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Introduction
For over 10 years, prevention of elder abuse against people from migrant and refugee
backgrounds has been a high priority for the Ethnic Communities’ Council of Victoria (ECCV).
Since 2012, ECCV’s Raising Awareness of Elder Abuse project has trained bicultural educators
to deliver information about elder abuse in a range of community languages. However, there
remain significant gaps in our knowledge about the underlying drivers, associated risk factors
and impacts of elder abuse, and the contexts in which it occurs.
This desktop review was undertaken to synthesise existing research on elder abuse against
people from migrant and refugee backgrounds, with a specific focus on the Australian context.
It maps out evidence about emerging issues in elder abuse in this population, with view to
informing further work and research in this field.
In recent years, the need to better understand and respond to elder abuse in minority
communities has gained increased attention in Australia. The National Plan to Respond to the
Abuse of Older Australians (Elder Abuse) 2019–2023 identified that specific attention should be
paid to the needs of older First Nations people, and older people from migrant and refugee
backgrounds, who may experience elder abuse in ways that differ from the Anglo-Australian
population and other, more established communities.1 A 2016 Inquiry into Elder Abuse in New
South Wales highlighted that older people from culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD)
communities are at greater risk of abuse due to a unique combination of factors, including:

… limited English skills, social isolation, dependency on
family members, unwillingness to disclose abuse because of
stigma, and cross-generational factors resulting in different
expectations of care and support.2
The findings of this review suggest that people from migrant and refugee backgrounds
experience multiple vulnerabilities and unique forms of disadvantage that place them at greater
risk of elder abuse. Recent research suggests that these vulnerabilities may have been
exacerbated in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic.
The depth and generalisability of these insights is, however, limited by the scarcity of the
evidence. To date, elder abuse in migrant and refugee communities remains a largely
unexplored area of research. This constrains our ability to make informed decisions in policy
and practice. In particular, the current body of evidence pays little attention to the intersections
of family and cultural norms, disability, gender, and immigration status. Evidence-based policy
responses are needed to ensure that older people can enjoy the highest attainable standard of
health and wellbeing. Understanding culturally specific issues related to elder abuse is critical
to the design of culturally appropriate prevention and intervention strategies.
This review is divided into the following sections: method and limitations; overview of the
Australian context; definitions of elder abuse; overview of current Australian and international
evidence; current and potential approaches in primary prevention and intervention; and
suggested directions for future research.

1 Council of Attorneys-General (2019). National Plan to Respond to the Abuse of Older Australians (Elder Abuse) 2019-2023.
https://www.ag.gov.au/rights-and-protections/publications/national-plan-respond-abuse-older-australians-elder-abuse-20192023
2 NSW Parliament, General Purpose Standing Committee (2016). Inquiry into Elder abuse in New South Wales (Report No. 44).
https://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/lcdocs/inquiries/2387/Report%2044%20%20Elder%20abuse%20in%20New%20South%20Wales.pdf
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Method
This review was conducted using desktop research methods and a rapid literature scan of
academic databases. It draws upon a mix of grey literature and academic publications to
synthesise the available evidence about elder abuse in culturally and linguistically diverse
(CALD) communities. It aims to provide a focused summary of the nature and prevalence of
elder abuse in this population, to identify gaps in the literature, and to inform further research.
Current approaches to policy and practice are also canvassed.

Definition of ‘culturally and linguistically diverse’
There are methodological variations in how ‘culturally and linguistically diverse’ is defined and
operationalised in the literature. ‘CALD’ is commonly used in the Australian literature; however,
it is not consistently defined. In the international literature, particularly in Canada, the United
Kingdom and North America, study participants are often referred to by their country of birth,
native language or ethnic origin (e.g. their status as an ethnic minority in the host country).
These definitional differences were accounted for in the search strategy.
The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) recognises that ethnic identity is a complex and multidimensional concept and uses different data collection strategies to capture ‘CALD status’,
including language spoken at home, country of birth, religious affiliation, and length of
residence in Australia since migration. Relying on a single characteristic to define CALD status,
such as country of birth, risks masking differences in the disadvantages and barriers
experienced within a highly heterogenous population.3
For the purposes of this review, the literature collated was not subject to exclusion criteria
based on how CALD status was defined or operationalised. Given the lack of a consistent
definition and the scarcity of available evidence, the inclusion of ‘CALD’ participants, however
defined, was accepted.
Studies that involved First Nations participants were not included in this review. It has been
variously recommended that the needs of First Nations people be considered separately, and
not under the framework of cultural and linguistic diversity. In Australia, research that involves
First Nations people is subject to different ethical research and data collection guidelines.
These guidelines emphasise the sovereignty and distinct needs of First Nations people in the
context of our colonial history.

Search strategy
The search strategy used broad search terms to include any relevant sources that explore the
contextual, social, economic and cultural dimensions of elder abuse in CALD communities.
Target websites known to produce relevant texts on this issue were hand-searched to yield a
more representative sample of the literature available, and to address the limitations of
publication bias.
The search focused on elder abuse in the Australian context but was broadened in subsequent
stages to include available international evidence. As discussed above, search terms that
capture the ‘CALD’ population are highly variable because they differ significantly across
contexts and are not consistently defined. A range of search terms were used to account for
this, including:

3 Federation of Ethnic Community Councils’ of Australia (FECCA) (2020). If We Don’t Count It… It Doesn’t Count! Towards Consistent
National Data Collection and Reporting on Cultural, Ethnic and Linguistic Diversity (Issues Paper) https://fecca.org.au/wpcontent/uploads/2020/10/CALD-DATA-ISSUES-PAPER-FINAL2.pdf
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“CALD” OR “ethnic” OR “culture” OR “cultural* divers*” OR “migrant” OR “immigrant” OR
“refugee” “linguistic* divers*” OR “ethnic* divers*” OR “minority community*” OR “BAME” OR
“Black, Asian and minority ethnic”
Search strings were compiled based on the above terms. The following strings were used to
search academic databases, and were expanded where needed:
·((“Elder abuse”) AND (“migrant” OR “immigrant” OR “refugee”))
·((“Elder abuse”) AND (“Australia) AND (“migrant” OR “immigrant” OR “refugee”))
·((“Elder abuse”) AND ((“Australia”)) AND (“migrant” OR “immigrant” OR “refugee”)) OR
(“CALD” OR “culture” OR “ethnic*” OR “race” OR “divers*”))
In total, 65 documents and publications were included in this review. Where relevant, evidence
is summarised under topic headings.

LIMITATIONS
The main limitation of this review is that it is exploratory in scope and design. The aim was to
provide a rapid overview and synthesis of the current evidence relating to elder abuse in people
from migrant and refugee backgrounds. It intends to inform future and ongoing work in this
area, not derive new conclusions through an assessment of the evidence.
Due to time and resource constraints, a systematised search of the literature could not be
conducted. Most of the studies referenced lack generalisability as their findings were derived
from small sample sizes, drew on qualitative or interpretative methods, and often focused on a
specified ethnic community or group. Studies also relied on different cut-offs for age to denote
‘elder status’, which limits the comparisons that can be made. Further, only English language
publications were included in the review.
This review should therefore not be taken to synthesise the totality of available evidence on this
topic or be used to make broad generalisations about elder abuse in migrant and refugee
communities.
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The Australian Context
Older people make up a considerable proportion of Australia’s population. In 2017, over 1 in 7
people were aged 65 and over. 4 As the Australian population steadily ages, people aged 65
and over are projected to form a larger proportion of the total population in the coming
decades, with overseas-born people becoming the dominant group. 5
Some migrant and refugee communities in Australia have very high proportions of older
people. In 2016, 37% of people aged 65 and over were born overseas, with 67% of these
people born in Europe and 16% in Asia.6 The proportion of older people from CALD
backgrounds is also predicted to grow significantly over time.7 It is estimated that 88.4% of all
Australians born in Italy and 87.9% of Australians born in Greece are now aged 50 years and
over. Those aged 80 years and over account for more than 15% of all Australians born in
Latvia, Estonia, Lithuania, Ukraine, Italy, Poland, Slovenia and Hungary compared to 3.9%
aged 80+ years for the total Australian population.8

WHAT IS ELDER ABUSE?
There is currently no legislative or purpose-built Australian definition of elder abuse or the
abuse of older people.9 The World Health Organisation (WHO) provides one of the most
commonly adopted definitions, which takes a public health approach:

[Elder abuse is] a single, or repeated act, or lack of
appropriate action, occurring within any relationship where
there is an expectation of trust which causes harm or distress
to an older person.10
The terminology used to define and describe elder abuse has been criticised for lacking cultural
sensitivity. Elder abuse is experienced differently within and across different cultural groups,
and its impacts can be compounded by intersecting forms of disadvantage in other areas of life.
Cultural variations also influence how people report or seek help for elder abuse, and this can
make elder abuse difficult to identify and address. For example, in cultures with high filial piety,
admitting an older family member to residential aged care can be seen as elder abuse.11 These
factors alone highlight the need for tailored policy and program responses to elder abuse in
CALD communities. ECCV’s work in raising awareness about elder abuse has stressed the need
for such responses to be delivered by trained bicultural workers, who have the cultural and
linguistic expertise needed to engage effectively with communities.

