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Extreme	  Social	  Problems	  

•  Abnormal	  behaviour	  
•  A	  dysfunc/on	  within	  a	  social	  system	  
•  An	  indica/on	  of	  underlying	  social	  mechanisms	  
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The	  strange	  case	  of	  elder	  abuse	  
and	  public	  percep/on	  
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Trajectories	  for	  prevalence	  

•  1986	  Boston	  	  2.6/3.2%	  
•  1990	  	  Canada	   	  4.0%	  
•  1992	  	  	  UK	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  5.0%	  
•  1994	  	  Holland 	  5.6%	  
•  1999	  	  Canada 	  7.0%	  
•  2002	  	  H.K.	  20%	  
•  2005	  	  Israel	  	  	  	  	  	  18.4%	  

•  2005	  	  Germany 	  6.5%	  
•  2006	  	  UK	  	  	  	  	  2.6/4.0%	  
•  2006	  	  Spain	  0.8/	  4.5%	  
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Eurobarometer	  2008	  

•  47%	  of	  European	  Ci/zens:	  ‘believe	  that	  poor	  
treatment	  neglect	  and	  even	  abuse	  of	  dependent	  
older	  people	  is	  widespread’	  

•  Varies	  from	  86%	  in	  Romania,	  to	  17%	  in	  Cyprus	  	  
•  Sexual	  Assault	  31%,	  Physical	  52%,	  Psychological	  
64%,	  Property	  67%	  	  as	  the:	  
	  ‘Level	  of	  risk	  you	  think	  dependent	  older	  people	  
are	  exposed	  to’	  
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BBC	  study	  (Hussein	  et	  al,	  2007)	  

•  55%	  ‘a	  great	  deal’	  of	  mistreatment	  
•  respondents	  es/mated	  that	  11.4%	  older	  
adults	  suffered	  from	  physical	  abuse,	  4.9%	  
from	  stealing	  (financial),	  0.8%	  from	  sexual	  
abuse	  and	  20.7%	  from	  humilia/on	  
(psychological).	  
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Under	  repor/ng	  

•  USA:	  Na/onal	  Elder	  Abuse	  Incidence	  Study	  1	  
in	  4	  cases	  go	  unreported	  

•  UK:	  NATCEN/King’s	  Prevalence	  Figures,	  
compared	  to	  APS	  caseloads-‐	  appx	  3%	  being	  
picked	  up.	  



Ageism	  
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Ageism	  as	  Civil	  Rights	  
•  “Ageism	  	  can	  be	  seen	  as	  a	  process	  of	  
systema/c	  stereotyping	  of	  and	  
discrimina/on	  against	  people	  because	  they	  
are	  old,	  just	  as	  racism	  and	  sexism	  
accomplish	  this	  for	  skin	  colour	  and	  gender	  
…	  Ageism	  allows	  the	  younger	  genera/ons	  
to	  see	  older	  people	  as	  different	  from	  
themselves,	  thus	  they	  subtly	  cease	  to	  
iden/fy	  with	  their	  elders	  as	  human	  beings”	  	  
	  (Butler	  1975)	  
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Ins/tu/onal	  Ageism	  

•  “Ageism	  is	  a	  set	  of	  beliefs	  origina/ng	  in	  the	  
biological	  varia/on	  between	  people	  and	  
rela/ng	  to	  the	  ageing	  process.	  It	  is	  in	  the	  
ac/ons	  of	  corporate	  bodies,	  what	  is	  said	  
and	  done	  by	  their	  representa/ves,	  and	  the	  
resul/ng	  views	  that	  are	  held	  by	  ordinary	  
ageing	  people,	  that	  ageism	  is	  made	  
manifest”.	  

•  (Bytheway	  1995:14.)	  
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Ageism	  as	  ‘Othering’	  

•  Every	  individual	  has	  the	  poten/al	  to	  experience	  
discrimina/on	  or	  prejudice	  based	  on	  their	  age	  if	  
they	  live	  long	  enough.	  It	  produces	  an	  ‘othering’	  
effect	  that	  lumps	  all	  those	  considered	  old	  into	  a	  
category	  defined,	  	  

•  first,	  as	  different	  and,	  secondly	  as	  inferior.	  	  
•  More	  importantly,	  it	  suggests	  that	  all	  old	  people	  
are	  alike,	  hence	  obscuring	  differences	  that	  exist	  
among	  and	  between	  older	  persons.	  

