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ABSTRACT

ELDER ABUSE: MORE IS EXPECTED UNLESS SOCIETY AND NEWSPAPERS
INTERVENE

Betty Lou Guckian, M.A. University of the Incarnate Word

Elder abuse is a social illness of epidemic proportions in the United States and older
Americans constitute one of the largest age groups in the nation. Ironically, there exists no
comprehensive scientific study on the national incidence or prevalence of elder abuse in both
institutional and domestic settings. However, state-based studies conducted over more than two
decades show rampant elder abuse is a fact. Many factors contributc to the lack of research on a
national scale including victims’ underreporting of abuse for fear of retaliation. Lack of strong
federal oversight of inconsistent, state-based laws and investigative procedures as well as widely
varying definitions of what constitutes abuse or neglect are other key factors. In addition,
researchers report a youth-oriented American culture dangerously discriminates against the old
and this attitude contributes to the dehumanizing of older people. Academic and professional
journals discuss elder abuse from many angles, and elder advocates publish information about the
abuse of elders and urge communities to prevent abuse, but few if any point to mass media’s role,
particularly newspapers, in increasing public awareness of the problem. The purpose of this study
is to attempt to explain the complex and pervasive phenomenon of elder abuse, to show
newspapers in particular do little to expose it and thus contribute to it, and to suggest what society
and newspapers should do to prevent elder abuse. Further, this study contributes to the body of
research aimed at informing the public about elder abuse by explaining conditions in society that
mitigate violence against old people, inspiring other researchers to accelerate investigations of it,

and strongly suggesting newspapers expose and explain the daily reality and horror of elder abuse.
Key Words and Phrases: abuse, aged person, ageism, caregiver, child abuse, elder, elderly

abuse, exploitation, euthanasia, frail elderly, geronticide, neglect, old-old, vulnerable adult,

young-old
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INTRODUCTION

«] jzzie Borden took an axe and gave her mother forty whacks. When she saw
what she had done, she gave her father forty-one” (Brogden Crime 1). In 1892, a middle-
aged Massachusetts woman named Lizzie Borden brutally murders her elderly parents in
a fit of family violence and gets by with it. Borden’s jury and the community at large
ignores rather than wrestles with the unimaginable—that a woman could kill her
parents—and thus acquits her of the heinous crime (1).

More than a century and millions of crimes against the elderly later, American
society including its media in general but newspapers in particular shut their eyes and
hearts to the gruesome brutality of elder abuse in homes and institutions. The graphic
photo shown in Figure 1 (NCEA GIF) illustrates one instancc of mistreatment of the

old—a fact for many of this nation’s most vulnerable citizens.

e L o

Fig. 1. Photo of an abused elder, National Center on Elder Abuse Web site, 18 July 2005.



Guckian 2

Despite its ugly nature, discriminatory behavior against the old in America has

quietly and systematically become socially acceptable. A New York Times report

published in September 2005 suggests disturbing evidence. Reporter Rohde tells of

trusted caregivers employed by the state who abandon 154 people, mostly old, in

hospitals and nursing homes in the wake of Hurricane Katrina. All 154 die while their so-
called caregivers escape soggy traps. Recounting this catastrophe, he takes issue with the
collective conscience: “The breadth of the collapse of one of society’s most basic
covenants—to care for the helpless—suggests that the elderly and critically ill
plummeted to the bottom of priority lists as calamity engulfed New Orleans” (Rohde).
Furthermore, he finds the nation’s highest authorities to blame: “Neither state nor federal
agencies came to the rescue, and in some cases appear to have thwarted efforts to
evacuate patients” (Rohde).

This paper explores the growing phenomenon in America known as elder abuse.
It is a form of social and family violence that some researchers call the systematic
“killing of old people” (Brogden Geronticide 52). One particularly noteworthy scholar is
Mike Brogden. The former professor of Criminal Justice and director of the Institute of
Criminology and Criminal Justice of Queen’s University Belfast and honorary professor
of the Department of Applied Social Sciences at Lancaster University, United Kingdom,
Brogden has penned one of the most potent and recently published books on elder abuse:

Geronticide: Killing of the Elderly. Geronticide draws on historical and modem social

contexts to explain elder abuse (Jessica). Undeniably avant-garde, Brogden’s
contemporary studies are especially important to this thesis considering traditional
institutions in the United States have not approved such scholarly research, and in light of
the social denial of ageing and elder abuse in America and the severe shortage of public
coverage of elder abuse in America, particularly by newspapers. The book’s publisher,
Jessica Kingsley of London, established an office in Philadelphia in 2004 and since 1987
has published extensively on the subjects of mental health, counseling, palliative care,
and practical theology (Jessica). Additional scholarly works by Brogden have been
offered by Willan Publishing, another independent publisher based in the United
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Kingdom which since 1999 has specialized in law, criminology, and criminal justice and
which has co-published books on crime prevention with Criminal Justice Press of New
York (Willan). Jessica Kingsley and Willan boast worldwide distribution, with the latter
enjoying circulation in the United States through International Specialized Book Services
of Portland, Oregon (Willan).

This paper further examines the apparent nature and foundation of elder abuse,
looks at the foreboding social attitude that overtly denies it while obscurely perpetuating
it, and suggests what society and its media—newspapers in particular—should do to
prevent it.

Concerning the case for newspapers, they neglect to expose or explain elder
abuse. This essay will show that at least 2.5 million elderly Americans are at high risk for
suffering abuse and neglect every year in America’s institutions and residential care
facilities and many more suffer at home at the hands of so-called caregivers (US, “Elder
Mistreatment” 447). Also during one year, Americans buy and read more than 20 billion
newspapers and pass them along to multiple others to read (Project). However, this
researcher finds within a six-month period, seven of the top 10 major national dailies
published only 18 accounts of actual elder abuse and very fcw accounts of much else to
do with elders. (A content analysis of these newspapers is provided in Findings.)

