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Building a UK-wide Picture of The Abuse of Older

People: Domestic Abuse of Older People.
Policy Brief

Key Issues:

understanding of domestic abuse of older
people needs to be improved. Public
information campaigns need to reinforce the
reality that domestic abuse can affect peopled
of all ages and the risk doesn’t stop when
someone reaches 65.

Public awareness and professional {
E

Legislation on domestic abuse has to
take account of the particular needs
and circumstances of older people.

In helping victims to escape their abusers, we‘
also need to be realistic about older people’s
circumstances. We need to ensure specialist
support services are available in the

community to help victims of all ages.

Legislation in all parts of the UK must provide:
the same level of protection for older people
-including powers of intervention for the polic
and local authorities - where a risk of domesl
abuse is suspected.
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Recommendations:

support all responding agencies to understand domestic abuse, must go further to highlight the

The statutory guidance accompanying the Westminster Domestic Abuse Act, which is intended to
varied experiences of older victims of domestic abuse.

victims of abuse, where the possible perpetrator is denying access. This would bring England and

Social Workers in England and Northern Ireland need additional powers to access suspected
Northern Ireland in line with Scotland and Wales.

We are calling for a review of The Domestic Abuse Act (Scotland) (2018), to broaden the definition
of domestic abuse to include abuse perpetrated by a family member or carer.

Last updated October 2021
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Executive Summary:

Domestic abuse and the abuse of older people are coinciding concepts. An incident of domestic
violence may constitute the abuse of an older person and vice-versa. With the sharp rise in reports of
domestic abuse incidents apparently linked to the conditions of regional and national lockdowns
imposed by national or regional governments or local authorities following the COVID-19 pandemic
of 2019, 2020, and 2021, Hourglass has worked alongside the domestic abuse sector to bring the
issue of domestic abuse of older people to the fore.

There is an ongoing need to distinguishing domestic abuse and the divergent dynamics and additional risks
associated with the abuse of older people. The new Domestic Abuse Act 2021 creates the first statutory
definition of domestic abuse that includes family members and a paid or unpaid carer to a disabled person
as relationships that could legally constitute domestic abuse. This wider definition has the potential to
strengthen the protective framework for older people to prevent abuse and increase access to justice. To
achieve this public awareness and professional understanding of domestic abuse of older people needs to
be improved. This will dismantle barriers to disclosure and barriers to and insufficiency of support.

Scope of the Problem:

The passage of domestic abuse legislation through Westminster, as well as the exacerbation of domestic
abuse incidents linked to ongoing COVID-19 public health restrictions and regulations, have put a spotlight
on domestic abuse. However, the experiences of older people are still side-lined. Hourglass knows that
abuse does not stop in older age; older people often experience abuse differently and that older people
experience barriers in accessing domestic abuse support and services. Key barriers to address include: a
low level of public awareness of behaviours and prevelance of domestic abuse of older people; inadequate
support solutions for older people, both older women and older men; and a corresponding perception
amongst older people that there is no alternative to abuse.

Hourglass polling in 2020 demonstrated the limits on public awareness. In June 2020, 34.4% of respondents
in our survey did not consider “domestic abuse or domestic violence directed towards an older person” as a

In June 2020, 34.4% of
respondents in our survey
did not consider
“domestic abuse or
domestic violence
directed towards an older
person” as a form of
abuse.1

form of abuse.1
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This is perhaps most accurately explained by the strong association demonstrated by respondents of the
abuse of older people and the care home - rather than domestic - setting. In the same survey, the most
common perpetrator of abuse and location assumed were “care workers in a care home”, with just over half
of UK wide respondents ticking this option.2 There is a corresponding misconception that domestic abuse
occurs only between intimate partners. Together these compound a poor understanding of the nature of
abuse in older age. Data from the Hourglass Helpline from April-September (2020) showed that 12% of calls
pertained to abuse by a partner while 38% concerned a son/daughter.s We consistently find that the vast
majority of abuse is perpetrated by family members in the older person’s own home.
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There is also legislative difference between the four nations to contend with, a factor which compounds different
conceptions of domestic abuse. Scotland was the first national legislature to pass a Domestic Abuse Act (Scotland)
(2018), the definition of abuse includes relationships between a partner or ex-partner. In early 2021, the Northern
Ireland Assembly passed their Domestic Abuse and Civil Proceeding Act, the definition of abuse in Northern Ireland
now includes partners, ex-partners and relatives. The Domestic Abuse Act (England and Wales) includes the
relationship between a carer and a disabled person under the definition of domestic abuse. The legal definition of
domestic abuse is not definitive and Hourglass, along with the domestic abuse sector will support victims who may
not fall within these definitions. However, it is notable that these variations in definition might negatively impact an
already weak public awareness of domestic abuse in later life.

