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THE LAW & YOU 

 
PROTECTING THE ELDERLY 
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Recently, I lectured at the Indo-American Senior Citizens 
Association of Bergen about a topic that is very important yet 
rarely discussed openly in the South Asian community. The 
problem concerning the neglect or abuse of the elderly is 
widespread and it is estimated that 90% of neglect or abuse 
of the elderly is suffered at the hands of persons the elderly 
know personally, such as family members or health care 
professionals. As such, abuse or neglect of the elderly can 
happen in the home or in a nursing home/long-term care 
facility. To help the South Asian community gain an 
understanding of this issue, the following synopsis may be 
helpful: 

 
WHY ARE ELDER PEOPLE MORE VULNERABLE TO ABUSE/NEGLECT? 
Many factors are age related, such as increasing mental disability, increasing 
physical disability, increasing dependence on others for assistance, and social 
isolation in a stressful youth-driven culture make the elderly more vulnerable. As a 
consequence of these factors, elders may be too afraid to report neglect or abuse to 
others because they may fear being punished, “embarrassing” family members, or 
not getting any help from outsiders once neglect or abuse is reported.  
 
WHO CAN NEGLECT OR ABUSE AN ELDER PERSON? 
Generally, neglect or abuse of an elderly person is done by a person’s husband/wife, 
relatives like children or the children’s husband/wife, doctors, professional 
caregivers, lawyers, bankers, and accountants.  
 
WHY DO SOME CAREGIVERS SUCH AS RELATIVES OR PROFESSIONAL 
CAREGIVERS ABUSE ELDERS? 
Studies have shown that caregivers may be abusive towards elderly if they themselves 
were abused at some point. This is important since research shows that children who 
are raised in an abusive environment then retaliate later in life against the abusive 
parent who is now elderly and needs help. Studies also show that children raised in 
violent homes tend to learn that type of behavior and then may treat the abused 
parent (frequently the mother) in the same abusive manner later. Other reasons for 
caregivers being abusive towards the elderly are a history of mental illness/disorder, 
a lack of close family ties (son/daughter-in-law who do not have a loving 
relationship) lack of financial resources/poverty, lack of community resources, drug 
or alcohol abuse, or a resentment towards the elderly because of the increased 
dependency and care that has to be given.  
  



  
WHAT ARE THE TYPES OF ELDER ABUSE/NEGLECT? 
While abuse/neglect that happens in a private home is classified as domestic elder 
abuse, institutional elder abuse/neglect happens in a nursing home or long-term 
care facility. There are several types of abuse/neglect: 
   
 1. Physical Abuse - hitting, slapping, kicking, biting, shaking, rough handling 
during care giving, using unreasonable physical restraint (this is problematic 
because sometimes institutions need to physically restrain the elderly since they may 
try to get up and fall or hurt themselves. This is common in nursing homes where the 
staff size is deficient and they cannot keep an eye on everyone so the elders are 
restrained to a bed or chair. Although physical restraint due to a reasonable medical 
condition is legal, loved ones should ensure that the elderly are not restrained for 
unreasonable amounts of time or unnecessarily).  Physical neglect occurs when there 
is a lack of supervision or monitoring, inappropriate housing, inadequate 
food/water, denial or delay of medical care, inadequate help with hygiene, allowing 
infections to appear or increase, or a lack of access to bathroom facilities.  
 2. Emotional abuse – any verbal or nonverbal act that inflicts emotional pain 
or distress to the elder. Includes ignoring the elder, isolating the elder from 
family/friends/ activities, habitual blaming, name-calling, cursing, humiliating, 
insulting, threatening to punish, yelling/screaming.  It should be noted that 
emotional neglect is very common where the caregiver fails to provide or pay for 
basic things like food, water, shelter, clothing, healthcare, medicine, comfort, 
cleaniness, and safety.  
 3. Sexual abuse – forced nudity, inappropriate touching, showing the elderly 
pornographic material, and sexual assault of any kind.  
 4. Financial abuse – this occurs when someone illegally or improperly uses 
the elder’s assets/funds/property for their own benefit. Since elder persons cannot 
see or hear as well as younger persons and are dependent on the assistance of others, 
they become easy targets for people who want to take advantage of them. Common 
examples are when even relatives cash an elderly’s social security checks for their 
own use, forge signatures, get credit cards in an elderly person’s name, or convince 
the elder to name them as a beneficiary for property. Doctors are capable of financial 
abuse if they overcharge for services, get kick-backs for referrals, fail to provide 
proper care but still charge for it, or recommend unnecessary treatments.  
  
HOW CAN YOU TELL IF SOMEONE IS BEING ABUSED? 
Some of the signs of obvious abuse or neglect are as follows: 
 1. Physical abuse: unexplained scratches or bruises; frequent 
fractures/sprains; marks on the wrists where they may have been restrained.  
 2. Emotional abuse:  elder is upset or agitated; depression/ withdrawal/non-
communication; unexplained change in behavior.  
 3. Neglect: dehydration, malnutrition, unsanitary living conditions, unusual 
weight loss, being dirty or smelling foul, medical conditions are left untreated.   
 
WHAT ARE THE WAYS AN ELDER PERSON CAN GET HELP? 
If you or someone you know is being neglected or abused, call the Eldercare Locator 
hotline at 1-800-677-1116. The hotline will refer the caller to a local agency that can 



provide help. Calls can also be made to the National Domestic Violence Hotline at 1-
800-799-7233. Other ways to get help include reaching out to local temples or 
religious organizations for assistance, as well as contacting social workers in the 
community.  
 
HOW CAN ELDER ABUSE BE PREVENTED? 
As with other types of social problems, the main factors in preventing elder neglect 
and abuse are to create an awareness of the problem, intervention by others if an 
abusive situation seems to be present, enforcement of the laws by the authorities to 
prosecute, and choosing physicians and health care facilities with care. For the 
elderly themselves, planning for a sound financial future is vital, as is being socially 
active to avoid becoming isolated and vulnerable.    
 

  
 
 

  