4 Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW) (2018). Older Australia at a glance. https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/olderpeople/older-australians/contents/about
5 Wilson, T., McDonald, P., Temple, J., Brijnath, B. & Utomo, A. (2020). Past and projected growth of Australia’s older migrant
populations. Genus 76.
6 Ibid.
7 AIHW (2016). Exploring the aged care use of older people from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds: A feasibility study
(Working paper 1. Cat. no. AGE 77). Canberra: AIHW.
https://www.aihw.gov.au/getmedia/55509a73-450d-42e4-9841-b7ed6f58c3ee/20342.pdf.aspx?inline=true
8 FECCA (2016). Review of Australian Research on Older People from Culturally and Linguistically Diverse Backgrounds.
https://fecca.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/AgedCareReport_FECCA.pdf
9 Kaspiew, R., Carson, R., Dow, B., Qu, L., Hand, K., Roopani, D., Gahan, L. & O’Keeffe, D. (2019). Elder Abuse National Research –
Strengthening the Evidence Base: Research definition background paper. Australian Institute of Family Studies, Melbourne.
https://aifs.gov.au/sites/default/files/publicationdocuments/1908_elder_abuse_national_research_strengthening_the_evidence_base.pdf
10 Australian Human Rights Commission (AHRC) (2020). Elder Abuse. https://humanrights.gov.au/our-work/agediscrimination/projects/elder-abuse
11 AIHW (2019). Australia’s Welfare 2019 data insights (Australia’s welfare series no. 14. Cat. no. AUS 226). Canberra: AIHW, p. 147.
https://www.aihw.gov.au/getmedia/a0a30738-7a37-4358-9e7d-cf7306affbe6/aihw-aus-226.pdf.aspx?inline=true
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More broadly, theorisations of ‘elder abuse’ have incorporated the socio-ecological model,
which attributes its occurrence to a complex range of factors, including social and cultural
attitudes towards older people. Originally developed to support the prevention of family
violence, this approach helps us understand the range of factors (individual, relationship,
community and societal) that interact to cause and influence violence. To prevent violence and
sustain change at a population-level, it is necessary to act across these multiple levels of
influence. This includes the structural dimensions that may indirectly influence violence, such
as belief systems, cultural norms, and ageist attitudes that devalue older people.
Elder abuse, like many other forms of violence and abuse, is an expression of power and control
towards the older person.12 Although family violence is a useful framework for understanding
elder abuse, we should not lose sight of the fact that elder abuse also occurs in institutional,
service and care settings. Prevalence data indicates that psychological abuse, neglect and
financial abuse are the most common forms of elder abuse.13 However, financial abuse rarely
occurs alone, and very often older people experience multiple forms of abuse, including:
Financial abuse

Physical abuse

Emotional abuse

Social abuse

Psychological abuse

Sexual abuse.14

Neglect

PREVALENCE OF ELDER ABUSE

As part of the National Plan to Respond to the Abuse of Older Australians 2019-2023, the
Australian Institute of Family Studies (AIFS) was commissioned to conduct a large-scale study
about the prevalence of elder abuse. The study involved a survey of nationally representative
sample of 7,000 people aged 65 and over who live in the community, together with a survey of
3,400 people aged 18–64 years about their knowledge of elder abuse.15 Subsamples of CALD
and non-CALD groups were asked about their experiences of elder abuse in the past 12 months,
allowing for comparisons to be made between these subgroups.
The estimated prevalence of elder abuse is 14.8% among community-dwelling people aged 65
and over. Psychological abuse was the most common form of abuse (11.7%), followed by
neglect (2.9%), financial abuse (2.1%), physical abuse (1.8%) and sexual abuse (1%). 3.5% of
participants reported experiencing multiple types of abuse, with the most common
combinations being psychological abuse and neglect.
The prevalence rates for the CALD subsample (15.3%) did not differ significantly from the
overall sample. Four per cent of the CALD subsample reported abuse that was related to
language and culture.
In both subsamples, family members were the primary perpetrators of elder abuse. These
findings correlate with Australian research in the general population, which found that the
majority of abusers are close family members (92%) of the older person and an adult child
(67%).16 This is particularly the case for financial abuse, with research also indicating that
perpetrators are most likely to be sons and, to a lesser extent, daughters.

12 State of Victoria (2016). Royal Commission into Family Violence: Report and recommendations (Vol V, Parliamentary Paper No
132). https://www.vgls.vic.gov.au/client/en_AU/search/asset/1288554/0
13 Qu, L., Kaspiew, R., Carson, R., Roopani, D., De Maio, J., Harvey, J., Horsfall, B. (2021). National Elder Abuse Prevalence Study: Final
Report. (Research Report). Australian Institute of Family Studies, Melbourne. https://aifs.gov.au/projects/national-elder-abuseprevalence-study
14 Kaspiew, R., Carson, R., & Rhoades, H. (2018). Elder abuse: Understanding issues, frameworks and responses.
https://aifs.gov.au/sites/default/files/publication-documents/rr35-elder-abuse-nov18.pdf
15 Qu, op. cit., p. 2.
16 Joosten, M., Dow, B. & Blakey, J. (2015). Profile of elder abuse in Victoria: analysis of data about people seeking help from Seniors
Rights Victoria—summary report. National Ageing Research Institute and Senior Rights Victoria, Melbourne.
https://media.accessiblecms.com.au/uploads/seniors-rights-service/2020/08/Summary-Report_Profile-of-Elder-Abuse-inVictoria_Final.pdf
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Overall, the National Elder Abuse study found that sons and daughters are more likely to
commit any form of elder abuse compared to other perpetrators. This relationship may
contribute to the reluctance of older adults to seek help. However, in the CALD subgroup,
friends (30.6%) of the victim were the largest perpetrator group for abuse related to language
and culture.
However, the findings likely under-estimate the prevalence of elder abuse because the study
excluded people aged 65 and over who did not have capacity to participate due to cognitive
impairment and those who live in residential aged care settings. The Royal Commission into
Aged Care Quality and Safety has estimated that almost 40% of people living in aged care
facilities experience neglect, emotional abuse or physical abuse.17 However, due to
methodological limitations, the estimate does not include other forms of elder abuse, such as
financial, social and sexual abuse, or emotional and physical abuse perpetrated by other
residents or by family members.
More broadly, a 2017 systematic review of 52 studies in 28 countries found that 15.7% of
people aged 60 years and older were subjected to some form of abuse.18 This is consistent with
Australian estimates of elder abuse. It should be noted, however, that methodological
variations in how these studies defined and measured elder abuse and ‘elder status’ limited the
comparisons the authors could make about prevalence across countries. This led to wide
variations in the prevalence rates that could not be accounted for, such as cultural and
gendered differences in how elder abuse is experienced.