There is further reason to support the case for newspapers to report on elder
abuse. More than half or 54% of Americans read a newspaper during the week and 62%
paper (Project). Concerning national major dailies, the New York

read the Sunday news
Times, USA Today, and the Wall Street Journal have gained in popularity with local

readers (Project). In fact, the top 7% of the nation’s newspapers draw more than half the
total newspaper circulation (Project). Moreover, elders remain loyal newspaper readers
(Project). In light of these facts, it confounds this researcher to find that of the total 1,288
issues published by seven of the top 10 major national papers during a six-month period,
only 68 mentions of anything having to do with elder abuse or elders were found,

includin
and adult protective services. Meanwhile, the same 1,288 papers printed 1,071 articles

g 24 mentions of legislative matters that addressed cost cuts to social healthcare
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about child abuse. This researcher suggests newspapers should play a key role in
educating elders and the general public about personal safety and quality-of-life as well
as influencing public opinion and activism to help fight elder abuse. This writer’s
interpretation of the data will show newspapers have shirked the role.

Purpose Statement
The purpose of this study is to examine the obvious as well as the obscure social

attitudes and processes that perpetuate elder abuse, to show mass media in general but

newspapers in particular do nearly nothing to expose it and thus contribute to the elder-

abuse epidemic, and to suggest what society and newspapers should do to help prevent

elder abuse.

A “time bomb” looms in a “nation of 50 Floridas”

In the time it takes for a baby to grow into an adult, a demographic “time bomb™

(Brogden Geronticide 29) will transform the world, producing repercussions that will last

several lifetimes. Table 1 on the following page (5) shows the projected growth in the
” through 2050.

number of people age 65 and older, termed “‘elders,
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Table 1
United States Projections Indicate People 65 and Older Will Account for 20% of the
Population by 2050
Year Population Percentage of Total Population
Total 2010 308,936,000
Adults 65+ 40,243,000 13%
Total 2020 335,805,000
Adults 65+ 54,632,000 16.3%0
Total 2030 363,584,000
Adults 65+ 71,453,000 19.7%
Total 2040 391,946,000
Adults 65+ 80,049,000 20.4%
Total 2050 419,854,000
Adults 65+ 86,705,000 20.1%

Source: US Census Bureau, 2004, “US Interim Projections by Age, Sex, Race, and Hispanic

Origin,” <www.census.gov/ipc/www/usinteﬁmproi/>, Internet Release Date 18 Mar. 2004.

In this “nation of 50 Floridas” (Altman 205), the United States Census Bureau
forecasts the 65-and-older age group numbering nearly 40 million Americans in 2010

will explode to more than 71 million by 2030 and to more than 86 million by 2050 (US

“Projections™). This national trend echoes globally. Worldwide, the United Nations
predicts that in just 20 years, elders will number 822 million, exceeding the total
populations of Europe and North America (Brogden Geronticide 30). Moreover, by 2050,
65-to-85-year-olds will rise sharply from 400 million to 1.3 billion, and the oldest of the
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old, people older than 85, will likewise increase from 26 million to a whopping 175
million (30).

As with world demographics, the jump in older Americans constitutes a major
shift in the nation’s demographic makeup and will for decades to come, thus forcing the
re-thinking and re-invention of economic, medical, and cultural ideologies. A major part
of this phenomenon is the sharply rising number of the oldest of the old. This age group
has nearly quadrupled in number from 600,000 in 1950 to morc than 2.3 million (Kakar
355) today. This entire movement can be classified by new expressions invented by
demographers: the “young-old” who are in their 60s and 70s and the “old-old” who are
80 and older. The old-old are of primary concern to society because many of them
require more care, and thus more resources, as their bodies degenerate.

A significant adjustment an ageing populace must consider involves social
healthcare. Some speculate as many of the estimated 76 million baby boomers (born

1946 to 1964) (Altman 353) turn 62 in 2008 and qualify for Medicare and Social

Security, and as this group lives longer and remains eligible for many more years of
benefits than earlier generations, they will bankrupt the country within two or three
decades (353). Economist Lester Thurow views baby boomers as *“a fundamental threat
to our political system” (3 54). A proponent of cutting social benefits to Americans as

they age, Thurow also worries because baby boomers embody the voting majority and so

could curtail govemment’s plans to cut social benefits. Indeed, Altman asserts, politicians

remain wary of this “monolithic” voting body (363).
Agreeing with Thurow, biomedical ethicist Daniel Callahan calls the growing

older population “a new social threat” (Altman 354) and a “demographic, economic, and

medical avalanche . . . that could ultimately (and perhaps already) do [sic] great harm”
(354). Callahan’s inhumane solution to this perceived problem is to deny Medicare

reimbursements for “life-saving care” (354) to anyone aged 80 or older (354). However,

critics contend that banning benefits to the oldest of the old is a premature-death

sentence,
advancements in medical technology and healthier lifestyles further increase life

given life expectancy today is 81 for men and 85 for women (88), and that
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expectancy with each passing decade (88). Discussions such as these by respected
intellectuals show roots of an ideology that discriminates against the old. Such an
ideology is disconcerting in light of scientists’ research, which has barely begun to
estimate the limits of the human lifespan, making a world population heavily weighted
toward the elderly increasingly inevitable, and yet, policymakers have done little to plan
for the fast-approaching gray future (Brogden Geronticide 12). This phenomenon furthers
the case for newspapers to educate an unaware or intolerant socicty about ageism.
Although troubling, it appears the views of Thurow and Callahan are shared by
the United States government, which replaces only up to 41% of a retiree’s employment
income, compared to other countries including France and the Netherlands which
guarantee up to 91% (Altman 12). Considering this, one must question whether this
nation’s leaders and economists plan to balance the federal budget by forcing its elderly
into poverty with substandard retirement income assistance, by rationing health benefits,
or worse. Elder rights advocates look to other countries for more humane answers to the
problem. Other developed countries find ways to reallocate national resources to relieve
the economic pressure without harming or dispensing with the old as a means to balance
their budgets. For example, some reduce spending on younger working populations on
average by .33% for every 1% increase in the elderly non-working population (13).
Given the implications and controversies surrounding an ageing America,
Richard D. Lamm predicts, “Age could well be as divisive in the next 40 years as race
e been for the last 40 years” (Altman 200). In light of prevailing attitudes

its far-reaching impact on all of society, and policymakers’ neglect to plan

and sex hav
toward ageing,

for an ageing America, this researcher suggests mass media in general but newspapers in

particular should follow this phenomenon with enlightening reporting to help society
understand its complications and challenges.

