment has occurred. While it would be interesting to
study the relationship between intent of the trusted person and conduct or
harms that constitute mistreatment (and that are characterized as neglect
and abuse by social authorities) this is not a core aspect of the measurement
of mistreatment.

An important caveat should be added at this point. One of the difficul-
ties in elder mistreatment research so far has been the use of overly inclusive
definitions of what constitutes mistreatment. Some writers have included
the entire range of harms and conducts in Table 2-1 as mistreatment,
including, in some cases, “social embarrassment” that may have been tran-
sient, or minor physical injuries that were clearly an accident. It is impor-
tant for researchers to focus their attention on serious forms of mistreat-
ment and not to define “normal” negative human interactions as
pathological. The purpose of the cross tabulation is not to lay out all harms
and consequences involved in interactions between an older person and
another in a trust relationship; rather it is to limit the definition of elder
mistreatment to a specific number of intersecting sets that have been de-
fined by the researcher as plausible forms of mistreatment.

The second part of the assessment of mistreatment is the specification
of a process used to apply the definition and guidelines to all cases under
study. This process has as its starting point the facts in each case, the
definitions of mistreatment being employed in the study, and the rules/
guidelines derived from cross-tabulation of anticipated examples. This
information is reviewed by designated individuals using a specified process.
Typically, a trained expert looks at each case and decides the simple ones.
A consensus panel then reviews the more complex cases, plus a sampling of
the simpler ones classified by the individual reviewers. It bears emphasis
that this classification is needed only if a dichotomous classification is
required by the goals of a particular study. As already noted, the panel
encourages study of a broad range of conducts and harms beyond those
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that could be classified as cases of mistreatment. The presence (or absence)
of some of these might be predictive of the onset of mistreatment in the
future. Also, even though they may not be mistreatment, some of these
could affect the quality of life of the older person. Finally, these may be of
interest to social scientists studying the relationship between conduct and
consequence in older persons and their caregivers.

Risk and Protective Factors

A major purpose of research in elder mistreatment is to understand its
causes so that it can be prevented, treated, or managed effectively. This line
of inquiry typically begins with the study of factors that increase (risk) or
decrease (protective) the probability that mistreatment will occur. As dis-
cussed earlier, it is the panel’s view that one of the crucial risk factors
involved is the vulnerability of the elder person. More research is needed
on risk factors, including vulnerability, and protective factors for mistreat-
ment. This issue is of such significance to the field that Chapter 5 has been
devoted to it.

CONCLUSIONS

1. Further basic research on the phenomenology of elder mistreatment
is a critical early step in the further development of the field. Such research
will lead to a much better understanding of the key elements of elder
mistreatment (see Box 2-1), which in turn will facilitate the development of
broadly accepted operational definitions and the development of research
and clinical measures for these phenomena. Examples of such research
include studies of: (1) the kinds of trust relationships that older persons
enter into, the other parties involved in these relationships, the foundations
of these relationships, and their association with different types of mistreat-
ment; (2) the different types of harms that mistreated older persons may
suffer, the interrelationship of the different harms (e.g., relationship of
physical to emotional to financial), the severity of harms, their temporal
characteristics, and their clinical course; (3) the injurious conduct or omis-
sions of other parties in trust relationships, how they manifest themselves,
and their clinical course; (4) the psychological effects of mistreatment, in-
cluding types of psychological harm, their presentation, and their clinical
course; and (5) the circumstances under which harm is most likely to have
been caused by the acts or omissions of another person.

2. The development of widely accepted operational definitions and
validated and standardized measurement methods for the elements of elder
mistreatment is urgently needed to move the field forward. The field must
develop widely accepted operational definitions of the elements of elder
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mistreatment, its different forms, and associated risk factors and outcomes.
The field must also develop a series of measures for these elements, with
good (and known) reliability and validity. A menu of measures is necessary
for each of the multiple contexts of research, including screening and case
identification in clinical settings as well as studies of elder mistreatment in
populations. To the extent that dichotomous classifications of mistreat-
ment are needed, agreement must be reached on what LEAD-type method-
ology will be used in place of a gold standard for such studies.

Agreement on operational definitions for research may provide a useful
foundation for developing standard definitions and classification criteria
for surveillance and reporting. It is conceivable that a consensus conference
could be convened to propel this process forward, although such an effort
may be premature in the absence of greater experience in the field develop-
ing the approach outlined in this chapter. Another possibility would be to
initiate a consensus process in a more limited domain—such as defining
mistreatment in the context of developing definitions and measures of qual-
ity in long-term care, as recommended in a recent report on this subject by
the Institute of Medicine (2001). (see Chapter 7 for further discussion).
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3

A Theoretical Model of
Elder Mistreatment

Tl‘ne limited research on elder mistreatment lacks
an overarching framework within which to understand the multiplicity of
its ill-defined manifestations. Concerned citizens, clinicians of various sorts,
including emergency room physicians, social workers, nurses, the police,
and even the victims themselves report incidents of apparent mistreatment
to the authorities (such as state adult protective services). They, in turn,
investigate and classify them according to disparate legal definitions, collat-
ing them for reporting purposes but with only limited cross-state compara-
bility. Academic researchers have tried their hand at identifying and cata-
loguing individuals subject to elder mistreatment in the population at large.
But they too lack a fully developed theoretical framework that could serve
to guide data collection efforts and permit a more effective assessment of
(1) the differential prevalence of elder mistreatment by significant social
attributes and (2) the causal sequences leading to enhanced risk of elder
mistreatment.

As a result, the knowledge base about even the most elementary facts
concerning elder mistreatment is incomplete, contradictory, misleading, and
noncumulative. We are told, for example, that the majority of elder mis-
treatment cases are women. Yet we are not in a position to evaluate
whether this is simply the result of the disproportionate number of elders
who are women (due to differential mortality by gender) or whether women
do indeed face a higher risk of elder mistreatment than men. Most studies
reporting this finding simply lack a way of properly assessing the popula-
tion base from which the clinical observations were generated.

60
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RISK MODEL OF ELDER MISTREATMENT
IN DOMESTIC SETTINGS

Here we would like to propose, as a first approximation, a theoretical
sketch for the study of elder mistreatment that in our view could help to
codify the findings already in hand and to provide a framework within
which to organize future research efforts.! It is offered in the spirit of
starting a conversation about theoretically meaningful next steps rather
than as a fully fleshed-out theoretical model. It draws its inspiration from
George L. Engels’s (1977) challenge to the reigning biomedical model of the
time. He proposed a biopsychosocial model explicitly encompassing psy-
chological and social factors in explaining biophysiological conditions, such
as disease or aging processes. It has attracted increasing attention, most
recently providing the framework within which a task force of the Institute
of Medicine organized its discussion of sexually transmitted diseases (Insti-
tute of Medicine, 1997; see also Laumann et al., 1994:3-34, 541-548; Ensel
and Lin, 2000). In Engels’s view, the narrow biomedical model, with its
highly individualistic, clinically centered presumptions, should be expanded
to incorporate a multiperson interactional scheme with three sets of interre-
lated factors: the physiological, the psychological, and the social. What is
missing from Engels’s model is a fuller consideration of the environing
cultural and social contexts in which these microprocesses are embedded.

The definition of elder mistreatment in Chapter 2 stipulates both a
victim of mistreatment (the focal subject) and a responsible actor (a trusted
other, typically the caregiver) that together lie at the center of analytic
attention. The interaction between the characteristics of the potential vic-
tim of mistreatment (e.g., his or her changing health status, dependency,
competencies) and those of the responsible actor (e.g., his or her care bur-
den, stress, financial dependence) must be an essential feature of any analy-
sis. In addition, contextual risk factors, such as those referring to location
(type of institution, at home, etc.), social relationship (e.g., spousal, adult
child caregiver, formal role caregiver like lawyer, nurse), and the broader
sociocultural context (defined by race, ethnicity, religion, region, urban/
rural location, and socioeconomic status), may set different generic levels of
risk for the individuals embedded in them.

Figure 3-1 provides a bird’s eye overview of the generic factors in the
model of the risks for elder mistreatment, while Figure 3-2 presents a

1Several other theoretical sketches have been proposed in the research literature, including
Ansello (1996); Phillips (1983); Schiamberg and Gans (1999); and Wolf and Pillemer (1989).
The current framework attempts to be more comprehensive, including mistreatment both in
domestic and institutional settings. In addition, it is applicable to multiple types of mistreat-
ment. The sketches in the literature, however, are completely consistent in spirit and thrust
with it.
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FIGURE 3-1 Summary overview of the model for elder mistreatment.

detailed specification of selected variables to be operationalized in applying
the model to the empirical world.

It is fundamentally a model of a transactional process unfolding over
time among the elder person, his or her trusted other, and other interested
parties (stakeholders) concerned with his or her well-being in the context of
changes in the physical, psychological, and social circumstances of the
several parties as the result of the elder person’s aging process and life
course. This is called the microprocess, encompassing the factors that
could be associated with the risk of mistreatment. In addition, this model
should be understood as being embedded in an environing sociocultural
context, such as the region of the country, the institutional or organiza-
tional locus (such as a nursing home, assisted living quarters, private house-
hold), and race or ethnic group of the elder person that are associated with
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FIGURE 3-2 A schematic outline of the model for elder mistreatment.
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different levels of risk for mistreatment. For example, it may be the case
that different organizational settings (e.g., nursing homes, assisted living
quarters) may have different characteristic levels of elder mistreatment risk.
This feature of the model is the macrostructure in which the microprocesses
described in Figure 3-2 occur. The risk of elder mistreatment can be con-
ceptualized as the varying likelihood of an event or set of events causing
harm to the elder person. This risk is a function of the various sets of
variables depicted in the model at both the macro and micro levels.

The left side of the diagram includes the set of social, physical, and
psychological attributes of the subject at risk of elder mistreatment, and the
right side lists the pertinent attributes of the trusted other. The middle set
of boxes represents the interaction of the two sets of individual-level vari-
ables that define the level of social or economic dependence (status inequal-
ity), type of social relationship in which the interaction between the elder
person and the trusted other happens, with corresponding differences in the
normative expectations held by different stakeholders and the power dy-
namics in negotiating the operative care-giving scripts (see Simon and
Gagnon, 1987; Mahay et al., 2001). Note that we have also included
“social embeddedness,” which refers to the sets of people in the social
networks of the elder person and the trusted other, respectively, constitut-
ing the social capital available in the dyadic transaction (see Sandefur and
Laumann 1998). These two networks may overlap or not, with attendant
consequences for their efficacy in exerting social control over the dyadic
interaction of focal interest. Social networks can serve critical functions of
monitoring the situation and informing relevant others when shortfalls or
problems arise. Their presence may also serve as a form of social control on
the behavior of the focal parties. Their absence greatly enhances the vulner-
ability of the elder person and the trusted other to the risk of elder mistreat-
ment (see House et al., 1988; Lin et al., 1999). Finally, outcomes include
the physical and emotional health and happiness of the elder person and the
trusted other, the differential risks of elder mistreatment in its varied forms,
and the durability (or risk of termination) of the caregiving relationship
itself.