Why is elder abuse underreported?
Research suggests there are a number of reasons why older people may be reluctant or unable
to disclose an abusive relationship. These include:
Being unable to report, due to dementia, cognitive impairment and other related illnesses.
Limited English language proficiency and education levels.
Complaint mechanisms often do not allow for abuse to be reported in languages other than
English.
Dependence on the abuser for care and basic needs.
Fear of retaliation or disapproval from the abuser.
Fear that reporting the abuse will end with them being placed in an institution
Feeling ashamed to tell someone that a loved one is hurting them or taking advantage of
them.
Concerns that reporting will get the abuser in trouble, particularly if the abuser is someone
that the older person is close to or cares about.
There are also times when sexual abuse or assault is reported but is not taken seriously
because of the victim’s age or assumptions made about their mental capabilities.19 Older people
need to be supported earlier when there is a lesser likelihood of adverse consequences.20

17 Royal Commission into Aged Care Quality and Safety (2020). Research Paper 17 – Experimental Estimates of the Prevalence of
Elder Abuse in Australian Aged Care Facilities. https://agedcare.royalcommission.gov.au/publications/research-paper-17experimental-estimates-prevalence-elder-abuse-australian-aged-care-facilities
18
Yon, Y., Mikton, C.R., Gassoumis, Z.D. & Wilber, K.H. (2017). Elder abuse prevalence in community settings: a systematic review
and meta-analysis. Lancet Global Health, 5(2), e147-e156.
19 RAINN (2021). Elder abuse. https://www.rainn.org/articles/elder-abuse
20 Royal Commission into Aged Care Quality and Safety (2020). Research Paper 17 – Experimental Estimates of the Prevalence of
Elder Abuse in Australian Aged Care Facilities. https://agedcare.royalcommission.gov.au/publications/research-paper-17experimental-estimates-prevalence-elder-abuse-australian-aged-care-facilities

ECCV LITERATURE REVIEW: Elder abuse against people from migrant and refugee backgrounds

9

Overview of the current evidence
There is very limited evidence about elder abuse in people from migrant and refugee
backgrounds, particularly in Australia. Understandings of what constitutes abuse, mistreatment
and violence varies widely across cultures. This makes elder abuse difficult to identify and
address, particularly in mainstream service provision.
However, recent research has highlighted the unique vulnerabilities that place older people in
this population at heightened risk of elder abuse and the barriers that make it difficult to
recognise, address and report. A mix of both Australian and international research is
summarised below. Where referenced, the contexts in which the data were collected is made
clear.

Conceptual framework
The National Aging Research Institute (NARI) developed a conceptual framework based on the
socio-ecological model (discussed above) that identifies the specific drivers and risk factors of
elder abuse, as well as potential interventions at the individual, community and population
level.21 The underlying drivers of abuse are influenced by social structures, trends, and values
in society, and include systemic and intersecting forms of marginalisation, such as ageism and
poverty. Specific factors that are more likely to be present in individual cases, which can
increase the risk of harm to the person, are known as risk factors. These include disability, lowincome, social isolation, and functional dependency on a trusted person, a risk factor that may
be exacerbated if they are experiencing caregiver stress. Action on both the underlying drivers
(known as primary prevention) and the factors that contribute to increased risk (tertiary
intervention) is necessary to reduce the overall rate of abuse in society.

UNDERLYING DRIVERS
Norms and values
Norms, beliefs, and values related to ageing and older people contribute to elder abuse in all
societies, with ageism and age discrimination part of the underlying context for the prevalence
of elder abuse. Devaluation of people who are not engaged in paid employment, valorisation of
youth, associations of desirable status with wealth, valorisation of independence and
devaluation of dependence, and associations of ageing with decline in capability, are part of
ageist belief systems. These beliefs contribute to attitudes of entitlement, disrespect, contempt,
and disregard for older people. For example, perceptions that younger generations are ‘owed’
certain financial support from older family members often contributes to financial and other
types of abuse.
There are specific factors in some migrant and refugee communities that differ from the
dominant norm, and which can increase the risk of elder abuse. Elder abuse may at times be
sanctioned by cultural norms and beliefs about the provision of care and support to older
people. International evidence has linked vulnerability to elder abuse to cultural perceptions of
what constitutes abuse, tolerance of certain types of abuse, including the perceived severity of
mistreatment, and reluctance to report abuse.22 Australian research suggests that older people

21 Brijnath, B., O’Halloran, K., Lock, K., Feldman, P., Claff, L., & Dow, B. (2021). Primary prevention of family violence among older
people living in Victoria. Respect Victoria, Melbourne, p. 13
https://www.respectvictoria.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/202110/Respect%20Vic_Research%20Report%20Templ
ate_Primary%20Prevention%20of%20Family%20Violence%20among%20older%20people%20living%20in%20Victoria_editOctober%205.pdf
22 Lai, D., Daoust G., & Li L. (2014). Understanding elder abuse and neglect in aging Chinese immigrants in Canada. The Journal of
Adult Protection, 16(5), 322-334.

ECCV LITERATURE REVIEW: Elder abuse against people from migrant and refugee backgrounds

10

may be reluctant to speak out about family problems due to cultural expectations around
privacy.23 These factors can intensify the effects of elder abuse as they prevent older people
from accessing timely support.
Many cultures encourage familial responsibility for the care of older relatives. In these contexts,
older people may fear exclusion, shame and abandonment from their own communities if they
report a family member, particularly if the perpetrator is their adult child.24 Reporting or making
a complaint about an adult child can be seen as a personal failing on part of the older person,
particularly if there are high cultural expectations about filial piety, saving face, and maintaining
family cohesion.
Vulnerability to abuse may also be influenced by the age of the older person at migration, and
the length of time that they have resided in the host country. American and Canadian research
has found that lower acculturation, immigration stress, strong identification with traditional
values, and length of residence to be strong predictors of elder abuse.26 The extent to which
these factors correlate with abuse varies across studies due to differences in the study design,
such as the variables tested, the study context, and the group sampled. For example, Lai
(2011) sampled older Chinese people residing in Canada and controlled for the influence of
length of residence and the level of agreement with cultural values in increasing the likelihood
of maltreatment. These factors were found to be significant correlates of abuse in this
population; in particular, residing in the host country for a longer period of time increased the
risk of maltreatment. This finding was explained with reference to the lack of services available
to long-term migrants (compared to more recent arrivals) and cannot be generalised to other
populations or contexts without adequate supporting evidence.
Moreover, Australian and Canadian research suggests that intergenerational differences in
beliefs and expectations about how older people should be cared for can create conflict
between parents and their children.27 For example, younger people who grew up in the host
country may hold individualist beliefs that conflict with traditional cultural expectations about
caring for older people. Conflict about the expectations, burdens and challenges of informal
caregiving may lead to frustration or impatience with the older person, which can escalate to
abuse.28