Ageism: a murky motive behind mistreating and murdering elders

Amid the growing controversy over what to do about so many ageing Americans,
negative attitudes toward older people prevail. Three decades ago, a United States

Qenatisr from 111inois, Charles Percy, expressed his concertis about the mistreatiment of
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the elderly in America’s nursing homes to Congress, to whom he put the following
question: “What is it that compels us to discard virtually anything that is old—including
human beings—as if the signs of age mark one worthless?” (6). The short answer can be
found in a word: ageism. Ageism is prejudice against people because they are old. It is
similar to racism, which harbors hatred for people because of skin color, or sexism,
which discriminates because of gender. Illustrating it further, psychologist Mary Pipher
writes, “To say, ‘He did that because he is old’ is as narrow as to say, ‘He did that
because he is black’ or ‘Japanese’ ” (51). The observation of another intellectual, Mary
Quinn, is even more disturbing. She writes, “Ageism allows the younger generations to
see older people as different from themselves; thus they subtly cease to identify with their
elders as human beings (Quinn Causes 117).

Ageism is in abundant supply in popular culture. Many birthday cards, for
example, aimed at the older generation publish devaluing language such as “geezer,” “old
maid,” “old fogey,” “dirty old man,” or “old goat” (Robinson). Discrimination against the
old pervades American institutions such as state welfare funding programs, which often
generously support children and young adults while stingily providing for older adults
(Robinson). Driving ageism is a culture that seeks to perpetuate myths about its eldest
citizens, and these views are entrenched in American society. One myth says old people
senile. The truth is, most elderly people retain their mental abilities and less than 10%

are

develop Alzheimer’s or dementia (Robinson). Another myth says old people are

dangerous drivers. The truth is, the majority of individuals over the age of 65 who drive
have fewer accidents than younger drivers (Robinson). Yet another myth asserts that
older people are no longer productive. The truth is, older workers have less turnover and
absenteeism than their younger co-workers (Robinson).

While governments have failed to address discrimination against the old,
literature has accomplished the opposite. Tom Wolfe challenged the underlying ideology
of ageism and other prejudice based on physical appearance when he wrote, “At the very

core of fashionable society exists a monstrous vulgarity: the habit of judging human

beings by standards having no necessary relation to their character” (Etcoff 241). Oscar
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Wilde also attempted to dispel myths about older people: “The tragedy of old age is not
that one is old but that one is young” (Pipher 161).

Ageing is not equal to illness or premature death. Hypocritically, however, the
same American society that teaches tolerance and human rights compels its oldest
citizens, by spreading social prejudice and negative stereotyping, to accept lesser worth
because they have grown old. It may seem extreme when one first considers social
prejudice by nature assigns old people an automatic sooner-than-later death sentence, but
it is a reality in American culture, and old people do suffer and even die because of
prevailing attitudes that damage their well-being. Laws, for example, are not equally
enforced among all ages. “Many laws are on the books with regard to assault and battery,
financial exploitation, and harassment of individuals in general,” says Quinn (Causes
297). “These laws should be enforced when applied to elders as well as to any other age
group (297). Additional examples of this phenomenon can be seen in the rationing of
health resources; reserving health-sustaining medication and technology for younger
patients; abandoning the poorest of elders by withdrawing or severely limiting benefits
and simultaneously raising the cost of medical care beyond their reach; and by degrees
«as the elderly are processed as waste commodities on the conveyor belt of the modern
nursing home” (Brogden Geronticide 12).

According to Brogden, a particular case in point was the nurse who works in a
hospital who spent several minutes trying diligently to close the eyes of an older female
patient. When asked what she was doing, the nurse replied the woman was dying. The
woman was very weak and finally desisted attempts to reopen her eyes after the nurse
continued to press down her eyelids. At this, the nurse showed signs of relief. She
explained hospital procedures required deceased patients’ eyes must be closed, so she
closed them before they died, as it was more difficult to do after death because of
stiffening skin and muscles. She also did it in consideration of workers who would later
be responsible for wrapping the body, as they “preferred to handle dead bodies as little as

possible” (Geronticide 124), the nurse explained. While she obviously considered her
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behavior rational and acceptable, this writer questions whether the nurse would have
behaved the same had the dying patient been young.

In light of ageism, author Octavio Paz compares society to a fiesta. The fiesta, he
writes, is rebellious and sacred and frees participants from established constraints.
Likewise, society frees itself of ageing and death. Paz speaks of death in ancient Mexican
society as “one phase of an infinite cycle” (56), in which death was the ultimate reward
for life, followed by resurrection. Compared to modern society. however, he sadly
observes, “In a world of facts, death is merely one more fact. But since it is such a
disagreeable fact, contrary to all our concepts and to the very meaning of our lives, the
philosophy of progress pretends to make it disappear” (57). Thus, contemporary society
behaves as if death does not exist. If death does not exist, neither do the older individuals
rendered vulnerable by failing bodies. It is through such bizarre logic that older people
are reduced to non-persons. This reducing of old people to non-persons is apparent, for
example, in state and federal legislation and funding habits that allocate significantly
more protective laws and funds to children than to adults (Quinn Causes 119). Paz

elaborates further on this notion without euphemism or excuse. “Modem criminals and

statesmen do not kill: they abolish,” writes Paz (60). “They experiment with beings who
have lost their human qualities” (60).