We should expect that all these outcomes have feedback effects on the
variables above them—that is, the paths connecting outcomes to the boxes
listing the independent variables are double-headed rather than unidirec-
tional. For example, we might expect that the occurrence of an incident of
elder mistreatment increases the odds of additional events of elder mistreat-
ment, as it adversely affects physical, psychological, and social statuses for
both the elder person and the trusted other. A mistreated elder is more
likely to respond with depression, physical disability, or social withdrawal
as a direct or indirect reaction to the mistreatment—each of which may
enhance the likelihood of another incident. Similarly, the perpetrator may
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feel increased stress in his or her situation and become more likely to
respond in an abusive manner to another challenge to his or her caregiving
capabilities. In short, the overarching conception of the model is one of a
time-dependent process with feedback loops that interact with the “inde-
pendent” variables over time.

Such a conception highlights the critical need for longitudinal studies to
gain a better understanding of the underlying dynamics. The clinically and
forensically oriented literature often characterizes the issue as one of en-
hancing case identification methods so that “findings” of culpability can be
established. But this leads to a focus on punishment and deterrence as the
principal goals of intervention. A process-oriented account of elder mis-
treatment, in contrast, would lead to investigation of the reversibility of the
process by providing a better understanding of the etiology of specific
forms of elder mistreatment and therefore a better understanding of the
preventive and remedial measures that could be undertaken.

Such a perspective would benefit from knowledge gained by qualita-
tively and phenomenally oriented research designed to flesh out the mean-
ings of different forms of elder mistreatment. For example, how does
spousal mistreatment differ from adult child mistreatment? What are the
differences between one-shot or episodic mistreatment in response to a
crisis situation that overwhelmed the caregiver and chronic or recurrent
elder mistreatment in a long-term marriage characterized by recurrent physi-
cal conflict? We often speak of the heterogeneity of the phenomena of elder
mistreatment, but there are literally no studies that attempt to explore the
nature of that heterogeneity. At present, we are functioning at the level of
commonsense classes, perhaps informed by legal distinctions rather than
scientifically informed classification. Legal categories of elder mistreatment
are highly heterogeneous in their phenomenal base and may thus arise from
quite different etiologies, with correspondingly various implications for the
kinds of interventions that might successfully be pursued. In regard to the
potential opportunities and foci for prevention and intervention, the phe-
nomena may be basically independent in cases of (a) battering by an inti-
mate partner that persists as part of a long-term, even life-long pattern; (b)
battering by an intimate partner that begins in late life (perhaps because of
a transformation in the marital relationship as a result of changes in physi-
cal well-being or the social status and financial well-being of one or both
spouses); (c) neglectful or abusive care by other kin who face a multiplicity
of overwhelming care needs as well as other, perhaps unrelated problems;
(d) neglectful or abusive care by employees of adult day programs, nursing
homes, and hospitals; and (e) crimes of opportunity, in which dependent
persons are exploited by caregivers who take advantage of access to finan-
cial resources.

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.


http://www.nap.edu/10406

Elder Mistreatment: Abuse, Neglect, and Exploitation in an Aging America

66 ELDER MISTREATMENT

RISK MODEL OF ELDER MISTREATMENT
IN INSTITUTIONAL SETTINGS

Figure 3-2 implicitly assumes that the trusted other (the right-hand side
of the figure) was a family member or friend operating in the context of the
informal provision of caregiving to the elder person in a private household.
Let us now assume that the trusted other is an employee or volunteer
working for an organization, such as a nursing home or hospice—that is, let
us consider the model’s applicability to institutional settings. Figure 3-3
specifies the set of variables (on the right-hand side of the model in Figure
3-1 down through individual-level factors) that are relevant to characteriz-
ing the organization as constituting the context within which trusted others
(i.e., various staff members) are serving as the responsible care providers.
We first note that there is a larger institutional context in which the organi-
zation is found—e.g., a particular region or state that has a stricter or more
lax regulatory environment than other areas or a remote rural location (in
comparison to an urban location) that hinders the access of the elder
person’s social network for visiting and monitoring what is going on. Next
we can characterize the specific organizational facility with respect to its
size, staff/resident ratios, per capita expenditures, etc.—all of which may be
expected to be associated with different levels of risk of the caregivers in
their employ engaging in elder mistreatment. For example, poorly man-
aged and funded facilities with inadequate staff might be expected to pose a
much greater likelihood of their staff engaging in elder mistreatment than
the staff at well-run, well-funded facilities. Finally, we consider the indi-
vidual-level attributes of the actual care providers themselves as affecting
the relative risks of elder mistreatment. Can we, for example, expect more
or less risk of elder mistreatment as a function of the training and experi-
ence of the care providers, or of racial, ethnic, or class differences between
the elder person and the trusted other?

Figure 3-4 provides another take on the model that may help clarify
what we have in mind. It can be regarded as a subsidiary process nested
within the overarching model depicted in Figure 3-2. In this case, we
consider an adverse physical change in the elder person’s health status—
e.g., the onset of vascular dementia. The risk of acquiring vascular demen-
tia is shown to be a function of a set of prior factors, such as the subject’s
nutritional status, poverty, etc. With onset of the disease process, we
expect a decline in physical function, including hypertension, depression,
etc., that adversely affects the elder person’s psychological outlook and
social functionality (e.g., a decline in sexual interest and attractiveness to
spouse). Diminished capacity to perform daily routines and increased de-
mands on the spouse for help, combined with a loss of social facility and
increased depressive behavior on the elder person’s part, put increasing
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stress on the caregiver, who feels captive to a deteriorating, “no-win” situ-
ation. He reacts with frustration and anger, finally physically hitting her in
response to a “petty” demand for attention—an act that never occurred
before in their many years of marriage. The figure attempts to identify the
set of variables and their probable causal order; it also stresses the interac-
tive character of the process over time. It should help guide the selection
and measurement of the pertinent variables in evaluating this account of
elder mistreatment risk.

RECOMMENDATION

The problem of identifying rare events like elder mistreatment is made
more difficult because of its strong social stigmatization. It is quite analo-
gous to the problem faced in studying AIDS infection in the population.
AIDS is such a rare event (0.61 percent prevalence rate in the United States)
that it is prohibitively expensive to get a sample size large enough to recruit
sufficient cases for statistical analysis, even if one could assume that people
would willingly disclose their infection status. Instead, analysis has focused
on the prevalence of sexually transmitted diseases (STDs) inclusively de-
fined, which have an estimated prevalence of 18 percent in the U.S. adult
population age 18 to 59 (see Laumann and Youm, 2001:339), a much more
workable situation from a statistical point of view. This could be done
because the mechanisms implicated in STD transmission approximate fairly
closely those implicated in AIDS transmission in the United States. A
similar strategy could be undertaken for elder mistreatment, in which we
could identify more broadly inclusive adverse events, for example, frequent
and intense verbal arguments between the elder person and the caregiver,
which are likely to include the events that meet a stricter definition of elder
mistreatment.

The objective of this discussion has been to provide a comprehensive,
flexible theoretical framework within which to organize research efforts
employing qualitative as well as quantitative methodologies. Appropriately
deployed in systematic empirical research, these methodologies can illumi-
nate the fundamental processes generating the differential risks of elder
mistreatment for both the elder population at large and for those who
perform caregiving roles. Armed with a better understanding of the under-
lying processes, we will be in a much better position to devise more effective
intervention strategies to reduce these risks.

In sum, we are unlikely to obtain much information relevant to preven-
tion and post-mistreatment intervention in cases of elder mistreatment until
the field moves toward a program of research that is grounded in an under-
standing of the everyday lives of older people in relation to their intimate
partners and their other caregivers; the experience (phenomenology) of
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these relationships and their meaning to the people involved; the situational
and motivational factors that tend to enhance or impair the cognitive per-
formance of older people and their corollary capacity to protect their own
interests; and the social factors driving—and potentially regulating—the
settings in which older persons live, especially those who are cognitively
impaired or financially dependent.

The theoretical sketch outlined in this chapter offers one approach for
stimulating the thinking and research needed by the field at this stage in its
development.

The panel recommends systematic, theory-driven longitudinal research,
both qualitative and quantitative, exploring the changing dynamics of elder
people’s relationships and the risk of mistreatment, as they are affected by
changing health status, social embeddedness, and caregiving and living
arrangements, in both domestic and institutional contexts.
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The Occurrence of Elder Mistreatment

This chapter reviews the scientific and logistical
issues pertinent to the determination of mistreatment occurrence in the
United States and elsewhere, identifies gaps in knowledge, and makes rec-
ommendations for possible research directions. Research to determine
mistreatment occurrence rates or trends should, above all, be guided by the
rationale for conducting the epidemiological inquiry. Is universal case
finding critical within a population, or will probabilistic assessments to
estimate incidence and prevalence suffice? Will the findings be used for
specific local adult protective program design or as a guide to general policy
formulation? Will there be a search for community indicators of elder
mistreatment that are easily available or ascertainable if not totally accurate
or precise? How will the findings inform clinical practice activities, particu-
larly those related to frail older persons? Will private or governmental
funds be allocated based on the findings, either for general prevention and
control, criminal justice programs, or specific agency budgets? While the
various available methods for determining occurrence estimates vary in
precision and completeness, all may be of substantial value.

Basic to determining mistreatment occurrence rates is an understanding
of sound epidemiological principles and vocabulary. While this is beyond
the scope of this volume, an introduction to basic epidemiological study
design is presented in Box 4-1 to enable the nonspecialist reader to better
understand the discussion that follows.

71
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BOX 4-1
An Overview of Epidemiological Study Designs

Epidemiology can be defined as the study of the distributions, determinants,
and outcomes of health and disease in populations. These populations may be
geographically defined, but they may also be clinical or institutional groups. Full
population definition usually requires further demographic characterization, at a
minimum. The determinants or causes of health and disease states are often
referred to as risk factors. Outcomes of interest span a wide spectrum, including,
for example, mortality, symptom severity, disease progression, other new mental
and physical conditions (morbidity), the costs of iliness, disability and dysfunction,
and satisfaction with medical care. Epidemiology may be observational, wherein
the world is observed as it is, or experimental and interventional, wherein experi-
mental or quasi-experimental interventions are invoked Within observational epi-
demiology, descriptive epidemiology generally refers to the quantitative occurrence
of health and disease phenomena in characterized populations, often using rates
over a specified period of time, and requiring a known population denominator.
For example, a prevalence rate describes how frequently the event of interest,
regardless of time of onset, occurs at any point within a specified time interval. An
incidence rate is the rate of new events in the population occurring within that
interval.

Epidemiology can also be analytical as well as descriptive. There are many
analytical study designs to assess population phenomena; three are basic to as-
sessing health and disease in populations. Cross-sectional assessments or sur-
veys, at one defined point in time, can be used to determine prevalence rates,
characterize those in whom the events of interest exist, and explore statistical
associations among the study variables of interest.

The case-control, or retrospective, study takes many forms and is mainly in-
tended to identify risk factors for diseases and conditions. In its simplest applica-
tion, new cases of a disease are identified, a demographically similar control group
is designated, and differences in prior “exposure” rates to the risk factors of inter-
est are calculated. The cohort or longitudinal study in essence starts with a de-
fined population in whom putative risk factor information has been well character-
ized, but in whom the disease or condition of interest has not yet occurred. The
population is then followed for incident events of interest, which are then related to
previously acquired risk factor information. Each type of study can be elaborated
and each has strengths, weaknesses, and methodological nuances. Full descrip-
tions of these epidemiological methods for both community and clinical settings
can be found in standard textbooks of epidemiology and clinical epidemiology.