23 Wainer, J., Owada, K., Lowndes, G. & Darzins, P. (2011). Diversity and financial elder abuse in Victoria: Protecting elders’ assets
study. Faculty of Medicine, Nursing and Health Sciences, Monash University, Melbourne; Office of the Public Advocate. (2006), Care
and Respect, Project to Research Elder Abuse in Culturally and Linguistically Diverse Communities
.https://www.publicadvocate.wa.gov.au/_files/Report_on_Elder_Abuse_in_CALD_communities.pdf
24 Bagshaw, D., Wendt, S., & Zannettino, L. (2007). Our actions to prevent the abuse of older South Australians. Action plan (based
on research). South Australia: Office for the Ageing, Department for Families and Communities.
25 Lai (2014), op cit.
26 Lai D. W. (2011). Abuse and neglect experienced by aging Chinese in Canada. Journal of elder abuse & neglect, 23(4), 326–347;
DeLiema, M., Gassoumis, Z. D., Homeier, D. C., & Wilber, K. H. (2012). Determining prevalence and correlates of elder abuse using
promotores: low-income immigrant Latinos report high rates of abuse and neglect. Journal of the American Geriatrics Society,
60(7), 1333–1339; Liles, S., Usita, P., Irvin, V. L., Hofstetter, C. R., Beeston, T., & Hovell, M. F. (2012). Prevalence and correlates of
intimate partner violence among young, middle, and older women of Korean descent in California. Journal of Family Violence,
27(8), 801–811.
27
Lee, H. Y., & Eaton, C. K. (2009). Financial abuse in elderly Korean immigrants: Mixed analysis of the role of culture on perception
and help-seeking intention. Journal of Gerontological Social Work, 52(5), 463–488; Office of the Public Advocate, op cit.
28
Walsh, C. A., Ploeg, J., Lohfeld, L., Horne, J., Macmillan, H., & Lai, D. (2007). Violence across the lifespan: Interconnections among
forms of abuse as described by marginalized Canadian elders and their care-givers. The British Journal of Social Work, 37, 491514.
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Structural factors
The challenges of re-settlement also create conditions of vulnerability for older people. Those
from new and emerging communities face additional challenges when they settle in Australia,
such as poverty, unemployment, social isolation, inter-generational conflict, shifting family
roles and dynamics, and lack of informal support systems and access to resources.29 Together,
these factors can contribute to post-migration stress, which research suggests may influence
the occurrence of elder abuse, particularly if it leads to family members’ frustration or
impatience with the older person.30 The National Elder Abuse Prevalence Study 2021 has also
identified racism in the community as a potential driver of elder abuse, in light of the finding
that the main perpetrators of abuse in the CALD subsample were friends (30.6%) and
acquaintances (11.2%). These factors warrant further attention in research.
Wider structural forces with respect to economic and labour market factors have also been
considered in the research. In an Australian-based study, focus groups were conducted with
Hakha Chin (language), Chinese and Indian community groups to explore how ageism plays out
in the day-to-day experiences of older people, and to better understand its trajectory towards
elder abuse.31 The findings suggest that the hallmarks of capitalism – including the
accumulation of wealth, status and power – sets out the context in which ageism and elder
abuse occurs. Disrespect, disregard and impatience towards older people, their invisibility and
perceived irrelevance, and expectations to provide care for grandchildren, are among the
consequences described to stem from a society that values and measures the relevance of
people according to their perceived capacity to contribute economically.

RISK FACTORS
Gender

The 2021 National Elder Abuse Prevalence Study 2021 found that overall prevalence rates of
elder abuse were similar for men and women; however, men were slightly more likely to
experience physical abuse and women more likely to experience sexual abuse and neglect.32
Gendered differences in the prevalence of financial abuse appears to be far more complex, with
various studies coming to mixed conclusions. For example, while one study found that women
were more likely to experience financial exploitation compared to men,33 others have found that
gender alone is not a significant predictor of financial abuse.34 It is less clear how gender may
act as a predictor of elder abuse in migrant and refugee communities. For instance, in cultures
where women are accorded inferior social status, older women may be at higher risk of
neglect.35

29 Warburton J, Bartlett H, & Rao V. (2009). Ageing and cultural diversity: Policy and practice issues. Australian Social Work, 62(2),
168-85
30 Petosic, T., Guruge, S., Wilson-Mitchell, K., Tandon, R., Gunraj A., Robertson, A., Roche, B., Dizio, J., Ghosh, K. & Bauder, H. (2015).
Intergenerational violence: the post-migration context in Canada. (RCIS working paper no. 2015/2). Toronto: Ryerson Centre for
Immigration and Settlement, Ryerson University.
31 Exon, J., Czerniawski, V., Bossio, D. & Gibson, K. (2019). Older People: Equity, Respect & Ageing (OPERA) - phase 1 findings. Eastern
Community Legal Centre, Melbourne. https://apo.org.au/sites/default/files/resource-files/2019-12/apo-nid271146.pdf
32 Qu, op. cit.
33 Naughton, C.J., Drennan, I., Lyons, A., Lafferty, M., Treacy, A., & Phelan, A. (2012). Elder Abuse and Neglect in Ireland: Results from
a National Prevalence Survey. Age and Ageing, 41, 98-103.
34 Biggs, S., Manthorpe, J., Tinker, A., Doyle, M., & Erens, B. (2009). Mistreatment of older people in the United Kingdom: Findings
from the First National Prevalence Study. Journal of Elder Abuse & Neglect, 21(1), 1-14; Lowenstein A. (2009). Elder abuse and
neglect—'Old phenomenon': New directions for research, legislation, and service developments. Journal of Elder Abuse & Neglect,
21(3), 278-87.
35 World Health Organization (WHO). (2021). ‘Elder abuse’. https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/elder-abuse
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However, the fact that older women appear to be at increased risk of certain types of abuse and
mistreatment suggests that gender is an important factor.36 Gender inequality is considered a
key driver of abuse more generally, as women are disproportionately affected by abuse and the
majority of perpetrators are men. Women have a longer life expectancy than men and are more
likely to live with chronic health conditions, disabilities, and other limitations in later life.
Emerging evidence also suggests that single older women are at risk of homelessness and
poverty due to lifelong gendered disparities in wages, caring responsibilities, and
superannuation benefits, which affect financial security in later life.37 These factors contribute
to the marginalisation of older women, increase their risk of abuse and mistreatment, and limit
their access to services and support. Research also suggests that gendered dynamics,
particularly in care relationships, can influence intergenerational abuse involving adult children
as perpetrators and mothers as victims.38 However, further research is needed to make
definitive conclusions about the role of gender norms in influencing elder abuse.

Immigration status
In Australia, migrant parents whose children are citizens or permanent residents can apply for a
parent visa. The most popular visa subclass is the Contributory Parent Visa because it has a
relatively shorter waiting period (6 years compared to 30) and allow the parent to reside
permanently in Australia. However, the application costs can be prohibitive at up to 50,000
AUD.
Applicants under this subclass must be sponsored by their child or another person, who must
commit to financially supporting the applicant and to repaying any social security benefits that
they access during the first 10 years of their residence. This is known as an assurance of
support. This requires the parent, who is usually an older person, to enter a relationship of
dependence with family members. There are limited exceptions to the conditions imposed by
Contributory Parent Visas. These apply in circumstances where the assuror can no longer
support the visa holder, including in situations where the visa holder is at risk of harm. As the
age and disability pension have a 10-year qualifying residence requirement, many older people
who hold a parent visa can only access the Specific Benefit (in circumstances of financial
hardship) if their relationship with their sponsor breaks down.
Our knowledge of how elder abuse occurs in this context is very limited, but there has been
some reporting of the issue in the grey literature. Seniors’ Rights Victoria reported several
cases involving family violence in situations where an older person holds a Parent Visa. In these
circumstances, dependent older migrants who are victims of elder abuse can experience
financial hardship and become homeless.39 A review of current elder abuse screening tools
used by service providers in Victoria found that two of the most commonly reported forms of
abuse are deliberate cultural exclusion and the threat of deportation for older people on family
visas, the “great [financial] cost” of which can contribute to tensions within the family.40 An
older person who is subject to abuse from their sponsor may find it difficult to leave or seek
support due to limited English language proficiency, social isolation, difficulty navigating the
system, and the possibility of the sponsor incurring a debt should the visa holder receive a
welfare payment, which can further strain the relationship. 41

36 Newton, D., Vaughan, C. & Murdulo, A. (2016) Gender and elder abuse: what’s the connection? Joint submission to the Australian
Law Reform Commission on Elder Abuse. The University of Melbourne and the Multicultural Centre for Women’s Health.
https://www.mcwh.com.au/gender-and-elder-abuse-whats-the-connection/
37 Older Women's Network NSW (2020). Older Women in Australia: Housing Insecurity and Homelessness. Policy brief.
https://ownnsw.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Older-Women-in-Australia_Housing-Insecurity-andHomelessness.resized.pdf
38 Smith, J.R. (2021). Mothering in later life: Older mothers and their challenging adult children. Ageing and Society, p. 1-22.
39 Seniors Rights Victoria (2016). Submission to the Australian Law Reform Commission on Elder Abuse.
https://seniorsrights.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/2016August1PolicyALRCElderAbuseSubmission.pdf
40 Brijnath, Gahan, L., Gaffy, E., & Dow, B. (2020). “Build Rapport, Otherwise No Screening Tools in the World Are Going to Help”:
Frontline Service Providers’ Views on Current Screening Tools for Elder Abuse. The Gerontologist, 60(3), 472–482.
41 Ibid
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International evidence also provides some insight about how sponsorship agreements influence
elder abuse. Research conducted in Canada explored the impact of immigration law on older
migrants and their family sponsors.42 At the time of this study, a comparable 10-year period of
sponsorship applied to parents and grandparents who were granted entry to Canada under the
‘Family Class’ category. In addition to the lengthy period of sponsorship, people who are
granted entry under this category are excluded from accessing welfare and health care
services. The findings indicate that the power imbalances created by the relationship of
financial and emotional dependence places the older person at risk of abuse and neglect. It
does so by shifting family roles and dynamics, magnifying inter-generational tensions, and
isolating the older person from external sources of social support.