Prevailing attitudes against elders marginalize older people while idealizing
youth. So it follows that a “youth-worshiping culture” (Pipher 41) has little clue about
how to care for older people and even less interest in sick people in hospitals or funerals
(41). Americans live in strict rejection of their own mortality and thus shun any image or
mention of ageing. To entertain the thought of growing old is to allow oneself to think of
one’s own eventual fate—death—so fantasy replaces reality in a society steeped deep in
denial (41). Young people deny that the old will die soon and therefore spare themselves
from the suffering that often accompanies caring for them (41). Looking into an older

person’s retreating eyes is looking death in the face and acknowledging it exists for all

people. Ageism forestalls such affirmation.
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Naturally, as with any other marginalized group, the elderly view themselves
differently from how a younger society views them. Ask any old person what they see in
themselves, as a support team of counselors did during a session with elder abuse victims,
and the answers are as distinctive as the respondents. Elders view themselves as
“friendly,” “caring,” “strong,” “honest,” “generous,” “understanding” (Pritchard 103),
and much more. In describing their abilities, older people find themselves useful and

RN 13

eager to produce. They enjoy “baking, knitting, sewing, getting on with people,” and

7 ¢¢

“doing or making things” (103). They compliment their own “appearance, patience,”
“staying power,” “sense of humor” (103), and other qualities.

If it were not for ageism, younger people would recognize the value and
usefulness in their ageing elders and would acknowledge their resilience, spirit, expertise,
and eagemess to be productive. Ageism prevents this recognition from happening.

Y ounger people would learn how to age by observing their elders. They would learn to
care for elders and in turn, teach their children to do likewise for them. If it were not for

ageism, a youthful society would recognize the eldest people among them have decades
of experience to hand off to anyone interested in hearing about it and thus learning from
it. Pipher suggests older citizens can teach younger ones about “the importance of time,
relationships, and gratitude” as well as patience and putting problems into perspective.
“Old people have lived through the Depression, the wars, and the deaths of friends and
family,” she writes (Pipher 38). They have a broader view of tragedy and understanding
of the reality in which they live (38).

Young ageists are not alone in their discrimination against the old. Research
shows when doctors treat older patients with indignation and indifference, other
healthcare professionals including nurses and nurses’ aides tend to follow suit (Pipher
34). “The elderly are viewed as disposable” (Crime 2), says Brogden. Pipher agrees.
Despite their roles as healers, physicians and the medical system in general apparently are
guilty of ageism in their maltreatment of the elderly. Pipher’s research reveals one such
example: A man’s mother who lived in a different state fell ill and was taken to a hospital

where doctors diagnosed and treated her for Alzheimer’s. When the son arrived and
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questioned whether his mother’s disoriented state was the result of over-drugging,
doctors changed her medications and withdrew the erroneous diagnosis. Without her
son’s intervention, the woman may have spent the rest of her life in an overdosed daze in
an Alzheimer’s ward (Pipher 34). In this instance, the elder patient’s basic rights were

ignored. She was reduced, by her physicians, to a state of powerlessness.

Nurses and nurses aides’ disapproving attitudes toward the elderly result in
negative behavior, and the younger they are, the more certain a harmful attitude will
prevail (Brogden Crime 90). Studies of elder abuse in nursing homes show that age of
staff and the negative attitudes toward older people explain why nurses and nurses’ aides
abuse the elderly (Quinn Causes 42). Clinicians lend truth to Quinn’s conclusion. “We
live in a youth-oriented society and many people in our health institutions have no
interest in the aged,” says Dr. Morton Ward, medical director of the Philadelphia
Geriatric Society (Percy 53). “At best, they tend to give poor care. This professional

indifference begins in the medical schools” (53).

Ageism unchecked in healthcare systems that interface with growing numbers of
ageing elders perpetuates destructive environments that deem the elderly disposable.
Abetting healthcare systems in their harmful attitude is general society, which also treats
old people as disposable. Geronticide, or the seemingly socially acceptable killing of the
elderly, is more pervasive today than most would care to know (32). According to
Brogden, eliminating the old among society has to do with the state’s economy (Crime
33). He writes: “Geronticide practices can be traced to 95 different societies and can be
indirectly related to the labor process” (33). In such societies, old people are seen as a

drain on community resources. Therefore, ageism has its roots in social inequality rather

than in the natural process of ageing (106).
Brogden further describes ageism as a market-driven phenomenon manifest in the

“privatization of old age” (108). The degree of victimization of the elderly comes down
to who owns and controls institutional care (108). In other words, private institutions that
operate for-profit are incubators for brutal interaction between the elderly and institution

employees (153). In fact, nursing homes may employ a number of intentional tactics to
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render its residents powerless. For instance, employees conduct all aspects of residents’
daily life in the same place, in the company of others who are treated exactly alike
without consideration of individual differences or preferences, which results in
degradation. Also, nursing homes restrict interaction with or influence by the outside
world by enforcing rigid schedules (1 14-15). A case in point is William, an elderly man
who lives in a nursing home and participates in a support group for victims of abuse.
Except for his weekly van ride to group sessions held off-site, William is confined inside
the building. He arrives to each morning session having missed breakfast because his
meeting schedule does not accommodate the home’s meal schedule. He also wears dirty
clothes and comes without his walking stick, pipe, or tobacco. When his cane is with him,
it is usually dirty and smeared with something strange (Pritchard 171).

Within the context of the overarching umbrella of ageism, it is unsurprising to
visualize the harsh and even deadly reality of life inside nursing homes alongside a
criminal justice system that bypasses older victims as if death or injury to an older person
is naturally expected and thus deemed useless to investigate (Brogden Crime 152). From
this point of view, it becomes clear that societal establishments and institutions that
involve large numbers of older people can continue doing business as they see fit without
ven the growing numbers of the vulnerable old-old among society who

question. Gi

consequently live in mostly for-profit institutions [those that are in business to make a

profit for their owners as distinguished from non-profit institutions, which are public-
service or charitable works], prejudice against the aged must be broadly acknowledged

and earnestly investigated. How better to influence society’s attitude than through mass

media and newspapers in particular?

Abuse has many faces, causes

Every day, untold numbers of older Americans are abused. Some suffer beatings.

Some are forced to live without essential necessities. Others become the butt of threats.

Still others are sexually abused or financially exploited (Anetzberger Preface xiii). Two
main resources submit proof of elder abuse. First, scientific studies attempt to explain and

quantify its makeup and magnitude. Second, clinicians such as physicians who treat
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abused elders, other professionals who come into regular contact with elders, and abused
victims of elder abuse give evidence of its physical and psychological scars (1).