OCCURRENCE OF ELDER MISTREATMENT

While clinical descriptions of elder mistreatment are present in histori-
cal texts, even now there have been few population-referent, geographically
based studies of elder mistreatment occurrence in the modern, peer-re-
viewed literature. The latter third of the twentieth century saw the descrip-
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tion of the clinical syndrome and reports of various series of elder mistreat-
ment victims, usually from geriatrically oriented facilities or programs man-
aging chronic illnesses in older persons, and later from social service agen-
cies. Gradually, recommended elder mistreatment definitions and criteria
began to appear, and many of these recommendations have been published
(see Chapter 2). Often, the basic demographic and clinical characteristics
of elder mistreatment patients were defined in part by the nature of the
study facilities as well by the patients/victims. Early clinical descriptions
paved the way for later studies of elder mistreatment risk factors. Using
case records from public health nurses, Phillips (1983) reported one of the
first case-control studies of risk factors for elder abuse.

Estimates of the occurrence of abuse and neglect have varied from
about 2-10 percent annual incidence, although the bases for these estimates
are modest and uncertain (Branch, 2001). The issue of incidence versus
prevalence and the recurrent nature of the problem among individual vic-
tims and other issues (discussed below) make these estimates very insecure.
For example, Thomas (2000) reviewed both formally published and other
data on elder mistreatment occurrence. The lack of population-based stud-
ies in this review is clear, and much of the information reviewed came from
institutional and social service agency sources. Other than representative
household samples, some research has explored samples of adult protective
service workers, assessing their observations and experiences (Dolan and
Blakeley, 1989) and other public and private institutional employees who
may have contact with abused elders, such as police authorities, hospital
personnel, and bank employees (National Center on Elder Abuse). While
important, these approaches identify only those (potential or actual) elder
mistreatment victims who have come to public attention and probably
underestimate the true elder mistreatment occurrence rates.

One of the first and historically most important population-based stud-
ies of elder mistreatment was conducted by Pillemer and Finkelhor (1988).
This was a prevalence study using a probability sample of noninstitution-
alized persons age 65 and older residing in metropolitan Boston. Interviews
were conducted over the telephone and in person using structured question-
naires and standardized criteria for three domains of elder mistreatment:
physical abuse, psychological abuse, and neglect. About 72 percent of the
eligible respondents were interviewed. Including all three elder mistreat-
ment domains studied, they reported an overall rate of 3.2 percent.

A few other population-based studies have been published. Comijs et
al. (1998) studied physical and psychological abuse in a cohort of Dutch
elders in Amsterdam, using structured interviewing techniques. Overall,
the one-year prevalence of elder mistreatment was 5.6 percent, with verbal
aggression being the most common; the prevalence of physical aggression
was 1.2 percent. In a telephone interview study of national samples from
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Sweden and Denmark, Tornstam (1989) queried respondents about whether
they had observed or knew about specific cases of persons who had been
physically battered, threatened, economically abused, robbed, or severely
neglected. The overall rate defined this way was 8 percent, but most cases
were due to a single incidence of theft. The definitions were not always
consistent with those used in other elder mistreatment studies, but most
importantly, the individual respondent was not the unit of analysis.

Podnieks (1992) reported the findings from a representative telephone
survey of Canadians age 65 and older. Domains included physical abuse,
neglect, psychological abuse, and “material abuse.” The overall prevalence
rate was about 4 percent, but this was a cumulative experience since age 63,
so the annual rates would be difficult to calculate; the most common form
was material abuse (2.6 percent). Ogg (1993) attempted to repeat the
Pillemer and Finkelhor survey in London but for methodological reasons
was unable to obtain credible occurrence information.

Thus, based on the published, peer-reviewed literature and some efforts
at obtaining unindexed, non-peer-reviewed studies, there appears to be
little population-based information about elder mistreatment occurrence,
including the clinical course and outcomes of proven events. It appears that
more population-based approaches to elder mistreatment, including na-
tionally representative samples, are needed. Even less information is known
about elder mistreatment occurrence in institutional settings. Event detec-
tion is extremely challenging and to date only indirect approaches have
been employed to make estimates.

The paper by Acierno (this volume) summarizes the primary ways in
which elder mistreatment has been detected: (a) direct interview surveys of
potential victims by telephone, personal interview, or self-administered
questionnaire), (b) interviews of families or caregivers of possible victims or
others with a trust relationship, (c) clinical or social service institutional
record review, (d) placement of sentinel reporters within these agencies or
organizations, and (e) acquisition of criminal justice information. Histori-
cally, these techniques have been applied most consistently and will be
likely to continue to be important. Corder (2001) reviews many of the
issues in population sampling and surveying relevant to household assess-
ment of elder mistreatment occurrences. A summary of overall strengths
and weaknesses of these approaches is shown in Table 4-1.

However, other, less explored methods for identifying elder mistreat-
ment cases are available for research evaluation: (a) a two-stage process,
beginning with screening potential victims for risk factors or risk indica-
tors, using questionnaires, medical record review, and various biomarkers,
with subsequent more intensive evaluation of high-risk persons, (b) screen-
ing fiscal records for types of behaviors associated with financial abuse, (c)

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.


http://www.nap.edu/10406

Elder Mistreatment: Abuse, Neglect, and Exploitation in an Aging America

THE OCCURRENCE OF ELDER MISTREATMENT 75

active screening of older patients during general medical interactions, either
inside or outside institutional settings, (d) provision of telephone hot lines,
widely publicized and intended to attract victims who can then be further
evaluated, (e) network sampling of social situations in which some forms of
elder mistreatment are possible, (f) enhanced identification of high-risk
persons or elder mistreatment cases using record linkage techniques, (g) the
application of forensic techniques in medical settings, and (h) surreptitious
surveillance of institutional staff in the work setting. None of these ap-
proaches is new, but they at least suggest that innovative approaches to case
detection and surveillance are possible, and that is a needed research direc-
tion.

IMPORTANT EPIDEMIOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS

Important research issues relevant to defining, understanding, and ad-
vancing knowledge of elder mistreatment are discussed throughout this
volume. These issues require detailed attention and are important requi-
sites for planning population- and institution-based epidemiological re-
search on elder mistreatment occurrence. The following sections synthesize
and highlight some of these issues specifically with respect to determining
elder mistreatment occurrence, adding further suggestions for conducting
this research.

Defining the Situations and Circumstances Being Measured

Chapters 1 and 2 delineate the types and vocabulary of elder mistreat-
ment. While no investigator must adhere to any particular elder mistreat-
ment conceptualization, specification of the nature and types of mistreat-
ment being assessed in a study is critical, both for understanding and
interpreting the findings and for possible scientific replication. In particu-
lar, operational definitions are critical for quantitative studies under all
circumstances, especially when multiple interviewers, geographic sites, in-
stitutions, or cultural groups are involved.

The structure of survey items eliciting elder mistreatment flows directly
from the posited elder mistreatment definitions. Since it is axiomatic that in
general survey responses will vary according the wording of survey items, it
seems likely that this will be an issue here as well. Thus, careful item
structuring will require consummate attention. In addition, item detail and
explicitness may alter the type of responses. This was recently demon-
strated in a related area—the survey of assessment of sexual victimization
among college women (Fisher et al., 2000).
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TABLE 4-1 Strengths and Weaknesses of Different Approaches to
Population-Based Elder Mistreatment Case Identification

Elder Mistreatment
Case Identification
Strategy Strengths

Weaknesses

1. Interview of potential -Victims can be identified
victims; all modes with regularity through
self-report.

-Nature and severity of the
mistreatment acts as well
as many antecedents can
be characterized.

-Structured operational
criteria for case definitions
can be most rigorously
applied.

2. Interview of families, -Perpetrators are known to

other caregivers, and relate some elder
others in trust mistreatment events.
relationships -Proxy respondents may

report some elder
mistreatment events more
accurately, as well as some
respondent characteristics
(e.g., belligerent behavior).
-Structured, operational
criteria can be uniformly

applied.
3. Clinical or social -Level of objective
service institutional documentation likely to be
record review high.

-Treatments and social
interventions documented.

-Historical data more likely
to be obtainable.

-Some elder mistreatment
victims will not admit
mistreatment events for
various reasons.

-Cognitive impairment may
preclude accurate
reporting.

-Interview setting in which
perpetrators are present
may deter reporting.

-Access to some elder
mistreatment victims may
be limited by sampling
incompleteness, household
refusals, language barriers,
or illness.

-Not appropriate for study
of fatal events.

-Many perpetrators may not
report elder mistreatment
events.

-Proxy respondents may
have imperfect knowledge
of events.

-Some proxy respondents
may have illness, frailty, or
cognitive impairment.
-Some characteristics of
respondents can’t be
obtained by proxy
interview (e.g., emotional
status).

-Only selected and more
severe cases may be
present.

-Case definitions may not be
consonant with those of
investigators.

-Clinical observations are
often unstandardized in
measures and notation.

-Ancillary and risk factor
information may not be
collected in a systematic
manner.
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TABLE 4-1 Continued

Elder Mistreatment
Case Identification
Strategy

Strengths

Weaknesses

4. Placement of sentinel
reporters within
clinical and social
agencies or
organizations

5. Acquisition of criminal
justice information

-May identify cases that
otherwise would not be
detected or come to
clinical attention.

-Observers can be sensitive
to case screening or
detection criteria.

-May be the most effective
method in long-term care
settings.

-Can identify some cases
that otherwise may not be
subject to clinical or social

service detection.

-Legal dimensions of elder

-Observers are often
professionals who have
other obligations.
-Variation in personal
powers of clinical
observation.

-Ethical issues in the
insertion of observers in
some settings.

-Cases likely to be a highly
selective subsample of
cases, more severe, and
only of certain types.
-Information may not be

mistreatment occurrence
more fully documented.

collected in a systematic
manner.

Specifying the Unit of Measurement

As Acierno (this volume) and others suggest, the elder mistreatment
“event” is not always easy to characterize. Target elder mistreatment events
for detection may be single or multiple occurrences, happening over short
or long periods of time, and involving one or more victims (particularly in
the institutional setting) or one or more perpetrators, yielding potentially
diverse clinical, social, or functional outcomes. Thus, a variety of events
may make up the numerator of interest: a single act by a perpetrator, a
single act on a victim, a series of elder mistreatment acts by a perpetrator
regardless of the number of victims, a series of acts on one victim, and so
on. Similarly, the denominator used in rate calculations may vary and
requires clear specification. Is it all persons in an age group, all persons in
a trust relationship, all persons exposed to a potential perpetrator, or per-
sons with a particular risk profile? Will the analysis be presented as a
“person-time” calculation, in which potential victims are at risk only dur-
ing specified times, such as the night shift in a long-term care institution?
The complex and fluid nature of social “exposures” requires great care in
specifying both the numerator and denominators in occurrence rates.
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Understanding the Clinical Course and
Outcomes of Elder Mistreatment

As noted above, clinical observation suggests that elder mistreatment
may take place over a long period of time, and that only at certain times,
such as when a severe injury or evidence of willful neglect increases, will the
situation become clinically, socially, or legally apparent. As pointed out by
Acierno (this volume) and suggested in other studies of later-life suicide
attempts (Dube et al., 2001) and victimization from sexual or physical
abuse (Cold et al., 2001), for some elder mistreatment victims the origins
may reach back to youth or young adulthood, or they have been in place
within a family relationship for many years, although the causal mecha-
nisms are unclear. Ascertaining multiple events over long periods, particu-
larly in retrospect, can understandably be extremely difficult. However,
not only for defining the start of an “incident” elder mistreatment event,
but more importantly for understanding the causes and trajectory of elder
mistreatment, a broad, sometimes lifelong view of the problem seems essen-
tial. This amplifies the plea for more longitudinal studies of elder mistreat-
ment. It is possible, for example, that retrospective medical record review,
when available, may identify early elder mistreatment events that were
unrecognized at the time. In medical parlance, it seems likely that many
cases of elder mistreatment are remittent or recurrent but, with few excep-
tions (Lachs et al., 1997b), there is little quantitative work on this issue.