Dependence, social isolation and other vulnerabilities
There is a wealth of international evidence that links dependence on family members and carers
to an increased risk of elder abuse. This is particularly the case where the older person has
limited English language proficiency, and where they rely on family members for everyday care
and social and financial support.43 Qualitative research conducted in Australia suggests that
family relationships take on a special significance for older people who do not speak the
dominant language and have little capacity to engage with the mainstream community.44 It is
well-established that CALD communities are at greater risk of social isolation.45 Informal care
arrangements in this context can increase the dependence of the older person on their
caregiver, who may be their only trusted source of support and companionship.
Practitioners suggest that the pre-existing relationship of trust is a key determinant of elder
abuse and is critical to determining the severity of its consequences. 46 Older people from CALD
communities may be more willing to forego control and decision-making over their daily affairs
to family members. An Australian study that sampled both non-English-speaking and Englishspeaking groups of people from Italian, Greek and Vietnamese communities indicated that
although both groups intended to rely on their children to help manage their finances, the nonEnglish speaking group was more likely to receive family support for basic financial
management tasks, such as paying bills.47
In some circumstances, unequal power dynamics and a deliberate intent on part of the trusted
abuser can elevate the risk of abuse, particularly the risk of financial exploitation.48 This is due
to their dependence on others for translation, financial transactions, and services.49 However,
research suggests that increased dependence and social isolation alone do not cause financial
abuse – there must be exploitation of the older person’s vulnerabilities, such as their
disconnect from others and the wider community.50

42 Koehn, S., Spencer, C., & Hwang, E. (2010). Promises, promises: Cultural and legal dimensions of sponsorship for immigrant
seniors. In D. Durst, & M. MacLean (Eds.), Diversity and aging among immigrant seniors in Canada: Changing faces and greying
temples (pp. 79-102). Calgary, AB: Detselig Enterprises Ltd
43 National Seniors Productive Ageing Centre. (2011). The Ageing Experience of Australians from Migrant Backgrounds. ACT,
National Seniors Australia; Wainer, op cit.
44 Zannettino, L., Bagshaw, D., Wendt, S., Adams, V. (2015). The role of emotional vulnerability and abuse in the financial exploitation
of older people from culturally and linguistically diverse communities in Australia. Journal of Elder Abuse & Neglect, 27(1), 74-89.

Warburton, J. & Liu, C.W. (2007). Social isolation and loneliness in older people: A literature review. The University of Queensland,
45 Brisbane, Queensland: Office for Seniors, Department of Communities.
46 Seniors Rights Victoria, op cit.
47 Ibid.
48 Zannettino (2015), op cit.
49 Wainer, op cit.
50 Zannettino (2015), op cit.
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Cognitive and other impairments
Research suggests that people living with dementia and other forms of cognitive impairment
are at a heightened risk of abuse.51 A cognitive impairment can impact a person’s capacity to
effectively manage their finances, and this increases the risk of financial abuse, particularly if
their abuser is in a position to access or control their assets.52 The risk of abuse is mediated by
other factors, such as low socio-economic status, however, impaired capacity can be a
consequence of elder abuse itself. 53 Older people who experience a cognitive or other
impairment may find it difficult to fully comprehend, recall or report the abuse. Even if reported,
the older person may be dismissed as unreliable due to their impairment.54
Emerging research findings suggest that cultural understandings of cognitive impairment in
older people affect how elder abuse is experienced and reported. Generally, family members in
CALD communities are likely to provide informal care for older people living with cognitive
impairment. This responsibility can carry a considerable financial, emotional and physical
burden for the carer, particularly if they are not well-equipped to care for the older person but
are nevertheless expected to.55 For example, in cultures that have high expectations of filial
piety, placing an older person in residential care may be considered abusive.56 Family care
arrangements can result in stress and potential resentment, and this can lead to negative
outcomes for both the carer and the older person, who may be at risk of abuse if other risk
factors come into play, such as low socio-economic status. However, the scope of the problem
among those with dementia or a cognitive impairment is unclear as the evidence base in this
population is limited.

BARRIERS TO DISCLOSING AND ADDRESSING ABUSE
The risk of abuse and neglect may also be exacerbated by barriers to accessing services and
support.

Stigma
Older people from migrant and refugee backgrounds may be afraid of the social stigma
associated with abuse, particularly if it is seen as a private or family problem. As a result, they
can become more socially isolated and may be unwilling to disclose mistreatment or neglect.
Although the evidence in Australia is sparse, international studies suggest that shame and
stigma can lead to underreporting. 57

Lack of awareness
In general, people from migrant and refugee backgrounds may not be aware of, or lack trust in,
critical sources of information about the services available to them. A lack of knowledge of
Australian laws and services, coupled with communication and language barriers, can result in
older people living with abuse.58 As discussed above, this may be reinforced by cultural
expectations of older people, which can be highly gendered. Older people may also be reluctant
to seek outside help due to a distrust of formal services, which may stem from negative premigration experiences in their country of origin.

51 Dong, X. (2011). Association of Cognitive Function and Risk for Elder Abuse in a Community-Dwelling Population. Dementia and
Geriatric Cognitive Disorders, 32(3), 209.
52 Kaspiew, R., Carson, R., & Rhoades, H. (2016). Elder Abuse: Understanding Issues, Frameworks and Responses (Research Report
No 35, Australian Institute of Family Studies), p. 12.
53 Ibid.
54 Alzheimer’s Australia (2016). Response to the ALRC Issues Paper: Elder Abuse.
https://www.dementia.org.au/sites/default/files/NATIONAL/documents/AA-Submission-to-ALRC-Elder-Abuse-Inquiry.pdf
55 Sav, A., Kendall, E., McMillan, S. S., Kelly, F., Whitty, J. A., King, M. A., & Wheeler, A. J. (2013). “You say treatment, I say hard work”:
treatment burden among people with chronic illness and their carers in Australia. Health & Social Care in the Community, 21(6),
665–674.
56 Bray, J. (2018). Scope of Current Elder Abuse Awareness: Prevention Strategies targeted to CALD Communities (Conference Paper).
5th National Elder Abuse Conference – Together Making Change, Sydney.
57 Chan, Y. C., Chun, P. K. R., & Chung, K. W. (2008). Public perception and reporting of different kinds of family abuse in Hong Kong.
Journal of Family Violence, 23(4), 253–263.
58 Bagshaw (2007), op cit.
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In a study published in 2006, the Western Australia Office of the Public Advocate conducted
consultations with over 200 older people from CALD backgrounds and more than 30
multicultural and ethno-specific service providers in the Perth metropolitan area.59 One of the
main findings was that older people from CALD backgrounds were often unaware that they were
victims of elder abuse. The taboo nature of the topic also affects the willingness of individuals
to engage with services and prevention strategies. There was a consensus among service
providers that this was a significant barrier to disclosure and to addressing abuse.