Quinn defines elder abuse as “bodily harm that can range from bruises and
scratches to death” (Causes 46). Generally, abuse refers to physical violence such as
hitting, shoving, or slapping; sexual abuse involving non-consensual contact ranging
from unwanted touching to rape; and emotional or psychological abuse characterized by
anguish, emotional pain, or distress that stems, for example, from treating older people
like infants, isolating them from family or friends, or giving them the “silent treatment.”
Abuse also includes abandonment and financial or material exploitation (Tatara 3-3).

One of the best ways to understand the seriousness of clder abuse is to witness it
firsthand. “If I showed you such pictures [of bedsores]—of flesh rotting off the bone—
you’d think you were looking at something horrible, like in a Halloween movie,” asserts

Beverly Ryan, a 30-year registered nurse (Ryan). “If you saw these pictures in

newspapers, your perspective would change” (Ryan). Another way is through the stories

of abused victims. This is yet another opportunity to inform an inexperienced or

unsuspecting public about the plight of abused elders. To better understand this

phenomenon, the following examples of such instances, as studied by Kakar, shed light

on various types of abuse. Kakar studied actual cases of physical abuse as reported to

police and social services agencies:
“A 49-year-old woman confessed to hitting her father with a hammer and

chaining him to the bed. She confessed she was tired of taking care of her old

father and starved him so that he could die” (379).
—  “An 83-year-old man was brought to an ER with a skull fracture, broken hip,
and bruises. He died three days after admission to the hospital. Investigations

revealed his son and daughter-in-law were abusing him repeatedly” (379).

—  “A 15-year-old grandson was accused of hitting his grandmother in the head.

Investigations revealed the grandson had done this several times in six
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months. The grandson said he hit her because she was old, rich, and mean”
(379-80).
In addition, Kakar found instances of financial abuse and exploitation are common:

—  “A 90-year-old professor was kept prisoner in his own home by his son and
daughter-in-law. His money was used to pay for all the expenses of his son’s
family including the cost of a sports car and children’s college expenses”
(382).

_  “Protective service workers investigated a report which revealed a 69-year-
old man was swindled out of his 20-acre farm, two-story home, and all his
other possessions by a relative he trusted” (382).

—  “A 79-year-old woman . . . fell and broke her hip. One of her acquaintances
placed her in a boarding home. She was dehydrated and not given anything to
drink to prevent her from urinating” (383).

Distinguished from abuse, neglect is another form of maltreatment. Neglect
entails the refusal by an entrusted giver of care to tend to personal needs or fiduciary
obligations on the elder’s behalf. For example, neglecting to feed, appropriately clothe or
clean someone who suffers from incontinence, or failing to pay household bills
constitutes neglect. Mostly, neglecting an older person means failing to provide life
necessities: food, water, clothing, shelter, personal hygiene, medicine, comfort, and
personal safety (Tatara 3-3). In addition, self-neglect [when elders neglect to care for
themselves] occurs to mentally incompetent elders who deprive themselves of daily
needs such as food or medicine (3-3).

Obvious gauges of neglect may include signs of malnourishment or dehydration;

matted, uncut or unclean hair; cracks and crevices of skin caked with dirt; the presence of

odor from urine or feces; neglected oral hygiene; overgrown finger- or toenails; dirty,

torn, or inappropriate clothing; over-medication; bedbugs such as fleas or lice; isolation

for long periods of time; unhealthy skin conditions such as rash, urine burns, or bedsores;

unhealthy living conditions devoid of heat, running water, or electricity; and a living area




Guckian 16

infested with roaches or rodents (Wiehe 137). To offer a better understanding of elder
neglect, the following examples are borrowed from actual cases of neglect (Kakar):

— “A 70-year-old woman was admitted to an area hospital emergency room in a
comatose condition. She was filthy, with her body covered with bedsores,
hair matted, and soiled with feces” (376).

—  “A couple was not providing adequate care to their grandmother. It was
discovered the grandmother was frequently left by herself with a baby bottle
full of milk by her bedside while the couple went to work. . . . She died three
months later [after investigation revealed the neglect]” (377).

—  “A 90-year-old man in the care of his son was bitten by a dog. The man died
three days later. Authorities believed the initial neglect of the dog bite was
greatly responsible for his death” (377-78).

Evidence of elderly victims of abuse and neglect suggests they suffer similar

psychological consequences such as low self-esteem and depression as do victims of

child abuse and spouse or partner abuse (Fenley 171). Likewise, just as abused children
often become aggressive or learn helplessness and abused spouses or partners experience
Joss of appetite and sleep, victims of elder abuse suffer similar outcomes (171). In an
effort to better understand the effects of abuse on elderly people, an independent team of
scholars, nurses, and social workers formed and facilitated support groups for victims of
elder abuse. They asked participants, many of whom lived in nursing homes, what the

word “victim” meant to them. Some participants said they “lose all self-esteem” and are

9 ¢

“still suffering,” while others reported “ongoing abuse,” “physical pain,” “emotional

pain,” “spiritual suffering,” and “screwing with your mind” (Pritchard 97). Others replied
they felt “worthless,” “dirty,” “yulnerable,” “sad,” and “ugly” (97).

In attempting to define the many forms of elder abuse and neglect, Adult
Protective Services (APS) investigators, clinicians, lawyers, social workers, and others
who interact regularly with older people or who deal with issues associated with the

elderly find it difficult or impossible to agree. Each perceives the phenomenon differently
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depending on their professional discipline and work experience. Definitions of elder
abuse also vary considerably from state to state, given there are no nationally defined
standards. Compounding matters, the 50 states disagree on even the most basic question
of what constitutes “elder” or “elderly” such as inconsistently labeling “elderly” as 60
and older, 62 and older, or 65 and older (NCEA, “Fact™), which serves to further
complicate measuring, reporting, and pinpointing the problem on a national scale. The
lack of national scientific studies on elder abuse lends more fucl to the argument for
newspapers to cover elder abuse and even to call for more rescarch about elder abuse,
particularly considering, despite the lack of national data, locally conducted scientific
studies provide collective evidence of the pervasiveness of elder abuse across America.