A similar issue relates to the short- and long-term impact of elder
mistreatment on victims. A critical question that is almost unanswered is
how elder mistreatment relates to the clinical, social, institutional, finan-
cial, psychological, and mortal outcomes of elder mistreatment victims and
the overall impact of elder mistreatment on elder population health. For
example, an important issue in gerontological public health is whether the
mobility and functional status of elders in the United States has been im-
proving, paralleling the increasing longevity seen in the latter part of the
twentieth century (Manton et al., 1997; Freedman and Martin, 1999;
Schoeni et al., 2001). This is important for forecasting and planning future
health care and fiscal needs. Given the evidence that at least some popula-
tion functional improvement has occurred, evidence to explain this phe-
nomenon should be sought, in order to enhance preventive and therapeutic
practice. It is at least a hypothesis that knowledge of elder mistreatment
occurrence rates over time could be helpful in understanding secular trends
in the prevalence and outcomes of elder population disability. In fact, elder
mistreatment may be important and common enough to also consider when
planning and evaluating long-term disease and disability prevention and
treatment trials targeting vulnerable, dependent, and frail elders.

Clinical, functional, and population elder mistreatment outcomes could
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be studied in several research contexts. One set of relevant outcomes
relates to the immediate consequences of mistreatment itself, including such
factors as return to previous health status, wound or fracture healing rates,
preservation or loss of psychological well-being, the status of general chronic
disease control measures, and the immediate social and legal responses to
mistreatment. Another set of outcomes relates to the effects of whatever
interventions transpire, not only on the rates and intensity of further mis-
treatment, but also on new and preexisting medical conditions, victim sat-
isfaction with the intervention, the types of medical service utilization en-
gendered, the costs of the intervention process, and the long-term costs of
social and medical care.

One particularly interesting question is whether, and under what cir-
cumstances, subjective measures of personal security or well-being could be
developed as an ultimate outcome measure, both for the effects of mistreat-
ment as well as for the effects of interventions. Obviously, many other
factors affect an individual’s personal sense of security, and studies using
such a measure of outcome would have to deal with this problem method-
ologically, but this is a challenge worth undertaking. As a research ques-
tion, it would be interesting to know whether this perception is related to
the ability to restore optimal medical and mental health and well-being
after elder mistreatment is detected and addressed.

Interface with the Public Health,
Medical Care, and Social Services Systems

From a community perspective, it is clear that cases of elder mistreat-
ment are underascertained by existing public health, social, medical, and
legal activities and systems; this is understandable despite the need for
improvement. Several papers in this volume acknowledge the important
roles of these systems and programs in identifying cases as one technique
for determining elder mistreatment occurrence. This is particularly true
since a substantial proportion of elder mistreatment episodes appear to
occur in frail elders, who are perhaps least likely to participate in household
surveys. As reviewed by Acierno and Dyer et al. (this volume), there has
been considerable work in trying to improve recognition of elder mistreat-
ment in the formal program setting, especially within clinical health and
social services. It seems clear that more research is needed on the interface
of elder mistreatment with these services, and it is important to understand
the nature and value of increased and more refined medical and social
surveillance and screening practices on geographically based elder mistreat-
ment rates. Health care settings could be particularly important, since each
year approximately 85 percent of persons age 65 and older use formal
ambulatory care services and 16-20 percent are hospitalized. With the
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inclusion of long-term care service use and the various forms of residential
and assisted living that contain chore or clinical services, as delineated by
Hawes (this volume), few elder mistreatment victims would be outside the
reach of some type of screening, and most could be identified if accurate,
inexpensive, and comprehensive methods were available.

As case detection and epidemiological research on elder mistreatment
proceed, the importance of some basic public health notions becomes clear.
It is important to distinguish between screening, where-by someone is put
into an “elevated probability” group for further evaluation, and case find-
ing, where-by an actual designation of elder mistreatment is made. Both in
research and practice, the two approaches encompass different levels of
rigor and investigation (see Chapter 6 for further discussion). Any substan-
tial increase in either activity could lead to increased elder mistreatment
detection rates and could lead to spuriously increased population occur-
rence rates; community-based elder mistreatment prevention and treatment
programs should be alert for this. Screening research could usefully be
applied to many settings, including all types of medical care sites, social
service and adult protective service settings, and the legal and judicial sys-
tems. As this research progresses, it would also seem to be of value to
monitor the extent of overall community elder mistreatment screening and
case finding, to better understand whether observed changes in elder mis-
treatment secular trends may be due to variation in surveillance intensity.
There may also be long-term variation in the propensity of elders to verbal-
ize and report mistreatment.

Attention should also be given to the potential role of using existing or
newly developed injury surveillance systems to measure and monitor trends
in certain types of elder mistreatment. For example, violent deaths of elders
will be included in a new National Violent Death Reporting System that
will provide much richer information than is currently available from exist-
ing data sources on homicides and suicides (see Institute of Medicine,
1999). While current surveillance of nonfatal injuries is limited, even the
existing data collected in emergency departments and through hospitals are
not very sensitive for elder mistreatment. The panel encourages the Na-
tional Center for Injury Prevention and Control of the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention (CDC) to study ways of enhancing the utility of
existing injury surveillance systems for identifying elder mistreatment and
of incorporating it into newly developed systems. Other types of public
health surveillance could also be useful in measuring the occurrence of elder
mistreatment. In many jurisdictions the public health system provides
various levels of preventive and medical care, often emphasizing vulnerable
populations, as well as inspecting and licensing long-term care institutions.
Research on surveillance efficacy in these settings may also be of value.

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.


http://www.nap.edu/10406

Elder Mistreatment: Abuse, Neglect, and Exploitation in an Aging America

THE OCCURRENCE OF ELDER MISTREATMENT 81

Relation of Risk Factors to Occurrence

Chapter 5 delineates much of what is known about risk factors for
elder mistreatment, and these are not reviewed here. Chapter 5 and the
paper by Acierno make the important point that risk factors may be related
to the environment or to the characteristics of the perpetrator, not only to
those of the victim. Acierno also notes that some elder mistreatment re-
search projects use “known” risk factors for case definition, such as dimen-
sions of dependence and vulnerability, possibly limiting the ability to study
these factors or to identify related risk factors. Investigators should be alert
to this issue when conducting community surveys. For example, if an elder
mistreatment case definition demands the presence of frailty or vulnerabil-
ity, then risk factors for elder mistreatment that may be associated with
more robust older victims cannot easily be explored.

A related issue is the problem of applying clinical risk factors to case
definitions of elder mistreatment. Older persons, particularly frail elders,
have many clinical problems and dysfunctions, and from both conceptual
and statistical perspectives it may be challenging to use these risk factors for
case ascertainment. For example, among general, community-dwelling
populations over age 65, over half may have at least one chronic illness and
at least one physical limitation or dependence. In addition, general symp-
toms such as pain, fatigue, and sleep problems abound, as well as organ-
specific complaints, related, for example, to the skin and or the gastrointes-
tinal tract. Thus, the specificity of these factors for case designation may be
lower than hoped. This is discussed more fully in Chapter 6 on case
ascertainment in the clinical setting.

It may also be useful to distinguish between a risk factor, for which a
causal association to elder mistreatment is being sought, such as the social
isolation of a victim, from a risk indicator, a certain characteristic that is
associated with elder mistreatment but is not thought to be causal. An
example of the latter is an environmental (contextual) factor, such as living
in a community in which the police make frequent domestic violence calls.
It is also possible that some putative risk factors, such as cognitive or other
functional impairment, may in some instances result from elder mistreat-
ment as well as being potential causes, as these impairments may be due to
head trauma, misuse of medications, or some forms of bodily neglect. This
is another reason why understanding the clinical course of elder mistreat-
ment is critical to its detection. It may also be worth restating here that
some risk factors may only be relevant to certain forms of elder mistreat-
ment, and not to all of its forms and manifestations.

There still is a large amount of work to be done in defining risk factors
for elder mistreatment. More community-based and institution-based stud-
ies are needed, and they should be done in geographically, economically,
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and culturally diverse populations. Also, much more work needs to be
done on how elder mistreatment victims are detected and managed in vari-
ous health care systems and in communities with varying levels of long-
term care and adult protective service availability. Several papers in this
volume note the use of qualitative techniques to further define the various
elder mistreatment “syndromes” and characteristics; further application of
these methods would seem to be of value. Finally, very little is known
about elder mistreatment occurrence and related risk factor status among
minority populations in the United States, including cultural variation in
how mistreatment is defined and perceived. In general, a more diversified
approach to research on risk factor and occurrence assessment would
achieve several ends: (a) more critically defining populations with higher
and lower occurrence rates, (b) determining the generalizability of putative
elder mistreatment risk factor findings across such diverse populations, (c)
more precisely providing sample size estimates for intervention studies
within these populations, and (d) exploiting cross-cultural variation in elder
mistreatment occurrence to better understand its causes.

Piggybacking Assessment Modules on Existing Population Surveys

One way to promote research on elder mistreatment occurrence is to
add detection items and instruments to existing field surveys, particularly
those that cover large geographic areas or are national in scope. This is
discussed extensively by Corder (2001).

On one hand, this could provide several potential advantages: it may
allow substantial resource savings when compared with conducting surveys
de novo; national estimation of elder mistreatment rates could be substan-
tially enhanced; existing surveys may contain important respondent and
family health, social, and economic variables that can be explored as both
risk and outcome variables; and some surveys may have longitudinal data
collection, allowing a time dimension not otherwise available in cross-
sectional surveys.

On the other hand, there may also be important limitations to this
approach: sensitive assessment of elder mistreatment may not lend itself to
certain modes of data collection, such as mail or telephone surveys; elder
mistreatment themes may not be compatible with the other survey content;
there may be different requirements and challenges in the use of proxy
respondents; there may personal respondent resistance to items related to
elder mistreatment; certain demographic or cultural groups may not be
adequately represented in the parent surveys of interest; and content and
sampling techniques may be unsuitable for many elder mistreatment scien-
tific questions of interest. There may also be limitations on identifying or
following up respondents, should substantial evidence of elder mistreat-

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.


http://www.nap.edu/10406

Elder Mistreatment: Abuse, Neglect, and Exploitation in an Aging America

THE OCCURRENCE OF ELDER MISTREATMENT 83

ment events emerge. Still, the use of supplementary elder mistreatment
modules within existing or planned large-scale or national surveys would
seem to be a potentially fruitful approach that should be further evaluated.

The issue of household sampling is paramount in defining elder mis-
treatment occurrence rates. The general experience of household surveys
targeting elders is that the older and more vulnerable potential respondents
are the ones most difficult to access, leading to the potential for underass-
essment of elder mistreatment occurrence. Thus, in many instances, supple-
mentary sampling approaches may be needed, such as through informal
social networks, the health care system, or other social institutions.