An on-going hurdle in responding to abuse of older people is the limited data available on the prevalence of
domestic abuse in older age. The Crime Survey for England and Wales (CSEW) found about 180,000
women aged 60 to 74 were victims of domestic abuse in 2019-2020, and about 98,000 men during the same
period. Historically the CSEW has had an upper limit of 59 years of age for data collection on domestic
abuse. This was raised to 74 in 2017 and it was recently announced that next year the national data
collection on domestic abuse will, for the first time, include the 75s and over. However, the lack of historic
data and the current suspension of ‘sensitive questions’ in the CSEW poses an ongoing problem in
understanding crimes and abuse perpetrated against older people.

Older people face specific barriers in the domestic abuse support landscape. Where alternative
accommodation options are consistently inappropriate for the different needs of many older people compared
to younger domestic abuse victim-survivors. Shelters do not have facilities to effectively care for those with
underlying health needs, disabilities or physical or cognitive differences associated with old age. Research
conducted by domestic abuse advocacy group Safelives in 2017 found 48% of domestic abuse victims over
60 have a disability.s This is now of even greater concern for older people who require an environment that
can provide adequate protection from COVID-19. Put simply, the framework that has underpinned the
domestic abuse sector for some years — developing routes to empower victims to leave an abusive
environment — continues to let down older people. The outcome of these two barriers faced by older victims
is a sense of inevitability. A sense that older age necessarily means a lover level of autonomy, a higher
degree of dependence and therefore a view that abusive behaviours cannot be challenged effectively.

Claire’s Story:

Claire* called our Helpline regarding her mother, 91, who is the full-time carer for her father. Her
mother suffers abuse perpetrated by her father, manifesting as aggression, verbal abuse and financial
control. The father had received a care assessment around 18 months before Claire called us but the
assessor was satisfied by her father’s claim that he could live independently and no external care was
put in place. The situation has only become worse and Claire’s mother told her she is frightened about
what will happen to her.

We signposted Claire to a local telephone befriending service, a carers support group and a mental
health helpline for her own support. We were able to explain and advise on how to raise an Adult
Safeguarding alert with the local authority concerning her mother and how to request a new care
assessment. We said her mum was very welcome to call the Helpline and speak to a female
information officer, however as we often hear from callers, Claire felt initially her mum wanted practical
support before thinking about talking therapies or women’s centres for domestic abuse.

*The details of this case are anonymised.
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What Hourglass is doing:

Hourglass has worked to influence and inform the Home Office regarding their two on-going
domestic abuse projects: the digital communication campaign ‘#¥YouAreNotAlone’; and the roll-out of
the ‘Ask for ANI’ pharmacy scheme, meeting with and providing evidence to Home Office
representatives on both schemes. We are keen to see the monitoring and evaluation of these
campaigns look closely at their impact and engagement with the older community.

Hourglass has worked closely on the passage of the Domestic Abuse Act through Westminster, making the
case for a broadening of the definition to include cares; putting refuge and community services on an equal
footing; and legislating to include coercive and controlling behaviour perpetrated by someone who does not
reside with the victim.

However, our main focus was on two amendments that sought to directly legislate to protect older people: a
new duty to report suspected abuse when carrying out a financial assessment for a care plan; and a new
power of entry for registered social workers where abuse is suspected (a power that already exists in
Scotland and Wales).

The first would have created a duty on local authorities to report suspected abuse, such that the local
authority must ensure that, where any of its employees suspects in the course of carrying out a financial
assessment for adult social care that a person is the victim of domestic abuse, the employee reports the
suspected abuse to a relevant social worker or the police. Hourglass knows the manifestations of abuse are
often multiple and interacting. Financial abuse has typically been the most common abuse reported to our
Helpline (40% of calls in 2019) but rarely occurs without corresponding physical and/or psychological abuse.
The financial assessment is a vital access point where abuse can be identified. This amendment aimed to
reinforce existing safeguards practiced by the Local Authority and the duties of care detailed in The Care Act
(2014). For older people, for whom domestic abuse is often viewed solely through a heath and social care
lens, this measure could join up the delivery of justice to survivors.