Cultural competency of available services
A 2012 study conducted in Western Australia sampled 152 older people who took part in one of
eight language group community forums.60 The findings indicated that services over-emphasise
individualist models of care, which expect the older person to identify and report elder abuse
irrespective of family or community expectations. Services for older people who have limited
English language proficiency also could not accommodate the level of demand in the
community. These findings are consistent with a study conducted in Victoria, which suggests
that an individual rights approach may not be appropriate for people from cultures that place a
greater value on collectivism and care within the family unit.61
A lack of resourcing in the services sector further complicates the issue. In Australia, multilingual and culturally appropriate supports – particularly those that provide information about
legal entitlements and processes – are generally under-resourced and lack capacity. Service
providers may also lack awareness of what constitutes ‘elder abuse’ in CALD communities
which often results in elder abuse being largely undetected.
A related issue is the lack of recognition of elder abuse by police, who do not always respond
appropriately to abuse considered to be “low level”, such as neglect or financial abuse. In their
2018 report, Seniors’ Rights Victoria noted that Victoria Police engaged specialised staff as part
of the Family Violence Command and Priority Communities Division to address elder abuse, and
elder abuse education is beginning to feature in their training at various levels.62 However,
Victoria Police does not have specific education and training on elder abuse affecting migrant
and refugee communities.

Language and cultural barriers
A 2017 scoping study by NARI found that seniors from CALD communities are particularly
vulnerable to financial abuse due to language and literacy barriers. Such barriers can make
older people dependent on others for translation and for assistance with financial matters.63
Being an older person from a migrant or refugee background is not itself a risk factor, but
rather migrant and refugee communities experience greater risk due to access barriers to
services that can assist with reducing risk factors or enhancing protective factors. 64

59 Office of the Public Advocate, op cit.
60 Black Blundell, B. & Clare, M. (2012). Elder abuse in culturally and linguistically diverse communities: developing best practice.
Western Australia: Centre for Vulnerable Children and Families, University of Western Australia.
http://www.apeawa.advocare.org.au/uploaded/files/client_added/Elder%20Abuse%20in%20Culturally%20and%20Linguistica
lly%20Diverse%20Communities%20-%20Developing%20best%20practice.pdf
61 Wainer, J., Darzins, P., & Owada, K. (2010). Prevalence of financial elder abuse in Victoria: Protecting elders’ assets study. Monash
University, Melbourne.
62 Seniors Rights Victoria (2018). Elder Abuse and Criminal Law. Melbourne, Victoria. https://seniorsrights.org.au/wpcontent/uploads/2021/03/2018May1PolicyEACriminalLawDiscussionPaper.pdf
63 Joosten, M., Vrantsidis, F. and Dow, B. (2017) Understanding Elder Abuse: A Scoping Study. University of Melbourne and the
National Ageing Research Institute, Melbourne, p. 18
64 Bray, op cit.
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In an Australian study that analysed seven years of data from calls made to the elder abuse
support hotline operated by Seniors’ Rights Victoria, just under 2% of callers could not speak
English at all, and 13.8% required interpreters over the seven-year period.65 Less than half of
the sample were born overseas (48.2%), however, older people who were proficient in English
made up 86.3% of the sample. These findings suggest that English language proficiency is
linked to improved reporting. As international research has shown, language alongside with
other cultural barriers – such as stigma, finances, and community expectations – may deter an
older person with limited English language proficiency from reporting abuse.66 English language
proficiency in older migrant women has also been recognised as an important protective factor
as it helps link those women to wider support networks, which can assist with intervening in or
preventing abusive situations.67

RISK FACTORS IN THE CONTEXT OF COVID-19
The coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic created unique stressors for older people. Age and preexisting health conditions are known risk factors for COVID transmission, severe disease and
increased mortality. The economic downturn caused by public health restrictions and
associated financial, emotional and social stresses may have also placed older Victorians at
increased risk of experiencing abuse.68
Victoria Police reported that between April and June 2020, there were 508 incidents of family
violence where the victim was 55 or over, an increase of more than 20% from the same period
in 2019.69 There was a slight decrease in reported incidents (n=361) between 1 October and
31 December 2020. However, the figures were comparably high compared to the same period
in 2019, with a 12.3% increase in incidents. In the same period, over half (53.8%) of those
incidents reported a primary aggressor who was the child of the victim. The number of older
people protected by family violence safety notices also increased by 5.6% compared to the
same period in 2019.70
COVID-19 has threatened the lives and safety of older people, as well as their social networks,
their access to health services, and their employment.71 Many Victorians lost their jobs during
the crisis and were unable to live independently; evidence suggests that many people in this
situation moved to live with older parents or other relatives out of financial necessity. This is a
worrying trend, given that perpetrators of elder abuse are most often a family member or carer
of the victim.

65 Brijnath, B., Gartoulla, P., Joosten, M., Feldman, P., Temple, J., & Dow, B. (2021). A 7-year trend analysis of the types,
characteristics, risk factors, and outcomes of elder abuse in community settings. Journal of Elder Abuse & Neglect, 33(4), 270–287;
Guruge, S., Kanthasamy, P., Jokarasa, J., Wan, T. Y. W., Chinichian, M., Shirpak, K. R., … Sathananthan, -S.-S. (2010). Older women
speak about abuse & neglect in the post-migration context. UTSC Printing Services, University of Toronto Scarborough: Toronto,
Canada.
66 Burnes, D., Rizzo, V. M., Gorroochurn, P., Pollack, M. H., & Lachs, M. S. (2016). Understanding service utilization in cases of elder
abuse to inform best practices. Journal of Applied Gerontology, 35(10), 1036–1057.
67 Matsuoka, A., Guruge, S., Koehn, S., Beaulieu, M., & Ploeg, J. (2012). Moving forward: Prevention of abuse of older women in the
post-migration context in Canada. Canadian Review of Social Policy, 2(68-69).
68 State of Victoria (2019). ‘Respect Older People: 'Call It Out'.’ https://www.respectvictoria.vic.gov.au/campaigns/respect-olderpeople-call-it-out
69 Cooper, A. (2020). Elder abuse on the rise in Victoria, figures show. The Age, November 3.
https://www.theage.com.au/national/victoria/elder-abuse-on-the-rise-in-victoria-figures-show-20201103-p56b7p.html
70 Crime Statistics Agency (2021). ‘People aged 55 and older.’ https://www.crimestatistics.vic.gov.au/family-violence-dataportal/covid-19-family-violence-data-portal-0
71 United Nations (2020). ‘Safeguard older persons during COVID-19 and beyond.’ https://www.un.org/en/observances/elderabuse-awareness-day
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A number of risk factors have been exacerbated due to the pandemic, including:
Instruction to self-isolate, leaving older people vulnerable to a decline in mental health and
cognitive capacity.
Limited capacity to connect with new or existing social networks.
Reluctance to leave the house to access health care or for daily exercise, increasing the risk
of physical health decline.
Increased reliance on the use of digital communications, with many older people from
migrant and refugee backgrounds facing barriers to digital inclusion.
Older people with conditions such as hearing loss and cognitive impairment may be more
susceptible to scams.
Financial precarity and the associated market downturn resulted in losses in
superannuation and other investments, potentially increasing vulnerability to financial
abuse.
Increased financial hardship for caregivers, potentially increasing the likelihood of financial
co-dependency with the care recipient.
Increased mental health impacts and substance abuse in both perpetrators and victims.72
Australian research was commissioned to explore the drivers of elder abuse in disaster-affected
settings, with a focus on the COVID-19 context.73 The research was conducted in Victoria
during public health restrictions from June to August 2020 and was based on a thematic
literature review and interviews with 11 older women and men aged 65 and over – only three of
whom identified as being from CALD backgrounds. The people sampled lived in urban areas and
were relatively socially and financially secure. The findings provide rich but limited insights into
the lived experience of older people in the early stages of the pandemic. The restrictions
contributed to increased feelings of social isolation and anxiety, with some older participants
without easy access to technology not being able to contact friends and family. Many also found
it difficult to stay on top of exercise regimes, which contributed to a decline in mental and
physical health. Participants found that ageism contributed to feelings of being devalued and
treated as ‘inferior’ during the lockdown. These findings are consistent with the existing
literature, which identifies poor mental and physical health, social isolation, lack of support, and
previous trauma as key risk factors of elder abuse. This research should be replicated with
other cohorts of older people to improve our understanding of how other factors, such as
culture and low socioeconomic status, contribute to the risk of elder abuse.