Record Linkage

The limitations of interview data as the sole source of elder mistreat-
ment occurrence are apparent. Some of those at greatest risk, as noted
above, may not be able or willing to serve as survey respondents, and while
Acierno (this volume) notes that family members and others may admit to
elder mistreatment, the completeness and accuracy of such declarations are
uncertain. Inaccurate recall among survey respondents in general and older
respondents in particular is well described, and recall accuracy is further
called into question by the increasing levels of cognitive impairment with
advancing age. In fact, Acierno (this volume) begins his discussion of case
detection methods by dichotomizing elder mistreatment victims into those
with and without “significant” cognitive impairment. This may be a useful
construct, but cognitive function is multidimensional and variably progres-
sive, so from the perspective of studying elder mistreatment occurrence, it
may not be easy to categorize case populations into those with and without
cognitive decline in advance of applying the case ascertainment protocol
itself. Clearly, the issue of determining instances of elder mistreatment
among those cognitively impaired is an important research question.

One potentially important method for enhancing knowledge of the
occurrence and clinical course of elder mistreatment is record linkage. De-
termining the health, social, and economic status of older persons may
profitably be enhanced by compiling information from many sources, in-
cluding information from prior surveys, vital records, health care and health
administrative records, social service and criminal justice records, and
records from other publicly available, potentially health-relevant sectors of
society. The use of primary institutional records should increase the accu-
racy of the information available for analysis and could complement infor-
mation gained from interviews. However, there are several potential chal-
lenges to record linkage, including additional costs, the availability of
electronic record systems, increasing privacy concerns (National Research
Council, 2000a), and the logistics of assembling data from multiple sources.
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Details on the value of data linkage in research and policy formulation can
be found in a report from the National Research Council (1988) and other
sources (Kelman and Smith, 2000). A corollary issue is the need to deter-
mine the accuracy and completeness of the records being linked.

Potential Role for Biomarkers

An unexplored area in determining elder mistreatment occurrence is
the application of biomarkers. A biomarker in this case is any physical,
physiological, or biochemical measure that could assist in identifying vic-
tims of elder mistreatment and could most easily be acquired in field sur-
veys via blood or urine specimens. Even if biomarker associations with
elder mistreatment are proven, these are much more likely to indicate in-
creased risk and would not lead to definitive elder mistreatment designa-
tion. Some biomarker applications may relate to undernutrition, such as
blood cholesterol, albumen, or micronutrient levels. Others may relate to
chronic psychological or physical stress, but as blood or urinary catechola-
mine or cortisol levels or markers of chronic immune dysfunction. Chronic
blunt trauma may increase blood or urinary myoglobin or other muscle
protein degradation products. Additional forensic techniques, both ante-
mortem and postmortem, may be useful detecting elder mistreatment cases.
It is not outside the realm of possibility that genetic markers may be candi-
dates for elder mistreatment research, to the extent that they perhaps reflect
particular behaviors, diseases, or responses to stress and trauma. As one
example, somatic mutation rates in the genome have been proposed as an
indicator of cumulative environmental exposures (Albertini, 1998). The
application of biomarkers to elder mistreatment assessment could be an
area for possible future research. A recent volume addresses many aspects
of applying biomarker acquisition to population surveys (National Re-
search Council, 2000b).

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Population-based surveys of elder mistreatment occurrence are fea-
sible and should be given a high priority by funding agencies. Preparatory
funding should be provided to develop and test measures for identifying
elder mistreatment.

There is inadequate information on elder mistreatment occurrence
among both community-dwelling and institutionalized elders. However,
before embarking on such surveys, the aims and rationale for them should
be clearly delineated, and the strengths and weaknesses of the survey meth-
odology fully understood. Different methods and approaches may be re-
quired for various types of mistreatment, and multiple modes of case ascer-
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tainment should be considered and evaluated. Survey-acquired informa-
tion could be enhanced by appropriately applied record linkage techniques.
Complementary study of biomarkers that may enhance elder mistreatment
case identification should be explored.

Efforts to improve research on incidence and prevalence must move
ahead deliberately while new instruments and measures are being devel-
oped. As noted in Chapter 2, measurement of elder mistreatment has been
hampered by a lack of well-validated and reliable instruments. Several
instruments have been used in elder mistreatment research, but little more
than face validity supports the assumption that they provide valid or reli-
able measures of elder mistreatment, and further instrument development is
needed. As an example, one of the most frequently used instruments in
elder mistreatment research, the Conflict Tactics Scale, has generally been
accepted on the basis of its proven usefulness in other studies on violence in
the family. However, its overall reliability for identifying physical mistreat-
ment in older adults has not been adequately established. Other instru-
ments that have been used in research were developed principally as clinical
screening tools. While they have shown their adequacy in clinical situa-
tions, it is unclear whether they are fully valid measures for defining abuse
and neglect in population or other research contexts, and whether they can
be reliably administered in different research settings.

In the absence of fully validated instruments that are usable across
settings and types of research, it will be difficult to make effective compari-
sons across studies, either in relation to incidence and prevalence or in
relation to risk factors. With a set of common instruments that are valid
and reliable, as well as criteria matched across instruments, it becomes
possible for useful cross-study comparisons to be made. Furthermore, with
such instruments in place, more rapid progress should be possible in identi-
fying and confirming risk factors. Such instruments must be capable of
differentiating among the varying forms of elder mistreatment as well as
serving as a composite measure. Both for occurrence studies and risk factor
studies, specificity for the various types of elder mistreatment is critical.

2. Funding agencies should give priority to the design and fielding of
national prevalence and incidence studies of elder mistreatment. These
studies should include both a large-scale, independent study of prevalence
and modular add-ons to other national surveys of aging populations.

Acquiring valid national elder mistreatment occurrence rates is criti-
cally needed for improved policy formulation. After appropriate method-
ological development, a national survey of elder mistreatment occurrence
and risk factors, designed to inform important policy issues relevant to
elder mistreatment prevention and treatment, should be conducted. The
panel recommends a two-pronged approach for obtaining the needed infor-
mation:
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e Supplemental modules pertaining to elder mistreatment should be
included in existing comprehensive geographic health and social surveys,
including ongoing longitudinal studies of aging populations. These studies
will require the use of short instruments, or a series of questions, designed
to identify likely victims of elder mistreatment. For reasons of economy, an
alternative is to use these supplemental modules to target only selected
forms of mistreatment, such as physical mistreatment, neglect, and finan-
cial exploitation. The unique contribution of such studies is to provide a
large national sample from which reliable prevalence estimates can be
drawn. Of equal importance, however, is the ability to use the longitudinal
data to identify risk factors, further define health and social outcomes, and
serve relevant policy needs. Elder mistreatment modules appended to exist-
ing national surveys can also serve as a test bed for new scientific ap-
proaches to data collection. Such piggy-backing of elder mistreatment
items and instruments is logistically feasible in most contexts, and attempt
should be made to further this application.

®  Once the measurement issues have been satisfactorily addressed, a
comprehensive national prevalence study of elder mistreatment should be
undertaken. The purpose of this study would be to generate useable na-
tional estimates of prevalence and the critical demographics for each of the
principal forms of elder mistreatment (physical mistreatment, sexual mis-
treatment, emotional mistreatment, financial exploitation, and neglect).

Both the supplemental module studies and the national prevalence study
must ultimately address family and nonfamily settings, including nursing
homes and the full range of assisted living arrangements and other commu-
nity-based locations in which vulnerable older persons reside. Without
such information, policy makers and program developers have no empirical
basis for assessing the needs of elder mistreatment victims or for deciding
how much to invest in research and prevention programs.

3. In addition to improved household and geographically referent
sampling techniques, new methods of sampling and identifying elder mis-
treatment victims in the community should be developed in order to im-
prove the validity and comprehensiveness of elder mistreatment occurrence
estimates. It is likely that household sampling, while extremely useful, will
be incomplete to some degree because of difficulty in gaining access to those
households and respondents most at risk of elder mistreatment. A particu-
lar problem is accessing and characterizing the wide variety of assisted
living and related residential facilities where many vulnerable elders are
located. Developing additional ways to approach and access these popula-
tions may require other sampling techniques, such as through social net-
works, institutions, or the health care system.

4. Research is needed on the phenomenology and clinical course of
elder mistreatment. The clinical course, antecedents, and outcomes of the
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various types of elder mistreatment occurrence are poorly understood, ne-
cessitating more longitudinal investigations, including follow-up studies of
the clinical, social, and psychological outcomes of elder mistreatment cases
detected. The existing research appears to lack depth and texture. This is
not surprising in light of the field’s early stage of development and the
emphasis thus far placed on occurrence of cases (in population-based sur-
veys and in the clinical setting). If the field is to move forward, attention
must be devoted to theory-driven efforts to identify the intersecting behav-
iors, relationships, and conditions that characterize mistreatment and to
trace its clinical course.

Longitudinal studies are needed to explore the relationship among dif-
ferent forms of mistreatment, to place descriptive information about risk
factors in context, to trace outcomes, to draw causal inferences, and to
identify potential targets for intervention. For example, what are the indi-
vidual and familial outcomes of elder mistreatment? What proportion of
mistreatment cases result in emergency department visits? To what extent
do persons who experience elder mistreatment develop post-traumatic stress
disorder or other psychiatric conditions? Many elder mistreatment situa-
tions are recurrent and may have various incarnations over long periods,
making the definition of an elder mistreatment “event” difficult to define.
Thus, further work on the nature, periodicity, variation, and triggers for
elder mistreatment is needed and will require longitudinal investigations.
Such longitudinal studies could be enhanced by linkage of medical and
social records, when feasible, to augment the range of available informa-
tion.

5. The occurrence of elder mistreatment in institutional settings, in-
cluding long-term care and assisted living situations, is all but unchar-
acterized and needs new study sampling and detection methods. Sampling
and surveillance techniques may be different from community-based elder
mistreatment detection, and considerable innovation may be required.
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Risk Factors for Elder Mistreatment

CC hy do family members (or others in a trust
relationship) mistreat elderly persons? What factors place older persons at
risk? These are critically important questions, but finding answers poses a
number of difficult challenges for researchers. Some of the difficulties are
methodological: obtaining information on a hidden—and for most people,
shameful—phenomenon is a daunting task at best. The search for risk
factors has also been clouded by a 20-year history of elder mistreatment as
a social problem: early assertions, founded on faulty data (or no data at
all), have been frequently repeated and widely believed, despite the lack of
evidence.

Thus, although fairly extensive research on risk factors for child abuse
and intimate partner abuse has been conducted, the risk factor literature on
elder mistreatment is both limited and inconsistent. It is important to
remedy this situation, for several reasons. First, an understanding of asso-
ciated factors and antecedents of elder mistreatment is necessary for the
development of screening methods. Victims of elder mistreatment infre-
quently seek help for the problem on their own; therefore, by the time the
case has progressed to the point at which it is detected by a service agency,
it is often very complex and difficult to treat. Effective screening could
result in a reduction of the negative effects of elder mistreatment and reduce
the need for extensive treatment.

Second, specification of risk factors for elder mistreatment is needed to
provide a rational basis for prevention programs. If the risk factors for
elder mistreatment can be uncovered, we may be able to reduce or eliminate
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those factors and thus prevent the development of new cases of elder mis-
treatment or deter the progression of existing cases. Third, understanding
risk factors is critical to the development of public policy initiatives. It is
necessary to identify populations at higher risk, and the causes of that
heightened risk, before the costs and benefits of reducing exposure can be
determined (Gordis, 1996).