Despite conflicting terminology and inaccurate measurement, elder abuse is a
significant problem. Knowing why people abuse the elderly is another major problem,
the answer to which may provide prevention and intervention solutions. Along these
lines, Quinn cites five reasons why people mistreat the elderly: dependency of the victim,
stress on the caregiver, a history of learned family violence, personal problems of the
abuser, and ageism (Causes 87). A significant cause of child abuse (Wiehe 71), stress
also contributes significantly to elder abuse. Repeatedly, rescarch reveals stress combined
with the psychosocial problems of caregivers—whether at home or in institutions—
underlies elder abuse, and so relieving the problems of the caregiver in the form of
counseling, for example, is a logical intervention to preventing abuse (160). If prevention
hinges on intervention, enacting laws against elder abuse is an ineffective means of
preventing elder abuse when used alone.

The criminal justice system which may require mandatory reporting of known
abuse and which may punish abusive caregivers and/or institution owners found guilty of
abuse is only one side of the elder abuse issue. The other side is intervention. Intervention
requires focusing on helping both the would-be perpetrator of abuse as well as the victim.

In this case, reducing or eliminating the stress on caregivers and other individuals’

problems appears paramount.
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Abuse of old people expected to rise with elder population

As if the phenomenon were not complicated or pervasive enough, instances of
elder abuse are expected to multiply as the elder population grows. A 1981 report
suggests the United States House of Representatives collectively acknowledged elder
abuse as a serious social ill: “The problem is a full-scale national problem which . . . few
have dared to imagine. In fact, abuse of the elderly by their loved ones and caretakers
exists with a frequency and rate only slightly less than child abuse” (Kakar 363).

However, acknowledging the problem has not stopped it. In 1985, estimates of
elder abuse derived from actual reports to authorities numbered between 51,000 and
186,000 (Filinson 165). Today, some studies show anywhere from 1% t010% of the
elderly who live at home suffer abuse by family members or other relatives (51), and
these numbers are believed to be significantly underestimated because victims are
dependent upon the abusers for survival and so shy away from reporting the abuse (49).
Lack of third-party witnesses exacerbates the problem of underreporting. In institutional
settings, the latest estimates in the United States are 2.5 million people who live in
approximately 17,000 licensed nursing homes and roughly 45,000 residential care
facilities are at “high risk” for abuse, even more so than if these elderly residents lived at
home (US, “Elder Mistreatment™ 447). Again, those numbers also may be grossly
underestimated due to underreporting.

According to Filinson, “the research on elder abuse is sparse, methodologically
weak, and theoretically insubstantial—yet elder abuse has been defined and legitimatized
as a social problem within a short period of time” (17). Eight decades after Lizzie Borden
was accused of killing her parents, the British press labeled elder abuse in the late 1970s
as “Granny Bashing” (NCPEA, “Nexus”). Three decades after that, instances of elder
mistreatment mount, and accumulated research and some congressional
acknowledgement does little to reverse the trend (NCPEA, “Nexus”). Consequently,
Gellert offers a gloomy outlook: “In view of the imminent growth of the elder segment of
an ageing United States population, the problem of elder abuse is likely to expand

dramatically in coming years” (216).
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Abuse routine in nursing homes
During the late 1970s, Percy made Congress aware of the plight of the elderly in
nursing homes. In 1997, Time Magazine published the following statement: “In possibly

thousands of cases, nursing home residents are dying from lack of food and water and the
most basic level of hygiene” (Brogden Geronticide 108), and a more recent poll of
elderly people revealed that a third of them would rather die than live in a nursing home
(113). Pipher, in 1999, wrote from a human point of view, nursing homes represent one
of society’s most extreme and utter failures (48). At least according to these three
sources, and many more could be cited, nursing homes have failed to improve.

The data offered over the past 20 to 30 years about the status of nursing homes in
America paints a consistently grim picture. Research tells of government-funded nursing
homes run by private companies intent on generating profits, of premature death inflicted
upon unsuspecting and vulnerable elders by a barrage of economic and cultural factors,
of the overuse of drugs and restraints, and of the stripping away of dignity. Percy
described it well when he told Congress about the atrocities he witnessed and heard when
he visited nursing homes across America. “Stick a pin blindly into a list of all the nation’s
homes for the aged and you are apt to hit an atrocity,” Percy reported (83). “I have visited
refugee camps in India and Pakistan where I found the refugees treated better than
Americans in many of our nursing homes” (83). The reason for the atrocities, he claimed,
was the vast majority of nursing homes were owned by corporations whose bottom line
was economics over elder care (84). This situation apparently remains unchanged—
another area of investigation newspapers should consider newsworthy.

Brogden substantiates Percy’s earlier claims. Elder care in the United States
represents an $87 billion annual business that floods Washington and state legislatures
with lobbyists to weaken oversight of nursing homes (Geronticide 134). He finds 75% of
the nation’s nursing homes are run for-profit and controlled by investor-owned chains
(133), and that this investment arena has assured cash flows consisting nearly entirely of

federal funds (134). “The federal government gives more than $45 billion to nursing
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homes annually. Corporate chains boost profits by laying off staff members, cutting
wages, and doubling patient loads,” Brogden writes (134).

Considering the majority of nursing homes are in the business of making money
instead of properly caring for the elderly, the following excerpts from Percy’s report to
Congress hold few surprises—then or now:

“Henry Jefferd, 80, is lonely and calls for aides. They ignore him. Eventually
he is sedated. Henry has been receiving large does of a tranquilizer used
primarily for neurotics. Yet no physician has ever called Henry neurotic”
(86).

—  “The staff often runs out of diapers and linens for patients who are
incontinent. “When that happens,” an aide says, ‘we make do with anything
we have around. I’ve used rags or shower curtains.”” (87).

—  “Dignity can die quickly. Everyone undresses and is washed in front of
everyone else. One man has been there a month and has yet to take a bath. He
wants to take a shower by himself. He’s able to, but no one will allow him to”
(88).

—  “An incontinent woman had diarrhea. She wore a diaper, but she was
changed so infrequently the dried waste produced a severe itch” (89).

—  “An elderly man calls in vain for someone to help him during the night. He
falls and . . . cut his arm badly. The house doctor was called and put in 12
stitches. ‘He gave no anesthesia,” the nurse assisting later reported” (91).