•  (Phillips	  et	  al.,	  2010:	  21)	  
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Abuse	  

Seing	  a	  boundary:	  it’s	  
rela/onships	  
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Types	  of	  Defini/on	  

•  Holis/c	  defini/ons	  
•  Typologies	  

•  Avoid	  defini/onal	  infla/on	  
•  Make	  it	  dis/nc/ve	  
•  Make	  it	  manageable	  and	  testable	  	  
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Opera&onal	  Typologies	  
	  

•  Financial	  abuse 
1	  or	  more	  instance	  of	  financial	  abuse	  in	  the	  past	  year	  by	  family	  
member,	  close	  friend,	  care	  worker	  

•  Psychological	  abuse	  
10	  or	  more	  instances	  of	  psychological	  abuse	  in	  the	  past	  year	  by	  the	  
same	  person	  (family	  member,	  close	  friend,	  care	  worker)	  	  

•  Physical	  abuse 
1	  or	  more	  instance	  of	  physical	  abuse	  in	  the	  past	  year	  by	  family	  
member,	  close	  friend,	  care	  worker	  

•  Sexual	  harassment	  /	  abuse	  
1	  or	  more	  instance	  of	  sexual	  harassment	  /	  abuse	  in	  the	  past	  year	  by	  
family	  member,	  close	  friend,	  care	  worker	  

•  Neglect	  
10	  or	  more	  instances	  of	  neglect	  in	  the	  past	  year	  by	  family	  member,	  
close	  friend,	  care	  worker	  	  
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An	  Holis/c	  Defini/on	  

•  “A	  single	  or	  repeated	  
act	  or	  lack	  of	  
appropriate	  ac/on	  
occurring	  within	  any	  
rela/onship	  where	  
there	  is	  an	  expecta/on	  
of	  trust,	  which	  causes	  
harm	  or	  distress	  to	  an	  
older	  person”	  
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US	  Na/onal	  Research	  Council	  2003	  
•  Inten/onal	  ac/ons	  that	  cause	  harm	  or	  create	  
a	  serious	  risk	  of	  harm	  (whether	  or	  not	  harm	  is	  
intended)	  to	  a	  vulnerable	  elder	  by	  a	  caregiver	  
or	  other	  person	  who	  stands	  in	  a	  trust	  
rela/onship	  to	  the	  elder	  	  

•  failure	  by	  a	  caregiver	  to	  sa/sfy	  the	  elder’s	  
basic	  needs	  or	  to	  protect	  the	  elder	  from	  harm.	  
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US	  Na/onal	  Research	  Council	  2003	  

•  ‘Mistreatment’	  :	  that	  some	  injury,	  depriva/on,	  
or	  dangerous	  condi/on	  has	  occurred	  to	  the	  
elder	  person	  and	  that	  someone	  else	  bears	  
responsibility	  for	  causing	  the	  condi/on	  or	  
failing	  to	  prevent	  it’.	  
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Excludes	  

•  Self-‐neglect	  	  
•  Self-‐harm	  
•  Crimes	  by	  strangers	  
•  Social	  Ageism	  
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Includes	  

•  Interpersonal	  Rela/onships	  	  
•  Care	  seings	  
•  Formal:	  professional	  helpers	  
•  Informal	  :	  families,	  friends	  

Simon	  Biggs	  King’s	  College	  London	  



Simon	  Biggs	  Melbourne	  University	  

INSIDE	  THE	  CIRCLE:	  	  
‘Rela.onships	  of	  trust’	  	  

Figure	  2:	  Inner	  and	  outer	  circles	  of	  trust	  as	  applied	  to	  perpetrators	  of	  mistreatment.	  

OUTER	  
CIRCLE:	  

Neighbour,	  
acquaintance	  

INNER	  
CIRCLE:	  
Family,	  

friend,	  care	  
worker	  

OLDER	  
PERSON:	  
Adult,	  65+	  

OUTSIDE	  
THE	  CIRCLE:	  
Stranger,	  
‘society’	  

	  



An	  interpersonal	  problem:	  clarity	  
of	  boundary	  

But…	  
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Liquid	  Love	  

‘Rela/onships	  are	  perhaps	  the	  most	  common,	  
acute,	  deeply	  felt	  and	  troublesome	  
incarna/ons	  of	  ambivalence’	  

‘Opposi/on,	  born	  of	  the	  horror	  of	  ambiguity,	  
becomes	  the	  main	  source	  of	  ambivalence’	  	  

	  
(Bauman,	  2003).	  
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Structural	  Ambivalence	  

‘Structurally	  created	  contradic/ons	  that	  are	  
made	  manifest	  in	  interac/on’	  and	  
‘simultaneously	  held	  opposing	  feelings	  or	  
emo/ons	  that	  are	  due	  in	  part	  to	  
countervailing	  expecta/ons	  about	  how	  
individuals	  should	  act’	  	  
	  (Connidis	  and	  McMullin,	  2002).	  
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Emo/onal	  Ambivalence	  

‘the	  simultaneous	  existence	  of	  posi/ve	  and	  
nega/ve	  sen/ments	  in	  the	  older	  parent–adult	  
child	  rela/onship’	  (Pillemer	  et	  al.,	  2007:	  775).	  	  