72 Parkinson, D., O’Halloran, K. & Dinning, J. (2020). The impact of COVID-19 pandemic response on older people. Respect Victoria,
Melbourne. https://www.respectvictoria.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/202102/COVID19%20and%20older%20people%20full%20report.PDF
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In Search of Solutions
IDENTIFYING AND RESPONDING TO ELDER ABUSE
The Royal Commission into Family Violence (‘the Royal Commission’) reported that older people
who experience elder abuse are largely invisible to the family violence service system, and more
broadly do not have their abuse recognised or addressed in the health sector. Consequently,
elder abuse is under-reported, unrecognised and not adequately responded to.74
In response to the findings of the Royal Commission, the Victorian Government is implementing
an integrated model of care (IMOC) for responding to suspected elder abuse, which is being
trialled at Melbourne Health, Latrobe Community Health Service, Monash Health, Western
Health and Peninsula Health. The integrated model of care aims to:

…strengthen elder abuse responses and support within
health services by creating multiple entry points for
older people and their carers and families to access
specialist support services to address elder abuse.75
The IMOC includes training for health and community service staff about recognising and
responding to elder abuse, an elder abuse liaison officer, counselling and mediation services,
and a local prevention network that utilises a primary prevention approach to responding to
elder abuse. First Nations, CALD, LGBTIQA+ people will be included in all aspects of the
integrated model of care.76 However, there is no indication as to how the IMOC incorporates
broader socio-cultural and historical contexts, themes, and values into the development of
relevant and effective interventions.

Increasing awareness and cultural accessibility
The terminology of ‘elder abuse’ may, in fact, not be appropriate for some communities. A
culturally appropriate community education campaign that targets CALD seniors, CALD
communities and service providers is needed to raise awareness of the services
available.77 In 2017, the Australian Law Reform Commission (ALRC) stressed the importance of
this approach, and suggested that public awareness campaigns should include targeted
material that considers the dynamics and experiences of particular groups, including older
people from First Nations communities; CALD communities; and LGBTIQA+ communities.78

74 State of Victoria (2018). Integrated model of care for responding to suspected elder abuse: Elder Abuse Prevention and Response
Initiative. Department of Health and Human Services, Melbourne.
https://www.latrobe.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/1153926/Integrated-model-of-care-description-and-diagramFebruary-2018.pdf
75 State of Victoria (2018). Integrated model of care for responding to suspected elder abuse.
https://www.health.vic.gov.au/wellbeing-and-participation/integrated-model-of-care-for-responding-to-suspected-elder-abuse
76 Ibid.
77 Black Blundell, op cit., p. 39.
78 Australian Law Reform Commission (2017). Elder Abuse: A National Legal Response. https://www.alrc.gov.au/wpcontent/uploads/2019/08/elder_abuse_131_final_report_31_may_2017.pdf
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Awareness-raising campaigns must also incorporate a culturally responsive approach. The
direct translation of generic resources is an ineffective strategy because it does not capture
cultural nuances in how different concepts, such as ‘elder abuse’ are understood across
cultures.79 Research suggests that practitioners are modifying how they use language to make
concepts related to elder abuse more culturally accessible. For example, a study conducted in
NSW found that, on occasion, practitioners and community educators substitute the word
‘abuse’ with ‘mistreatment’, or ‘lack of respect’ to engage community members, as these terms
carry less social stigma.80 These practices should be endorsed and replicated in the services
sector.

Restorative justice
In Canada, members of the Waterloo Region Committee on Elder Abuse (which consists of both
government and community partners) designed an intervention based on restorative justice
principles. This justice model seeks to restore social relationships rather than punish offenders,
which is important in cases where the victim wants the abuse to stop, but also wants to
maintain a relationship with the perpetrator, who is most often a family member. 81
Restorative justice may be an effective approach to addressing elder abuse among migrant and
refugee communities. The restorative justice model is often used in alternative dispute
resolution approaches that seek to restore relationships between the parties. It is based on a
voluntary, collaborative, confidential, an informal process in which members of a family come
together, with the assistance of an impartial mediator, with the aim of sharing concerns,
clarifying issues, creating options, considering consequences and planning for the future.82
Restorative justice in Australia has been primarily used in the criminal justice context,
particularly with juvenile offenders (e.g. circle sentencing and the Koori Court model). A pilot
program is needed to test its application in situations that involve elder abuse. The Royal
Commission into Family Violence noted that restorative justice processes have potential as a
response to family violence – including elder abuse – but cautioned that strong safeguards are
needed where it is trialled and evaluated.83

Multidisciplinary systems-wide approach
Older people who experience elder abuse require a timely and professional response. Evidence
shows that the most effective responses are multidisciplinary interventions that empower the
older person and support them in their decision-making. These usually involve legal services
(where necessary), supported by advocacy or case management that can make referrals to
health and other social support services.84

79 Schofield, M.J., Powers, J.R., & Loxton, D. (2013). Mortality and disability outcomes of self‐reported elder abuse: A 12‐year
prospective investigation. Journal of the American Geriatrics Society, 61(5), 679-85.
80 Bray, op cit
81 State of Victoria (2016), op cit.
82 McNeal, M. H., & Brown, M. (2019). Elder Restorative Justice. Cardozo Journal of Conflict Resolution, 21(1), 91 – 143.
83 State of Victoria (2016), op cit.
84 Seniors Rights Victoria, op cit.
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A multidisciplinary systems-wide approach that places the needs of older people and their
families at the centre has been recommended by various stakeholders. This approach allows for
the engagement of a broader range of stakeholders, including community & faith leaders,
extended families, and ethno-specific services in early intervention, response and primary
prevention:

Elder abuse has remained hidden for too long and ad
hoc, siloed and inconsistent approaches continue to
inform current practice. It is thus crucial to adopt a
more holistic approach, which can take into account the
unique facets of elder abuse, particularly among CALD
communities where cultural norms affect help-seeking
behaviours and reporting. 85

PRIMARY PREVENTION
Many strategies have been implemented to prevent elder abuse, address it and mitigate its
consequences. These interventions include:
public and professional awareness campaigns
screening (of potential victims and abusers)
school-based intergenerational programs
carer support interventions (including stress management and respite care)
residential care policies to define and improve standards of care
carer training on dementia.86
The aim of primary prevention is to prevent violence before it occurs by addressing the
attitudes and beliefs that drive it.87 Primary prevention works by identifying the underlying
drivers of violence – the social norms, structures and practices that influence individual
attitudes and behaviours – and acting across the whole population to change these, not just the
behaviour of perpetrators.88 A major issue facing policy makers, advocates and service
providers engaged in addressing elder abuse is the dearth of publicly available evidence about
drivers of elder abuse, and the lack of evaluated primary prevention strategies.89
A systematic review of primary prevention interventions conducted by NARI highlighted that, to
effectively prevent elder abuse, population-level interventions must foster positive community
attitudes towards ageing and address gender inequality and other forms of discrimination in
society. Organisational and individual-level interventions featured prominently in the review,
which at the time of data collection, only included one systems-level intervention (an antiageism campaign) that met the review criteria.90 The review also highlighted the need for

85 Dow, B. & Brijnath, B. (2019). Elder abuse: context, concepts and challenges. Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, p. 154.
https://www.aihw.gov.au/getmedia/affc65d3-22fd-41a9-9564-6d42e948e195/Australias-Welfare-Chapter-7-summary18Sept2019.pdf.aspx
86 AHRC, op cit
87 This includes awareness-raising campaigns and other targeted prevention activities.
88 State of Victoria (2020). ‘Primary Prevention: Changing community attitudes and behaviours to help stop family violence before it
starts’. https://www.vic.gov.au/family-violence-reform-rolling-action-plan-2020-2023/priorities-for-2020-2023/primaryprevention
89 Bossio, D., Exon, J., Schleser, M., McCosker, A. & Davis, H. (2019). Community co-design of digital interventions for primary
prevention of ageism and elder abuse. Swinburne University of Technology, Melbourne.
https://opera.eclc.org.au/uploads/general/OPERA-Report_Swinburne_PhaseII_FINAL.pdf
90 Owusu-Addo, E., O’Halloran, K., Birjnath, B. and Dow, B. (2020). Primary prevention interventions for elder abuse: A systematic
review. National Ageing and Research Institute (NARI), Melbourne.
https://www.respectvictoria.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/202010/Evidence%20Review%20NARI.PDF

ECCV LITERATURE REVIEW: Elder abuse against people from migrant and refugee backgrounds

21

theoretical frameworks, mixed methodologies, improved outcome measurement, and cultural
adaptation of measures in the design and implementation of primary interventions, which would
improve their overall quality, and how they identify potential levers of change.
The OPERA study (unpublished at the time of the NARI review) evaluated a community codesign and digital storytelling intervention. These methodologies were found to be successful in
the development of primary prevention interventions at the local level.91 Such interventions
must focus on disrupting ageist assumptions made about older people, which play a role in
driving elder abuse. Preliminary evidence also suggests that elder abuse must be addressed
with regard to a range of other intersectional factors, such as culture, gender, and family
violence.
Overall, there is a lack of evidence about the effectiveness of primary prevention at all levels of
intervention (individual, community, societal), particularly as it applies to people from migrant
and refugee backgrounds.