The second would create a power of entry for trained social workers where abuse is suspected but they are
being denied access to a private interview. These measures are endorsed by practitioners. In 2017, Kings
College London’s Social Care Workforce Research Unit undertook research that showed over half of
practitioners interviewed were in favour. Practitioners identified the benefits of powers of entry,s for example:
it could prevent cases progressing to a point that life or limb powers were needed; and might generally
speed up the process of safeguarding enquiries; awareness that social workers have this power might
persuade family members or other individuals obstructing access to allow a social worker to talk to the adult
at risk without having to get a court order at all. The power of entry was introduced in Scotland in 2008, and
similar powers came into force in Wales in 2016. Hourglass has recommended they are introduced in
Northern Ireland under the proposed Adult Protection Bill.

The Government at Report Stage in the House of Lords stated they did not support the above amendments.
However, the Minister stated, ‘The Government are committed to preventing and reducing the risk of harm to
people in known or suspected vulnerable situations’s and identified work currently on-going conducted by the
Chief Social Worker for Adults, who is developing a practice guide to support adult safeguarding teams within
local authorities, to ensure a consistent and person-centred statutory response and quality safeguarding of
adults with care and support needs. The Minister also drew attention to the statutory guidance, ‘The draft
guidance recognises that older people can be victims of domestic abuse and that they may experience this
abuse differently’.7 This response is far from convincing and Hourglass is keen to work with both the Home
Office and the Department for Health and Social Care to improve outcomes for older people in domestic
abuse and adult safeguarding responses.
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Recommendations:

support all responding agencies to understand domestic abuse, must go further to highlight the

The statutory guidance accompanying the Westminster Domestic Abuse Act, which is intended to
varied experiences of older victims of domestic abuse.

victims of abuse, where the possible perpetrator is denying access. This would bring England and

Social Workers in England and Northern Ireland need additional powers to access suspected
Northern Ireland in line with Scotland and Wales.

We are calling for a review of The Domestic Abuse Act (Scotland) (2018), to broaden the definition
of domestic abuse to include abuse perpetrated by a family member or carer.

Last updated October 2021
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4 Safelives “Disabled Survivors Too: Disabled people and domestic abuse.” (2017)
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You can contact us in many ways:

24/7 Helpline: 0808 808 8141

Our helpline is entirely confidential and free to call from a
andline or mobile, and the number will not appear on your phone bill.

Text message: 07860 052906

Texts from outside the UK will be charged at their standard international

rate which will differ depending on location and service charges of your

phone provider. The number will appear on your bill and in your phone
records but will not be identified as Hourglass.

INSTANT MESSAGING service: www.wearehourglass.org
Get information from our CHATBOT - www.wearehourglass.org
Get information from our KNOWLEDGE BANK - knowledgebank.wearehourglass.org

Email: helpline@wearehourglass.org

--\\’f---------------------------

Hourglass England

Office 8, Unit 5,

Stour Valley Business Centre,
Brundon Lane, Sudbury,
Suffolk, CO10 7GB.

T: +44 (0) 20 8835 9280
E: enquiries@wearehourglass.org

W: www.wearehourglass.org

@wearehourglass_
El facebook.com/wearehourglass

Hourglass Scotland

PO Box 29244,
Dunfermline, KY12 2EG.

T: +44 (0) 20 8835 9280
E: scotland@wearehourglass.org
W: www.wearehourglass.scot

[ ] facebook.com/HourglassScotland

Hourglass Cymru

C/o - Office 8, Unit 5,

Stour Valley Business Centre,
Brundon Lane, Sudbury,
Suffolk, CO10 7GB.

T: +44 (0) 20 8835 9280
E: cymru@wearehourglass.org
W: www.wearehourglass.cymru

[ f] facebook.com/hourglasscymru

Hourglass Northern Ireland

PO Box 216,
Newry, BT35 5DH.

T: +44 (0) 20 8835 9280
E: nireland@wearehourglass.org
W: www.wearehourglass.org/ni

COMMUNITY

[ £] facebook.com/hourglassNI
FUND

Hourglass is the working name of Hourglass (Safer Ageing) a charity registered in England and Wales (reg. no: 1140543), and also in Scotland (reg. no: SC046278). Hourglass (Safer Ageing) is
registered as a company in England and Wales under number 07290092.