A note on terminology will be useful at the outset. For the purposes of
this chapter, following Timmreck (1998), risk factors are defined as experi-
ences, behaviors, aspects of lifestyle or environment, or personal character-
istics that increase the chances that elder mistreatment will occur. In-
creased risk factor exposure increases the probability of the occurrence of
elder mistreatment. As noted in Chapter 2, a distinction can be made
between risk factors (factors that increase the probability that a problem
will occur) and protective factors (factors that decrease the probability of
occurrence). To simplify the discussion, in the rest of the chapter we refer
to risk factors only, in part because most published work involves variables
associated with an increased probability of mistreatment. The discussion of
risk factors, however, may also hold for protective factors. In fact, research
on protective factors may be as important as study of factors that increase
risk, since it may suggest factors that can be put in place as a means of
preventing elder mistreatment.

PROBLEMS IN THE RESEARCH BASE

Prior to summarizing the available findings, it is important to review
briefly the problems in using existing research to establish risk factors for
elder mistreatment. Problems exist in two areas: (1) the nature of the
phenomenon of elder mistreatment itself creates challenges for risk factor
research and (2) specific methodological limitations of existing studies limit
the ability to integrate findings.

Nature of Elder Mistreatment

With some diseases or conditions, attribution of cause can be fairly
simple and straightforward; a salmonella outbreak serves as an example.
Other conditions have very complex causation, and indeed the condition
itself may be difficult to define and identify. Elder mistreatment clearly fits
the latter pattern.

The complexity of elder mistreatment can be highlighted by reference
to the concept of a “geriatric syndrome”—that is, common clinical prob-
lems that typically do not have a single underlying pathophysiological pro-
cess, but instead have several contributing factors that shape presentation
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(Lachs and Pillemer, 1995). Examples of geriatric syndromes include falls,
urinary incontinence, and functional decline.

Geriatric syndromes share several characteristics: environmental fac-
tors play an important role; interventions must be multifaceted and directed
at both specific pathophysiological problems as well as at contributing
factors in the environment; and such syndromes are often underdiagnosed
and undermanaged by health and social service providers. Elder mistreat-
ment shares these characteristics of a geriatric syndrome. Most important
for the purposes of this chapter, contributing etiologies can be related to the
relative (or person in a trust relationship), to the elder, or to the environ-
ment. Thus, the search for risk factors is both complex and challenging and
necessarily must look for sources of risk in the host (the elderly person), the
agent (the perpetrator), and the environment. As well, it must study the
interplay of factors in these three domains in affecting the risk of elder
mistreatment.

Weaknesses of Existing Studies

The first major limitation of previous risk factor research results from
unclear definition of the object of study. Findings from most studies are
confused in that they do not differentiate the various types of abuse and
neglect articulated earlier in this report. It is likely that the etiology of these
elder mistreatment types differs. Second, different criteria have been used
to determine the population at risk of elder mistreatment. Some researchers
have included persons under age 60 in their studies, while most others have
chosen 60 or 65 as the entry point. Some researchers have restricted their
studies to caregivers of elderly persons or to persons sharing a residence,
while others have included all categories of elderly people.

Third, studies of risk factors have employed widely differing sampling
methods, including random sample surveys, interviews with patients in
medical practices or caregivers in support programs, and reviews of agency
records. Fourth, few studies that have purported to address risk factors
have in fact included control groups in their designs. In the absence of
controls, the validity of associations between elder mistreatment and puta-
tive risk factors cannot be assessed. Furthermore, even those studies that
have included control groups have often failed to ascertain that the controls
were actually free of elder mistreatment. Fifth, a number of studies have
not employed reliable and valid measurement of the indicators of risk.

Sixth, with one exception (Lachs et al., 1994, 1997a), prospective stud-
ies of elder mistreatment do not exist. As Lachs and colleagues (1994)
point out, retrospective research designs contain several potential biases:
recall bias—the respondent reinterpreting key facts or feelings from a later
vantage point; information bias—the respondent (especially if cognitively
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impaired) may not be able to recall or provide valid information about
exposure to maltreatment; and the failure of studies to take into account
the timing and duration of events and their progression over time.

For these reasons, a clear framework of known risk factors for elder
mistreatment cannot be derived from previous research on elder abuse.
Despite a large number of review articles over the past two decades, it must
be acknowledged that any statements about relative risk among the elderly
should be viewed with caution.

However, the small number of studies using acceptable research de-
signs do reveal some associations that are of interest. In this chapter,
findings from these studies are summarized. For the purposes of the discus-
sion, an attempt has been made to focus on studies that meet two criteria.
First, priority was given to studies that involve a comparison group of some
kind. In such studies, elderly victims (or perpetrators) have been compared
to nonabuse cases uncovered in a survey or to a comparison group of some
kind. Because the literature is so sparse, however, in a few cases, studies are
referred to that have an “implied” comparison group. Second, the study
must have collected information directly from victims and perpetrators and
not from agency records (for problems with using agency records in elder
mistreatment research, see Chapter 2).

FRAMEWORK FOR ELDER MISTREATMENT RISK FACTORS

The theoretical model for understanding the risk factors for elder mis-
treatment presented in Chapter 3 includes both the microprocess of genera-
tion of elder mistreatment risk, involving the individual and the trusted
other(s), as well as the environing sociocultural context in which victims
and perpetrators are embedded (such as living environment and social and
economic characteristics). This model indicates the wide array of variables
that could be included in risk factor research.

To date, a small number of this wide range of potential risk factors has
been addressed in research. These factors, for each of which there is at least
one study, fall into the following categories of the framework depicted in
Figure 3-2:

Social Embeddedness/Context (subject): social isolation.

Social Embeddedness/Context (trusted other): social isolation.

Individual Level Factors (subject): gender, race, dementia, physical
health status, personality characteristics.

Individual Level Factors (trusted other): mental illness, hostility, alco-
hol abuse, experience of violence or aggression in childhood.

Relationship Type: Shared living arrangement, relationship to victim
(spouse or child).
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Power and Exchange Dynamics. Abuser dependency, victim depen-
dency/caregiver stress.

For the purposes of this chapter, we review these risk factors based on
the supporting evidence. It is possible to categorize risk factors for elder
abuse into three general groups:

1. Risk factors validated by substantial evidence, for which there is
unanimous or near-unanimous support from a number of studies.

2. Possible risk factors, for which the evidence is mixed or limited.

3. Contested risk factors, for which potential for increased risk has
been hypothesized, but for which there is a lack of evidence.

As the earlier discussion makes clear, however, these categories are
only loosely constructed. All findings should be taken with caution, due to
methodological shortcomings in the studies. Furthermore, the evidence is
generally too limited to make clear distinctions among abuse types. When
such information is available and relevant, it is mentioned below.

RISK FACTORS VALIDATED BY SUBSTANTIAL EVIDENCE

Living Arrangement

Both clinical accounts and limited empirical research suggest that a
shared living situation is a major risk factor for elder mistreatment, with
older persons living alone at lowest risk (Pillemer and Finkelhor, 1988).
Paveza et al. (1992) found that risk of mistreatment of Alzheimer’s disease
patients by caregivers was greatest when the patient resided with immediate
family members (other than the spouse). Lachs et al. (1997a) found living
alone to be an important protective factor against mistreatment. Pillemer
and Suitor (1992) also found a shared living arrangement to be a risk factor
for violence by Alzheimer’s disease caregivers.

The mechanisms for the effect of living arrangement are straightfor-
ward. A shared residence increases the opportunities for contact, and thus
conflict and mistreatment. Furthermore, tensions that may be relieved by
simply leaving the immediate situation can escalate into mistreatment (see
Wolf and Pillemer, 1989). Exploration of the differential role of living
arrangement according to type of elder mistreatment needs to be con-
ducted. For example, neglect (as the panel has defined it) by its very nature
suggests a shared living situation, but financial exploitation may occur even
when abuser and victim live apart.
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Social Isolation

Social isolation has been found to be characteristic of families in which
other forms of domestic violence occur. This is in part because behaviors
that are considered to be illegitimate tend to be hidden. Detection of
abusive actions can result in informal sanctions from friends, kin, and
neighbors and formal sanctions from police and the courts. Thus, elder
mistreatment is hypothesized to be less likely in families embedded in strong
social networks.

Research provides support for this view. In the Lachs et al. (1994)
prospective, community-based study of risk factors for elder abuse, having
a “poor social network” significantly increased risk of mistreatment.
Compton et al. (1997) found low levels of social support to be associated
with verbal and physical abuse by caregivers, as did Wolf and Pillemer
(1989). Grafstrom et al. (1993) found both caregivers and care recipients
to be more socially isolated in families in which abuse occurred. The case
comparison by Phillips (1983) also found abused elder persons to be more
socially isolated.

Dementia

There are two types of evidence that implicate Alzheimer’s disease or
related dementia as a risk factor for the mistreatment of elderly persons.
First, several studies have estimated prevalence rates of elder mistreatment
in samples of dementia caregivers; these rates can then be compared with
rates in general population surveys. Coyne et al. (1993) found that 11.9
percent of the dementia caregivers in their sample reported having commit-
ted physical abuse. Paveza et al. (1992) found a rate of severe physical
violence toward care recipients of 5.4 percent, which is close to Pillemer
and Suitor’s (1992) finding of 5 percent in a similar sample. Homer and
Gilleard (1990) found physical abuse occurring in 14 percent of caregivers
to Alzheimer’s disease patients in a respite care program. Given the preva-
lence findings of rates of physical abuse in the 1-3 percent range in the
general population, dementia patients would appear to be at greater risk of
such mistreatment.

Second, a few studies have contrasted abusive and nonabusive care-
givers, examining dementia in the victim as one among a number of risk
factors. The results are contradictory. Lachs et al. (1994) did not find
cognitive impairment to be a risk factor, and Reis and Nahmiash (1998) did
not find dementia to discriminate between probable abuse and nonabuse
cases. However, Lachs et al. (1997a) found that dementia predicted identi-
fication as an abuse victim.

One explanation for this contradictory set of findings comes from
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Pillemer and Suitor’s (1992) finding that Alzheimer’s caregiver violence is
strongly related to experience of violence from the care recipient, and
Compton et al.’s (1997) finding that behavior problems are related to both
verbal and physical abuse. It may be that dementia itself is not the risk
factor, but rather disruptive behaviors that result from dementia. Such an
explanation would be consistent with research that has shown disruptive
behaviors by Alzheimer’s disease patients to be an especially strong cause of
caregiver stress. Future research of the relationship between dementia and
elder mistreatment should differentiate the cognitive, functional, and be-
havioral effects of dementia and examine the independent association be-
tween each and the risk for elder mistreatment.

Intraindividual Characteristics of Abusers

Intraindividual theories of mistreatment locate the causes of abuse in
some pathological characteristic of the abuser, usually mental illness, per-
sonality characteristics, or alcohol or drug abuse. This approach has a
lengthy history in the study of child and intimate partner abuse, including a
long-standing debate over the role of intraindividual factors as risk factors
for the forms of mistreatment. In the field of elder mistreatment, there is
compelling evidence that certain characteristics of perpetrators constitute
major risk factors for elder mistreatment, with surprising unanimity on this
issue among studies using different methods.