•  mul/ple	  rela/onships	  within	  families,	  	  
•  dependency	  and	  interdependency,	  	  
•  changed	  status.	  
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Sources	  of	  ambiguity	  in	  situa/ons	  of	  
abuse	  

•  	  An	  Adult-‐Adult	  Affair	  
•  Self	  ,	  Other	  or	  Service	  Neglect	  	  
•  Horizons	  of	  Abuse	  
•  The	  Capacity	  Con/nuum	  
•  Mul/-‐Professionality	  
•  Theore/cal	  and	  Procedural	  Imports	  



Ageism	  as	  the	  permessor	  for	  
Abuse	  

But	  How	  exactly?	  
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From	  Boxes	  to	  Boundaries	  

Modelling	  Abuse	  and	  
Social	  Rela/ons	  

Simon	  Biggs	  Melbourne	  University	  



Simon	  Biggs	  Melbourne	  University	  



Simon	  Biggs	  Melbourne	  University	  



Simon	  Biggs	  Melbourne	  University	  



The	  Box	  Approach	  

•  Marked	  by	  discrete	  phemomena	  

•  With	  interac/on	  between	  them	  

•  Embedded	  one	  within	  another	  

•  Fixed	  boundaries	  
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Exploring	  the	  Boundaries	  
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The	  Boundary	  Approach	  
‘Permissibility’	  of	  ac/on	  
	  
Permeability	  of	  boundaries:	  
•  Willingness	  to	  disclose	  
•  Possibility	  of	  trust	  
•  Ability	  to	  nego/ate	  
•  Different	  types,	  different	  dynamics	  
	  
•  Overlapping	  	  risks	  

Simon	  Biggs	  Melbourne	  University	  



Simon	  Biggs	  Melbourne	  University	  



Iden/ty	  and	  Boundary	  

Insider	  
Ac/ve	  
Perpetrator	  
Powerful	  
Bad	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

Outsider	  
Passive	  
Vic/m	  
Weak	  	  
Good	  
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Rigidity,	  Boundaries	  and	  Collusion	  
•  Collusive	  Alliances	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Vic/m 	   	   	  	  

	  	  	  	  	  Perpetrator	   	   	   	   	  Agency	  
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Working	  toward	  sustainable	  
solu/ons	  
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Containing	  Ambivalence	  
‘Containing	  emo/on	  requires	  the	  
simultaneous	  holding	  in	  mind	  of	  two	  
seemingly	  incompa/ble	  aspects	  of	  the	  
same	  thing.	  	  

It	  is	  necessarily	  to	  act	  knowingly,	  by	  being	  
open	  to	  the	  possibility	  that	  one	  can	  feel	  
both	  conflict	  and	  solidarity,	  love	  and	  hate	  in	  
the	  same	  space’	  
	   	   	   	  Biggs	  &	  Lowenstein	  2011	  
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From	  Ambivalence	  to	  Ambiguity	  to	  
Sustainability.	  

Solu/ons	  that	  will:	  
•  Engage	  with	  the	  boundaries	  
•  Stand	  the	  test	  of	  /me	  
•  Support	  nego/a/on	  
•  Facilitate	  emo/onal	  sustainability	  
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Learning	  from	  Ageism	  

•  Rights	  approach-‐	  allows	  comparison	  across	  
groups	  

•  Ins/tu/onal-‐	  allows	  comparison	  of	  context	  
•  Othering-‐	  as	  common	  problem	  and	  a	  rigid	  
boundary	  
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Ageism	  &	  Abuse	  revisited	  

•  Living	  with	  complexity	  
•  Clarity	  of	  boundaries-‐	  otherwise	  phenomenon	  
becomes	  meaningless	  

•  Permeability	  within	  to	  acknowledge	  ambiguity	  
or	  ambivalence	  

•  Degrees	  to	  which	  Ageism	  acts	  as	  a	  permessor	  
for	  Abuse	  
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Managing	  Boundaries	  in	  an	  Age	  of	  
Complexity	  

Hope	  that	  things	  can	  be	  different	  
	  
From	  	  spliing	  to	  marers	  of	  degree	  
	  
Spaces	  that	  	  can	  contain	  Ambivalence	  
	  
Solu/ons	  that	  are	  manageable	  and	  sustainable	  	  	  
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