—  “The house doctor visits once a month. The last time he came, he checked all
60 residents in two hours” (91).

—  “The men’s ward often is not cleaned. A thin film of urine lay in the aisle

running between the beds. The men, most of them walking barefoot, trail the

urine back from the bathroom” (91).
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“On one recent night shift, only one nurse and three orderlies came to work.
They all gather in a corner downstairs and chat. If a fire started? ‘I’d get as
many patients out as I could,” says the nurse. ‘All of them? Impossible” (92).
One ethnographer’s description of what goes on inside for-profit nursing homes
describes the cunning subtlety with which discrimination together with accepted
procedures take place behind the facade of birthday parties and smiling doctors: “Rather
than hell (the author) finds a bureaucratic purgatory run for profit” (Brogden Geronticide
108). Within the same context, Brogden further describes the “disposal” (109) of the
elderly as an itemized “logistical problem to be dealt with efficiently through fixed
procedures . . . reduced to a function of the machinery of state and private institutional
‘care’ facilities—the approved organizational waste-bins for the aged” (109).
“Nursing homes make death ordinary and banal,” writes Brogden (Geronticide
110). Cost-efficiently managing the routine deaths of elderly residents has been shown to
be part and parcel of the bureaucratic process of institutions. Studies of deaths among the
elderly also show when death occurs in a hospital or nursing home, it is more likely to
take place on a weekday [during normal business hours] instead of on a weekend, when
most elders are apt to die if at home (135). Brogden’s research leads one to question if
institutions seek to cost-effectively manage both the regularity and timing of elders’
deaths. Contributing to the data on abuse in nursing homes, Wiehe points to three key
factors associated with abuse in nursing homes:
1. Whether the institution is non-profit or for-profit, with the former providing
“superior medical and personal care” (138).
2. The education and experience of staff, indicating that increased training and

time on the job lead to better treatment (138).

3. Whether staff are overworked, feel powerless to make a difference, are poorly
trained, or work under great stress, research reveals that “low pay, low
prestige, and physically demanding work in a high conflict situation” can lead

to physical and emotional abuse by employees (138-39).
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Another area of institutional abuse is the overuse of drugs. Instead of providing
personalized care, nursing homes sedate residents with alarming frequency. Percy found
years ago that 35% of drugs bought by nursing homes were designed to tranquilize the
central nervous system (95). More recently, Brogden finds the majority of nursing home
residents are given drugs and the amount has risen by 50% in 10 years (Crime 86). “It’s
an effective if cynical way to put residents in a position where they will not complain and
not ask for too much service; then service can be reduced still further to increase profits,”
Percy previously informed Congress (95).

Mistreatment of the elderly in nursing homes also strips residents of privacy and
encourages the overuse of restraints (Brogden Crime 86). Basic human rights frequently
cease to exist in institutional settings, where abuse takes many forms, as exemplified by
the following case: “A 76-year-old clergyman lived in a nursing home,” Brogden notes
(86). “It was standard practice to wash each person down, leaving the door to the public
corridor open” (86). Theft is common. And arguments between staff and residents in
tightly sealed environments, similar to family violence in private homes, can lead to
serious conflict (86), particularly when the elderly resident refuses to acquiesce. While
doctors play a major role in whether nursing home residents thrive or wither and die, most
direct perpetrators of abuse in nursing homes are nurses’ aides, who also represent the
largest group of institutional employees (Brogden Crime 87). Nurses’ aides are hired
without qualifications and then put to work “providing the most intimate kind of patient

care
the daily care of individuals is viewed by caregivers as mundanely routine on a very fixed

» (Percy 93). Many see containment and restraint as part of the job, and what should be

schedule (Brogden Crime 89). Saving time and cutting corners takes precedence over
caring, and residents who complain or reach out emotionally or too aggressively are
shunned (90), drugged, or physically restrained (90).

Residents are afraid to retaliate, and the situation seems even more hopeless as
institutional employees also refuse to tell of abuse. Longtime workers loyally deny it as
do newly hired employees who fear losing their jobs. Junior managers hesitate to report

their senior managers, including administrators, who tend to overlook the problem
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(Brogden Crime 87). This latter fact is significant because more than a quarter of older
people who move into nursing homes die within the first year (88). Rather than a place to
live, a nursing home is a place where large numbers of elders tend to die. Because
nursing homes are perceived by society as “death disposal units” (Brogden Geronticide
126), they operate with little external criticism (126). Seemingly accepted by general
society, according to Brogden, “Present-day elderly death-hastening frequently involves
bureaucratic disposal in a so-called care home, a 20" century impersonal termination
process, with the full knowledge that a quarter will be eliminated in their first residential
year” (53). Geronticide, he concludes, is contemporary society’s way of disposing of its
elderly “without regard to human selves” (109). Awaiting death, seniors are treated as
objects instead of dignified human beings (Brogden Crime 88) by workers who are
poorly trained, poorly paid, and overworked (90). In fact, elderly residents viewed as
hopeless by nursing homes workers may fall victim to “involuntary euthanasia—often by
starvation” (Geronticide 126), Brogden reports. The fact that dependent elderly are utterly
vulnerable in institutions warrants significantly more investigation. And newspapers
should make a sustained plea for such investigative efforts.

Elder abuse as common in families as child abuse

The general topic of family violence is no stranger to society. As long ago as
1981, the Select Committee on Ageing characterized domestic elder abuse thus: “classics
in the history of man’s inhumanity to man” and “all the more horrible” that it is

committed “by a blood relative” (Kakar 358). Even though elder abuse is viewed amid

the wider perspective of family violence, newspapers have steered clear of the subject

while regularly informing the reading public about child abuse. Considering

characteristics of elder abuse strikingly resemble child abuse, and this researcher finds

newspapers grossly underreport on elder abuse as compared to child abuse, this thesis

considers four areas of similarity between the two types of violence, in an effort to further

suggest newspapers should cover both equally.

First, how common is it? Neither child abuse nor elder abuse has been

conclusively estimated on a national scale primarily because its victims are hesitant or
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unable to report the abuse, it is difficult to identify, and federal and local reporting laws and
protective resources vary nationwide. However, the best national estimates suggest
between 2% and 3% of the under-18 population experience abuse or neglect every year,
while between 3% and 4% of people aged 65 or older suffer abuse or neglect every year
(Gellert 17).