Mental Illness

Wolf and Pillemer (1989) found that 38 percent of abusers in three
related samples had a history of mental illness and 39 percent had alcohol
problems. Reis and Nahmiash (1998) attempted to validate a screening
tool using a sample of 341 agency cases in which caregivers could be
interviewed. The cases were classified as “likely” or “not likely” to involve
abuse of the care recipient. They found that the caregivers’ mental health
and behavior problems were strong predictors of likely abuse. Pillemer and
Finkelhor (1989) found in a case-comparison study that abusers were sub-
stantially more likely to have experienced psychiatric hospitalization than
nonabusers.

These studies did not differentiate particular forms of mental illness.
Several studies have specifically pointed to depression as characteristic of
perpetrators of elder mistreatment. Paveza et al. (1992), in their study of
Alzheimer’s caregivers, found that caregiver depression predicted physical
abuse. Coyne et al. (1993) compared physically abusive and nonabusive
caregivers who called into a telephone helpline for family members of
Alzheimer’s disease patients; abusive caregivers were more depressed.
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Homer and Gilleard (1990) found that among caregivers referred to a
respite service, abusive ones scored higher on a depression scale. In a recent
study, Williamson and Shaffer (2001) conducted structured interviews with
142 spousal caregivers regarding “potentially harmful behaviors”; these 10
items included verbal aggression, threats, and physical violence. Multivari-
ate analyses found that more depressed caregivers were also more likely to
treat their dependent spouses in potentially abusive ways. This finding is
also supported by Fulmer and Gurland (1996). Of course, it is possible that
depressed individuals may be more likely to report their own behavior as
abusive. All of these studies were retrospective; prospective research will be
needed to establish the causal direction.

In the only study to distinguish between abuse types, Reay and Browne
(2001) found that physical abusers scored significantly higher on a depres-
sion scale than did perpetrators of neglect; thus, there may be a difference
by type of mistreatment, which needs to be assessed in future research.

Hostility

A study of a sample of Alzheimer’s disease caregivers found that abu-
sive caregivers (a category that combined “emotional and/or physical
abuse”) scored higher on a hostility scale (Quayhagen et al., 1997).

Alcohol Abuse

Several studies of elder mistreatment suggest that alcohol abuse on the
part of perpetrators was relatively common. For example, Greenberg and
colleagues (1990) reviewed 204 substantiated cases of elder abuse; 44 per-
cent were identified as having alcohol or drug abuse problems. Case-
control studies have supported this assertion, finding that elder mistreaters
were disproportionately more likely to be identified as having an alcohol
use problem (Bristowe and Collins; 1989; Homer and Gilleard, 1990; Wolf
and Pillemer, 1989).

In a study funded by the National Institute on Aging that directly
addressed this issue, Anetzberger et al. (1994) compared a group of 23
adult children identified by agencies as perpetrators of domestic violence
against an elderly parent with a group of 39 nonviolent caregiving children.
Both alcohol use and abuse were more common among the perpetrators;
for example, daily alcohol consumption was more than twice as likely
among perpetrators.

It is possible that the role of alcohol abuse may differ by abuse type.
Reay and Browne (2001) found that alcohol abuse by the caregiver (con-
sumption of over 21 units of alcohol per week) occurred in seven out of
nine of the physical abuse cases, but only one of the neglect cases.
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Abuser Dependency

Related to the previous risk factor, findings from early research on
elder mistreatment suggests that perpetrators tended to be dependent on the
individual they were mistreating. In 1982, Wolf and colleagues surveyed
community agencies in Massachusetts regarding elder abuse cases they had
encountered (Wolf et al., 1982). The authors identified a “web of mutual
dependency” between abuser and abused. In two-thirds of the cases in that
study, the perpetrator was reported to be financially dependent on the
victim. Another early study by Hwalek et al. (1984) also reported that
financial dependence on a relative was a risk factor in abuse. Other studies,
without control groups, have found substantial percentages of financially
dependent abusers (Anetzberger, 1987; Greenberg et al., 1990).

A number of studies have confirmed this finding. Pillemer (1986; Wolf
and Pillemer, 1989) found that abusers were substantially more dependent
on the victim for housing and financial assistance than were members of a
comparison group. In Pillemer and Finkelhor’s (1989) analysis of cases
from a random-sample survey, nearly identical results emerged.

POSSIBLE RISK FACTORS

Gender

Adult protective services reports and other studies of agency samples
universally find that the majority of victims are female (Wolf, 1997b).
However, it is not clear whether this is due to higher risk for victimization
or to women’s greater numbers in the population of seniors. Pillemer and
Finkelhor’s (1988) survey suggested that the latter may be the case; in their
study, they found that the victimization rate for men was higher at 5.1
percent, compared with 2.5 percent for women. They attributed this in
part to the fact that elderly women are much more likely to live alone,
which reduces their risk. Furthermore, their sample included intimate part-
ner abuse among the well elderly, in which the victim would not necessarily
have been classified as vulnerable according to our definition.

Pillemer and Finkelhor (1988) also noted the important caveat that
women tended to sustain more serious abuse and to suffer greater physical
and emotional harm from mistreatment. This may in turn explain their
greater representation as victims in adult protective services caseloads.

Relationship of Victim to Perpetrator

Despite suggestions that adult children are the most likely perpetrators
of elder abuse, the only survey-based study of this topic found that spouses

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.


http://www.nap.edu/10406

Elder Mistreatment: Abuse, Neglect, and Exploitation in an Aging America

RISK FACTORS FOR ELDER MISTREATMENT 97

were more likely to be abusers (Pillemer and Finkelhor, 1988). However,
there are insufficient data on this risk factor to make a determination.

Personality Characteristics of Victims

Comijs et al. (1998) found that certain personality traits of elderly
persons increased their risk of being an abuse victim. In a community
survey conducted in the Netherlands, they examined whether hostility and
coping style were related to being a victim of chronic verbal aggression,
physical aggression, and financial mistreatment. Victims of chronic verbal
aggression scored lower on a locus of control scale than did the nonabused
members of the sample and higher on one indicator of hostility. Victims of
all three abuse types showed higher levels of aggression as measured by the
hostility scales and were generally more likely to use passive and avoidant
ways of coping, rather than active problem-solving strategies. Because of
the cross-sectional nature of this study, it is impossible to determine whether
these characteristics are indeed risk factors, or whether they are conse-
quences of the abuse. However, the findings are sufficiently suggestive to
merit further exploration of personality factors in longitudinal studies.

Race

Lachs and colleagues (1994, 1997a) found that being black was a risk
factor for reported elder mistreatment. However, they noted that this may
be an artifact of the definition of elder mistreatment, which was “being
reported to an [adult protective services] agency.” No other study has
found significant differences in elder abuse risk based on race.

CONTESTED RISK FACTORS

Physical Impairment of the Older Person

The role of victim health and functional status as a risk factor for elder
abuse is a complex one. For the purposes of this report, some degree of
physical vulnerability is considered to be a necessary component of the
definition of elder mistreatment. That is, mistreatment necessarily implies a
weaker individual who is mistreated by a stronger one. Greater impairment
diminishes the individual’s ability to defend himself or herself or to escape
the situation. It therefore is reasonable to consider physical health prob-
lems as a predisposing factor for elder mistreatment, which increases the
likelihood of abuse in the presence of other risk factors.

However, research has generally failed to find support for the view that
frailty of elderly persons is in itself a risk factor for elder mistreatment.
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That is, case-control studies have not found a direct relationship between
elder mistreatment and functional impairment or poor health. Reis and
Nahmiash (1998) did not find impairment in activities of daily living to be
associated with elder abuse. Neither Cooney and Mortimer (1995), Paveza
et al. (1992), Bristowe and Collins (1989), nor Phillips (1983) in case-
comparison studies found functional impairment to be a risk factor for
abuse by caregivers. Lachs et al. (1997a) found that impairment in activi-
ties of daily living was associated with being an abuse victim, but the
researchers acknowledged that the dependent variable—protective services
intervention for elder abuse—may have led to these results, and that find-
ings may differ for elder mistreatment that is not detected by an agency.
There is as yet no evidence as to whether this pattern of nonfindings
holds for all types of mistreatment. In the only study to address this issue
Wolf and Pillemer (1989) found that victims of elder neglect were more
likely to be impaired than victims of either physical or psychological abuse.

Victim Dependence and Caregiver Stress

If there can be said to be a “traditional” view in the field of elder
mistreatment, then it can be summed up in the following way. Elderly
people become frail, difficult to care for, and sometimes demanding. These
characteristics cause stress for their caregivers; as a result of this stress, the
caregivers become abusive or neglectful toward the elder. In this view,
elder mistreatment is seen as an outgrowth of the aging process, which
leads to the need for care by others. Much early writing emphasized the
dependence of the elderly person and resulting caregiver stress as the pre-
dominant (and sometimes sole) cause of elder abuse (Davidson, 1979;
Hickey and Douglass, 1981; Steinmetz, 1988).

However, there is a lack of evidence that an older person’s need for
assistance or that caregiver stress in fact lead to greater risk for elder
mistreatment. First, it is clear from the gerontological and geriatric litera-
ture that a substantial number of elderly persons are dependent on relatives
for some degree of care. However, findings about the prevalence of elder
mistreatment indicate that only a small minority of the elderly is mistreated.
Since abuse occurs in only a small proportion of families, no direct correla-
tion can be assumed between the dependence of an elderly person and
abuse, as sometimes has been done.

Second, case-comparison studies have generally failed to find either
higher rates of elder dependence or greater caregiver stress in elder abuse
situations. Bristowe and Collins (1989), Homer and Gilleard (1990),
Phillips (1983), Pillemer (1985), Wolf and Pillemer (1989), Pillemer and
Finkelhor (1989), Pillemer and Suitor (1992), and Reis and Nahmiash
(1997) did not find greater dependence or caregiver stress among victims
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and their family members, when compared with nonvictims. One excep-
tion, a study by Coyne et al. (1993), found that callers to a help line who
had committed abuse had been providing care for a longer time and for
more hours a day than nonabusers and had higher burden scores.

Intergenerational Transmission

Social learning theory gives rise to the hypothesis that when individuals
experience violent behavior from parents or other role models in childhood,
they tend to revert to these learned behaviors when provoked as adults.
Indeed, it has by now become a commonplace that victims of child abuse
may grow up to themselves become child abusers, a pattern often described
as the “cycle of violence.” The cumulative research evidence supports this
hypothesis, with experiencing violence from parents or witnessing violence
between parents in childhood strongly related to perpetrating child or inti-
mate partner abuse (See Newberger, 1998; Stark and Flitcraft, 1998).

Despite this evidence from other fields, the only two studies that have
addressed this issue (Anetzberger et al., 1994; Wolf and Pillemer, 1989)
found no evidence of intergenerational transmission of physical violence
against elderly relatives. This issue, however, is worthy of further study,
given the importance of childhood experience of aggression as a risk factor
for other forms of interpersonal violence. The importance of early child-
hood experiences of perpetrators as risk factors for types of elder mistreat-
ment other than physical violence should be explored. In addition, given
that in the elder mistreatment field the victim and perpetrator have been in
a long-standing personal relationship, as spouses or as parent and child, it
may be more important to assess the type of relationship between the
abuser and the victim as a risk factor for elder mistreatment.