Community-based participatory research (CBPR)
A community-based participatory research (CBPR) approach aims to achieve a balance between
research and action by building on the strengths, skills and resources of the community, and
sharing the ﬁndings and knowledge with all partners involved.92
The Caring for Native American Elders project in a north-western Native American community
provides a good example. This community-based participatory research project implemented a
family conferencing model in the 2000s. It was developed following concerns that projects
designed to address elder abuse did not reflect tribal traditions and values. In response, the
tribe created an elder-focused, family-centred, community-based intervention for the
prevention and mitigation of elder abuse. Within this context, family members, a spiritual
leader, and service providers came together to address concerns about the elder. Trained and
respected professionals facilitated these meetings. Following an initial discussion, family
members had the option of meeting alone to develop a plan, and then invite service providers to
participate in its implementation.93

Co-designed community consultation process
An extensive community consultation process is needed to explore the causes and impacts of
elder abuse in Victoria, and Australia more broadly. Co-design is one way of bringing
consumers, carers, families and health workers together to improve services. A co-designed
consultation process that involves older people as active participants will allow them to
represent their own needs and provide meaningful input into service design. These co-design
sessions must be inclusive and respectfully facilitated to ensure that all stakeholders have the
opportunity to provide feedback and design solutions to identified issues.
Overall, a stakeholder-led approach has benefits for policymaking because it builds a humancentred understanding of issues and systems by involving a range of people in innovative and
engaging ways. Although a stakeholder-led approach requires a considerable time
commitment, evidence suggests that co-design establishes solutions that enjoy a higher degree
of endorsement and robustness.94

91 Bossio (2019), op cit.
92 Haukioja, H. (2016). Exploring the Nature of Elder Abuse in Ethno-Cultural Minority Groups: A community-based participatory
research study, The Arbutus Review, 7(1), p. 53.
93 McNeal, op cit., p. 117.
94 Blomkamp, E. (2022). Systemic design practice for participatory policymaking, Policy Design and Practice, 5(1).
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Recommendations for future research
Existing research indicates that ethnicity, disability, immigration status, and cultural factors
have significant influence on experiences of elder abuse, as well as on the recognition,
identification, and prevention of abuse.95 In general, widespread reliance on family for support
in old age, and the significance of culture in framing intergenerational and gendered
responsibilities for helping older people manage their lives and finances, have implications for
potential abuse.
It is important to acknowledge that migrant and refugee communities have highly diverse
settlement experiences that influence opportunities for acculturation, integration and
participation in the host society. These contextual and situational variations result in different
understandings of elder abuse, which in turn affect help-seeking and reporting behaviours. The
aspiration to design culturally responsive and appropriate services to address elder abuse is,
then, a truly complex endeavour. In the following section, we outline several recommendations
for future research in Australia that can assist with filling gaps in our knowledge.

1. Disaggregated population-level data is needed
Most of the available evidence in Australia is generated through qualitative small scale,
localised studies. Although these studies elicit rich and contextual information about the
dynamics of elder abuse, their generalisability is limited by small sample sizes and interpretive
methods. Large-scale quantitative studies have greater statistical power as they allow us to
control for the different effects that cultural, economic and social variations have on how elder
abuse is experienced, and to make more conclusive recommendations for policy and practice.
This requires data that are disaggregated by characteristics, such as culture, gender and
ethnicity. Many data collection strategies do not capture characteristics such as ethnicity, and
this leads to gaps in our knowledge of the distributional impact of policies on marginalised
groups. The disaggregation of data is challenging to implement, but with appropriate
investment and planning can be incorporated into existing household surveys and data
collection tools.
In cross-cultural research, we also require standardised and culturally valid measures that can
assess abstract and variable constructs such as elder abuse. Given the high level of
heterogeneity in migrant and refugee populations, such measures will require rigorous testing
to establish reliability and validity.
A significant proportion of this review relied on evidence from the grey literature. Although the
grey literature provides timely and up-to-date evidence, it is not peer reviewed and therefore
not subject to rigorous appraisal. This reduces its reliability. Nevertheless, grey literature
generates a more balanced picture of the evidence as published materials tend to have a strong
bias towards reporting on significant findings or those that show a strong correlation.

95 Haukioja, op cit.
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2. Evaluation of primary prevention interventions
To date, work to prevent elder abuse has primarily focused on taking action on the early signs
and risk factors of abuse (secondary prevention or early intervention) and intervening after the
abuse has occurred (tertiary prevention or response).96 Evidence of ‘what works’ to prevent
elder abuse in migrant and refugee communities has been comparably limited. There is also
little examination of the factors that protect against elder abuse in migrant and refugee
communities. As the scope and nature of the problem is only beginning to be delineated, our
understanding of the impact of risk factors is limited by the scarce evidence base. The
identification of underlying drivers is similarly limited and contested. Future research must pilot
and evaluate the feasibility and effectiveness of primary prevention strategies in migrant and
refugee communities. Building the evidence base is essential to reducing the impact of elder
abuse at the individual, institutional and societal level.

3. Intersectional aspects of elder abuse
Research on elder abuse has seen signiﬁcant growth since the 1980s. However, the existing
literature reﬂects a white, middle-class perspective, while the intersections of ethnicity,
disability (including cognitive and other impairment), gender, cultural factors, and immigration
status (such as the impact of visa arrangements) remain largely unexplored.97 Although people
from migrant backgrounds are acknowledged as being particularly vulnerable to elder abuse,
these issues are not considered in-depth as it is not often the primary focus of the research.

4. Drivers of elder abuse
Research is also needed to examine the broader structural factors that exacerbate the
conditions of elder abuse, such as ageism, racism, economic pressures, visa arrangements and
inadequate welfare systems. The interaction between these and individual factors, such as
family dynamics (including shifting roles within the family), inter-generational conflict, and
mental ill-health, can result in differential risks and impacts with respect to interpersonal abuse
and neglect. Given the available evidence about increased vulnerability to elder abuse in this
population, the impact of these various factors warrants further attention.

96 Exon, op cit.
97 Haukioja, op cit, p. 52.
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Conclusions
Overall, significant unknowns remain about how elder abuse is understood and experienced in
migrant and refugee communities in Australia. Given the scope of the issue, it is imperative that
we develop a comprehensive understanding of the underlying drivers, associated risk factors
and impacts of elder abuse, and the contexts in which it occurs. Policy decisions must draw
upon the evidence to address the specific challenges and vulnerabilities to elder abuse that
people from migrant and refugee communities face.
The value of ECCV’s work comes from its long-standing relationships with numerous
communities in Victoria as well as its connections with a diverse range of ethno-specific
associations, elder abuse prevention experts, and the wider multicultural sector. Through our
work, ECCV supports established and emerging communities by delivering culturally
appropriate information sessions in a range of community languages. Further research is
needed to help inform the development of other culturally responsive approaches and raise
community awareness of the issue. Extensive consultation with the community should be
prioritised to explore and identify local solutions to addressing elder abuse in migrant and
refugee communities.
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