CARP Action Against

Elder Abuse
Ending Elder Abuse
Elder abuse is “a single or repeated act, or lack of appropriate action, occurring within a relationship
where there is an expectation of trust, which causes harm or distress to an older person” according to
the World Health Organizationi. It is an imbalance of power and breach of trust, where the older person
is dependent on the abuser, usually family member, caregiver, or friend.
Today, half a million seniors in Canada potentially experience some form of elder abuse, representing up
to 10% of the population aged 65 and over.ii If nothing is done, the number could increase to 800,000
when the senior population reaches the projected 8 million in 10 years.iii
CARP is calling for a comprehensive strategy to end elder abuse. While the recent change to the Criminal
Code to increase sentencing for elder abuse convictions was welcomed, more is needed. Action must
take place to punish the most egregious manifestations of elder abuse but also to prevent the abuse
from occurring in the first place.

CARP Recommendations
CARP calls on governments for a comprehensive strategy to eradicate elder abuse with adequate
financial and legal resources, training and support for law enforcement, caregivers support, and policies
and laws that protect older Canadians from abuse - everyone has a role in ensuring a safe society. CARP
recommends the following:
1. Elder Abuse Hot Line – A single point of first contact like a 911 or 1-800 line – widely
known across the country, with the capacity to re-direct to local service agencies, and
sensitive to cultural and linguistic needs.
2. Duty to Report reflects social responsibility. There must be clear guidelines for action
and intervention, protection and the professional investigative capacity to respond to
such reporting.
3. Added Caregiver Support – Greater support for the 3.8 million Canadians now caring
for loved ones at home by providing targeted financial support along with training and
clinical support.iv
4. Specialized Investigative Support for existing criminal offenses.
5. Expedite passage of provision for Exacerbated Sentencing for hate crimes and breach of
trust already in the Criminal Code, promised during the recent federal election.
6. New Criminal Offence of Elder Abuse – if warranted following a review.
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Prevalence of Elder Abuse

Based on the current population of 5.2 million
Canadians aged 65 and over, there are
potentially 520,000 people confronting elder
abuse in Canada.vi In 10 years, it is estimated
that the 65-plus population will grow to 8 million
and if nothing is done to reduce the incidence of
abuse, 800,000 seniors may become victims
elder abuse.
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CARP member polling shows that approximately
10% of older Canadians experience some form of
abuse, which is consistent with academic and
Statistics Canada research.v
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While 10% of all Canadians over 65 experience
one or more type of abuse, evidence from the
UK suggests that vulnerable seniors, defined as
those who are dependent on others for care or
those who suffer from some type of disability,
suffer much higher rates of abuse. Twenty-five
percent of such vulnerable seniors suffer
abuse.vii

Largely an Underreported Crime
Elder abuse is a seriously underreported crime
with more unknown victims than known. Those
in unreported cases are locked in the abuse and
suffer the effects in silence.
According to Statistics Canada, approximately 7
in 10 crimes against older Canadians are never
reported to police because the victims did not
believe the incident was important enough to
seek help or because they dealt with the issue
personally.viii Studies of elder abuse in the US
showed that as many as 90% of all cases of older
abuse go unreported.ix
Even 30% of CARP members indicated that they
know of someone who is or has been abused,
contrary to the statistic that 10% of seniors
experience elder abuse. x Underreporting is
taking place and it is often attributed to shame,
fear, and not knowing where to turn.
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Barriers to Reporting Elder
Abuse
Under reporting happens for a number of
reasons. Among older seniors, communicating
abuse or neglect can be difficult. Victims may be
mentally or cognitively impaired, may have
physical disabilities, or literacy and language
problems that severely limit ability to
understand or report the nature of the crime.
Even in cases where obvious disability is not an
issue, dependence on the abuser as a caregiver,
friend, or family member can cause fear of
retaliation from the abuser.xi
Social and cultural issues also account for
underreporting and underestimation of the
problem. Most victims and abusers are closely
related, where the victim may be dependent on
the abuser for care, finances, and/or safety. As a
result, abused individuals may have limited
options to seek help, especially when
dependence is coupled with isolation and lack of
social contact. Culturally, some people do not
interfere with other people’s families. And
family, friends, and authorities often err on the
side of privacy rather than action or investigation
in suspected cases of elder abuse.
Such barriers should no longer allow elder abuse
to go underreported. It is important that elder
abuse be recognized as a public crime and not
just a personal matter.
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CARP Members Want Proactive
Investigation and Prosecution
Research and awareness campaigns can certainly
play a role in bringing elder abuse into public
attention, but CARP members favour proactive
investigation and prosecution as means to
ending elder abuse. Almost 25% of members
polled think that specialized investigation and
prosecution teams working with police is the
best solution while another 25% of CARP
members want to see Elder Protection Agencies
in every province, as there currently is in each US
State.xii
Even when elder abuse cases are discovered,
they are notoriously difficult to prosecute and
often result in what many see as insufficient
deterrence. The federal government’s promise
to amend the criminal code to add increased
sentencing for convicted perpetrators of elder
abuse is a substantial step in the right direction
of deterrence and justice. The vast majority of
CARP members (95%) believe that exacerbated
sentencing is crucial to combating elder abuse.
Forty-two percent of members think that
increasing sentencing measures will raise
awareness of elder abuse while 20% think that it
will reduce incidence of abuse.xiii

Elder Abuse Criminal Code
Provision is a Great First Step…
Now What’s Next?
Early 2012, Justice Minister Rob Nicholson
hoisted the issue of elder abuse into the media
spotlight with his bill to increase sentencing for
elder abuse convictions, which passed in
December 2012. Having a senior minister of the
Crown telling Canadians that a largely hidden
crime is a public offence puts the issue on the
front burner of public policy and starts the
conversation around the country about what
needs to be done to eradicate this scourge.
More importantly, it highlighted what individuals
can and should do if they or people close to
them are facing abuse.

at getting the resources for them. With the
heightened attention paid to the issue with this
announcement, advocacy for a comprehensive
strategy and resources should fall on more
receptive ears.
A Criminal Code provision increasing the
sentence will not solve the problem on its own.
There needs first to be a national hotline to
report abuse, such as a 1-800 number or 911,
some obligation on front line service providers to
report any abuse they see and specialized
training and resources for investigators and
prosecutors to actually get the conviction before
the increased sentencing provision can be put to
use. Then, its deterrent effect can be felt when
the case is publicized.
Preventing the abuse in the first place is certainly
preferable and important initiatives are
scattered across the country but suffer from
perennial under funding and lack of public
awareness. This would be the time for them to
pursue funding and resources on a
comprehensive basis.
Ultimately, people need to know they have the
right to be treated properly whether they’re
dealing with strangers or their own family. If and
when they reach out for help, it is incumbent on
the rest us to ensure that it is there for them.
Perspective matters. That’s why “World Elder
Abuse Awareness Day” should be renamed “The
Day to End Elder Abuse”.

The tragedy is that victim services and
prevention programs are not readily or uniformly
available. So the demand must now be directed
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