ELDER MISTREATMENT IN INSTITUTIONAL SETTINGS

Despite the likelihood that elder mistreatment in nursing homes is
equally or more prevalent than abuse in domestic settings, only one study
has been conducted that specifically addressed risk factors. Pillemer and
Bachman-Prehn (1991) analyzed data from a survey of staff regarding self-
reported psychological and physical abuse. Predictors of psychological
abuse were staff burnout, experiencing physical aggression from residents,
negative attitudes toward residents, and age of the staff member, with
younger staff more likely to engage in psychological abuse. Risk factors for
physical abuse were again staff burnout and resident aggression, as well as
the reported amount of conflict with residents. This study is limited by the
self-report method used to assess the occurrence of elder mistreatment.
Self-report may be subject to bias, especially since the staff would often
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have to report themselves or their colleagues as abusers, which may well
have affected ascertainment of occurrence of elder mistreatment.

A number of other potential risk factors can be derived from the more
general literature on quality of care in nursing homes. Pillemer (1988)
proposed four sets of variables that may be related to maltreatment: exog-
enous factors (including the availability of nursing home beds and the
unemployment rate in an area); characteristics of the nursing home envi-
ronment (such as size, reimbursement rates, ownership status, staff-resident
ratio, and turnover rate); staff characteristics (including age, gender, educa-
tion level, and burnout), and resident characteristics (health and functional
status, social isolation, and gender). A full-scale test of this model remains
to be conducted.

In her background paper for this panel, Hawes suggests risk factors
derived from surveys of stakeholders in long-term care. She proposes three
risk factors from these studies: stressful working conditions, particularly
resulting from staff shortages; staff burnout; and the joint effects of resident
aggression and poor training of staff in management of challenging behav-
iors. Pillemer (2001) combined insights derived from long-term care prac-
tice with the limited data on nursing home mistreatment to suggest four key
factors: poor hiring and staff screening practices; chronic staffing prob-
lems; lack of administrative and supervisory oversight; and inadequate train-
ing. Taken together, these approaches suggest a number of avenues for
studies of risk factors, at both the structural and the individual levels.

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Although risk factors at times are causes of mistreatment, this is not
always the case. Some risk factors (preferably called “risk indicators”) may
be “markers” for unmeasured/unobserved causes (confounders); or risk
factors may modify the relationship between causal factors and elder mis-
treatment (effect modifiers). For example, depression in a caregiver may be
a causal risk factor in that a depressed caregiver may be more likely to
neglect the care of an elder by virtue of the fatigue, social withdrawal, and
uninterest associated with depression. Living with others has been associ-
ated with an increased probability of mistreatment. However, this may not
be a direct causal relationship, because living with others is a contextual
factor in which mistreatment is more likely to occur; it would be possible to
reduce the risk of mistreatment by modifying other factors associated with
living with others and not changing the living circumstances of the older
person (which is often difficult and disruptive). To provide another ex-
ample, frailty—a form of vulnerability—may be an effect modifier, such as
at very high levels of frailty the probability of mistreatment may be much
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higher than at lower levels of frailty. Further study of issues such as these
is absolutely critical to a research agenda on elder mistreatment.

A research agenda for risk factor research on elder mistreatment is to
some degree straightforward, because it parallels our general recommenda-
tions for research on this topic. Studies using larger and more representa-
tive samples, as well as scientifically accepted epidemiological techniques,
must be conducted before risk factors can be more accurately specified.
The importance of case-control designs and cohort studies cannot be over-
emphasized. We do not reiterate all of these recommendations here.

The following are specific additional recommendations to advance
knowledge of risk factors for elder mistreatment.

1. Studies are urgently needed that examine risk and protective factors
for different types of elder mistreatment. Studies are needed to advance
understanding of what places older and vulnerable adults at risk for mis-
treatment and what places persons at risk for becoming abusive. These
studies can be carried out using well-established methods for determining
risk factors, including epidemiological case-control studies. These studies
must, however, use common measures that allow for comparison across
studies. Moreover, they must focus not only on the composite concept of
elder mistreatment, but also on its various forms.

Intensification of epidemiological research to establish risk factors will
be facilitated by greater collaboration between researchers and the adult
protective services and elder services systems. Researchers in the field have
generally been hampered in their efforts to establish risk factors because
they have often needed to find both mistreatment cases and “controls” in
general population samples. Most retrospective epidemiological research
has used readily available case populations for studies, while attempting to
sample well-defined control groups. Many of the advances in understand-
ing risk factors associated with child abuse and intimate partner violence
occurred as the result of participation and engagement between the re-
search communities and the service provider agencies. In the panel’s view,
advances in risk-factor research in elder mistreatment will require coopera-
tion between adult protective services agencies and the research commu-
nity, such as exhibited in the work of Dyer and her colleagues in Texas. By
using persons clearly identified by some external source as victims of mis-
treatment, the focus can shift from concern about sample size to the identi-
fication of an appropriate group of controls.

Such studies have the potential for providing vital information for both
policy makers and program developers to help define target behaviors for
intervention. In addition, this information can be used to develop profiles
of persons at risk for being mistreated, as well as to develop forensic mark-
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ers. However, studies to identify protective factors from elder mistreatment
should not be neglected.

2. A particularly critical need exists for studies of risk indicators and
risk and protective factors for elder mistreatment in institutional settings.
The available evidence reviewed by Hawes (this volume), combined with
extensive professional and public concern about serious quality problems
in long-term care (Institute of Medicine, 1996), suggests that a vast reser-
voir of undetected and unreported elder mistreatment in nursing homes
may exist. Because nursing home residents as a class are both extremely
physically vulnerable and generally unable either to protect themselves or
report elder mistreatment they experience, the physical and emotional
costs of elder mistreatment in such environments are likely to be very high.
Prevention programs exist (see Pillemer and Hudson, 1993), but they have
not been informed by rigorous risk factor research. Understanding the
causes of mistreatment of this extremely fragile population is of the highest
priority.

3. Research on risk and protective factors should be expanded to take
into consideration the clinical course of elder mistreatment. Although
longitudinal data are absent, it seems probable that elder abuse situations
may follow a pattern similar to disease progression, which would include
lead time prior to the manifestation of active signs and symptoms of elder
mistreatment; periods of “remission” from elder mistreatment; and critical
points in which elder mistreatment becomes more intensive or acute. Some
have speculated that elder mistreatment typically increases in severity and
intensity over time (Breckman and Adelman, 1988), but no empirical data
exist that demonstrate this pattern or individual differences in progression.
Clinical accounts suggest that elder mistreatment situations include cases
that resolve on their own; cases in which mistreatment intensifies; and cases
in which the situation remains abusive but stable. It is therefore both
possible and important to identify risk factors for an increase or intensifica-
tion in elder mistreatment.

For these reasons, cohort studies are of great importance in determin-
ing risk factors for elder mistreatment. Although prospective cohort studies
would be ideal, the lengthy period needed for cases of elder mistreatment to
develop is a deterrent. In the near term, retrospective cohort, or nested
case-control studies using established study populations may be preferable,
in which a preexisting data set is used and elder mistreatment measured at
a later point (the technique used by Lachs et al., 1994, 1997a). There are a
number of existing datasets involving elderly persons that could be used for
such a purpose (for example, existing panel studies of caregivers could be
assessed for incidence of elder mistreatment in a follow-up study).

4. Advances in measurement in risk and protective factor research are
needed. The measurement of risk factors many times can be accomplished
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adequately by importing measures for suspected risk factors from other
settings. For example, good measures exist in the literature for cognitive
impairment, dementia, handicap, and frailty. As well, some characteristics
of individuals that may place them at increased risk of mistreatment, such
as personality, stress, and the burden of caregiving, have been developed in
the child mistreatment field and could be adapted to this research setting.
For the most part, observational and hypothesis-driven research in the elder
mistreatment field will have to develop measures that are specific to the
field, such as measures of risk characteristics in trust relationships and
aspects of settings that may be of interest. This is in addition to adapting
measures of risk factors that have been developed in the child mistreatment
field and in other research.
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Screening and Case Identification in
Clinical Settings

Elder mistreatment research must be conducted in
a variety of settings in order to maximize understanding and make it pos-
sible to take proper measures for prevention and management. These
settings include geographically defined communities and households, social
service agencies, the law enforcement and judicial systems, and the health
care system. Pertinent health service settings include all levels of primary,
secondary, and tertiary care, including long-term care institutions. While it
is important to understand the determinants and occurrence rates of elder
mistreatment through population-based studies, it is also critical to identify
victims in diverse settings where they frequently appear and where many of
the consequences of mistreatment are likely to be manifest.

This chapter focuses on case ascertainment of elder mistreatment in the
clinical setting. The American Medical Association’s (AMA) Diagnostic
and Treatment Guidelines on Elder Abuse and Neglect (1992) urge “every
clinical setting” to utilize a protocol for the detection and assessment of
elder mistreatment, following a “routine pattern” in each case (see Figure
6-1). Implementation of such a structured protocol, however well inten-
tioned, could be costly and counterproductive in the absence of careful
planning. Since most older patients are not mistreated, and mistreatment is
probably uncommon in most general health service settings, any case ascer-
tainment method or program must be accurate and efficient, because it will
consume resources and have important consequences, especially if cases are
misclassified. Also, many health care delivery settings are so complex that
careful case ascertainment is difficult to achieve in practice.

104
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| Screening |

Mistreatment not
suspected

Mistreatment
suspected

Report to adult protective
services and/or other public
agencies as mandated by your
states

Ic;satr:ger?’)an immediate Can full, private Discuss safety issues.
- assessment be done now?| Schedule for full assessment, if

possible, in appropriate

(geriatric) assessment
unit
69

Create safety plan.

Options include: hospital
admissions, court protective order,
safe home placement

Assessment
® Safety ® Health and functional status ® Frequency, severity, and intent
® Access ® Social and financial resources

@ Cognitive status
® Emotional status

I 1
Reason to believe

that mistreatment has occurred;
plan intervention

No mistreatment
found

FIGURE 6-1 Diagnostic and treatment guidelines on elder abuse and neglect,
Part I.
SOURCE: American Medical Association (1992:13).

Thus, research is needed to improve detection methods for elder mis-
treatment, particularly those that could lead to improved case management.
The benefits of careful case finding go beyond protecting the victim. Accu-
rate case identification can lead to rational resource allocation, creation
and funding of specialized services, and improved professional and public
education. Improving accuracy in case designation also has important
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implications for the social service and criminal justice systems, particularly
in the areas of prevention and perpetrator prosecution. As noted in Chap-
ter 1 and in the paper by Wolfe (this volume), however, a preoccupation
with case identification can also have high costs; recent experience in child
abuse indicates that a single-minded emphasis on case investigation (when
accompanied by the threat of prosecution or other disruptive interventions)
can undermine the goal of protection.

A FRAMEWORK FOR ELDER MISTREATMENT SCREENING AND
CASE IDENTIFICATION

Several approaches are used to identify persons with important condi-
tions or situations in the clinical setting, and general principles have been
well developed (Rich and Sox, 2000; Neilsen and Lang, 1999). Figure 6-2
represents a framework for screening approaches, emphasizing that case
screening and investigation are parts of a multistage process, although the
nature and timing of each stage is varied. Validation of each step is an
important aim of research. A LEAD standard would be the appropriate
means of validating any proposed screening method prior to its widespread
application. Typically, the process of clinical screening and case identifica-
tion starts with designating appropriate settings and situations for carrying

1. Identify approach and
screening settings.

4

2. Pres