Second, who commits it? Family members typically account for the abuse in both
instances. Parents abuse their children; adult children abuse their parents. In addition,
both child and elder abuse occur in domestic and institutional settings (US, “Child
Mistreatment”).

Third, what causes it? Research shows child abuse most commonly occurs in
impoverished homes where its victims are isolated and its family suffers from problems
such as unemployment or alcohol or drug addiction (Gellert 217). Much of the same is
true in families where elders are abused, particularly when caregiver stress results from

the abuser’s personal and financial problems (217).

Finally, what can be done to prevent it? In each case, first and foremost, the

public must be educated about the nature and causes of the problem and the ways to get
help before the abuse becomes entrenched (Gellert 34). Elder abuse in particular is very
difficult to detect and thus to prevent because much of it is hidden (222). Gellert suggests
that “media, schools, and community-based initiatives may all have an impact” (34). The
st Jooms dark, however, as some researchers such as Kakar predict mistreatment of

«as more and more adult children have to care for their old and

foreca
old people will increase
older parents” (364-65).

Underreporting stumps researchers,
Because a national study to conclusively determine the incidence and prevalence

gives way to more abuse

of elder abuse in the United States has yet to materialize—another major reason for
newspapers to approach the subject of elder abuse—estimates that range from 1% to 10%

of older Americans are based on local research at the state level (Anetzberger 6). Further,

APS agencies in the 50 states report cases of domestic and institutional elder abuse to a

single federal authority but operate individually without national oversight (Tatara 11),
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which confounds efforts to quantify or correct the problem nationally. Some researchers
say only 1 in 8 cases of elder abuse gets reported (Kakar 364). According to the National
Center on Elder Abuse, only 1 in 14 cases of domestic elder abuse reaches authorities and
only 1 in 25 cases of financial exploitation of older people gets reported (NCEA, “Fact”).
Furthermore, Kakar calls elder abuse “the third face of family violence” (62) and says

family violence “is one of the most underreported forms of violence” (11). Elder abuse

researcher Tatara supports this view, reporting the “true incidence of elder abuse is
something that no one knows” (368-69). By not covering elder abuse, newspapers fail the

growing majority of society—elders—by doing nothing to help solve this problem.

Also contributing to underreporting is fear of retaliation. In domestic settings, an

overwhelming majority of elder abuse is committed by a spouse or adult child (Teaster

Preface x), leaving homebound elders afraid (NCEA). Seclusion accounts for victims’

en Crime 87). Regulators of nursing

unwillingness to report abuse in nursing homes (Brogd

homes offer residents little relief. Even though Medicare and Medicaid have been entrusted

for two decades with oversight of nursing homes, the processing of mountains of

paperwork has preempted actual onsite examinations, leaving untold numbers of

institutionalized residents in harm’s way (Fulmer 61). “As a result,” Fulmer reports,

“systematic undertreatment of nursing home residents can and does go undetected and

unreported” (61).
Left unchecked, this hidden social sickness will worsen with time as more people
grow old and older. Without intervention, today’s elderly epidemic promises more of the

same for tomorrow. Protecting the elderly will require understanding the problem,

identifying and reporting it, and taking preventive action. However, quantifying the issue

is an issue in itself because, as mentioned earlier, the United States lacks comprehensive

or collaborative national data, which originates at local levels.

In principle, the states’ mandatory reporting laws should contribute significantly

to elder abuse prevention. But the states fail to enforce their widely varying reporting

Jaws most likely because they lack adequate funding and thus, the resources to do so.

Also, lack of funding places exhaustive demands on limited numbers of APS
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investigators who are expected to attend to ever-growing caseloads (Wiehe 160).

“Twenty-five percent of the states spend less than $1 per elder for protective services;

some states spend nothing or as little as 22 cents per elder,” reports Quinn (Causes 243).
Local communities also are lacking in a sufficient network of intervention resources,
which would help curtail further abuse (W iehe 160). Such interventions could include
counseling and financial services or specialized training for caregivers.

Lack of federal law, local laws without enforcement resources, and lack of
intervention resources do nothing to protect vulnerable elders who are afraid to report
abuse and neglect. All this leaves a complicated phenomenon only partly explored and
inaccurately measured—and unexposed by newspapers—thus all the more reason to
expose it in studies like this to help remedy a longstanding, growing problem.

Government, healthcare breed contempt for elders

Far from a humanitarian concern among the most powerful, elder care has

become a matter of political control and economic gain. As more Americans turn old-old,

their care is increasingly handed over to a profit-oriented private sector that operates
dysfunctional institutions where rules are designed for efficiency rather than for humanity
(Brogden Geronticide 131-32). Old people are being forced to exchange their status as
human beings for economically itemized units as they are bought, sold, and shuffled

between local and federal bargaining powers in the machine of a commercialized

healthcare system (132). “We desperately need better places for our ageing population,”

asserts Pipher (48).
Adding fuel to this fire, the government stands ready to defend the privatization

of healthcare as it increasingly talks of needing to cut costs associated with caring for

elders, viewing them in Brogden’s words as a “cost drain on the public purse”

(Geronticide 132). Such talk has sparked an equally increasing concern about the survival

of the elderly as more and more pressure is placed on them to “move over” (27). Looking

at this phenomenon from an economic standpoint, a downward trend in birthrates after

1964 that has resulted in fewer taxpaying workers and more non-working elders is

causing the nation’s government and public healthcare systems, which have not planned
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ahead, to wrestle with how to handle the subsequent repercussions on society as a whole.
However, the solution should not come in the form of eliminating one portion of the
population (old) in favor of another (young).

There are two major ways societal authorities attempt to control populations from
exploding: fertility and mortality (Brogden Geronticide 32). Widespread talk of
cuthanasia as a convenient means of dispensing with old people, the need to cut Medicare
and Medicaid outlays to seniors, and concerns over shelter and long-term care for elders
are gaining momentum among policymakers and medical providers (29). Addressing the
demographic 