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Elder abuse has devastating consequences for older persons such as a poor quality of life, psychological
distress, and loss of property and security. It is also associated with increased mortality and morbidity.
Elder abuse is a problem that manifests itself in both rich and poor countries and at all levels of society.
It is timely to discuss one of the basic problems that has hampered the study, detection and intervention
of elder abuse as the variety of definitions that exist now produce a definitional chaos for researchers,
practitioners, and policy makers.

gleg;‘;?j;e In this article we trace the elements of “how to define elder abuse” and situate them in their
Definition socio-historical context. We also analyze the purposes of these different definitions to assess their appro-
Purpose priateness in different settings concerned with elder abuse. Our analysis shows that elder abuse mirrors

the societal arrangements which gave rise to them. It also highlights that it is a complex problem that
is difficult to define. The central question is whether we need a common definition of elder abuse or
different definitions that can be used in different settings. By evidence of our analysis we can see that
there is a need for a sufficiently broad and flexible definition in order to cover different behaviors that
can constitute abuse and the various settings in which it may occur. On the other hand, the definition
needs to be specific and concrete to be useful in professional contexts.

To take a further step forward for both research and practice of elder abuse, we propose to consistently
adhere to the WHO definition that leads the enquirer towards a better understanding of the problem and
helps to distinguish it from other phenomena; and to a simplified definition for professional practice that
sets boundaries to the phenomena and is appropriate for effective prevention and intervention measures.

© 2012 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Elder abuse remained hidden and taboo until quite recently.
After child abuse and domestic violence were discussed publicly in
the 1970s, elder abuse emerged as a form of family violence. During
the early 1980s more public and professional interest was given to
the issue of elder abuse (McCreadie, 1996, 2003; Pritchard, 1995).
What exactly constituted elder abuse, however, was at that time
less at the center of attention. Despite the fact that the problem
of elder abuse has gained more public attention and quite some
research was conducted, global statistics are still lacking, in many
instances health care professionals still ignore it, and even now
not enough action is taken to protect the individuals subjected
to abuse. Moreover cases are often not recorded and unreported
(Perel-Levin, 2008). Part of this underreporting is due to the
complexity of and unequivocality inherent in the phenomenon
itself: abuse can take place in a whole range of settings, including
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hospitals, nursing homes, residential care homes, day centers and
even the person’s own home, perhaps the one place where the
older person might feel safest (Abbey, 2009; Ansello and O’Neill,
2010; Arai, 2006). Family members, adult children, or spouses
are implicated in 90% of the cases of elder abuse. Other abusers
include care professionals such as health or social workers, friends,
or neighbors. Sometimes the abusers do not recognize what they
are doing as a form of abuse; they, and at times their victims,
do not know what constitutes abuse and what not, different
organizations and professionals still use different terminology,
adhere to different definitions and thus perceive abuse differently.
This causes significant issues for research as it makes it more
difficult to compare the outcomes of various reports as the result
of the inconsistencies in the definitions of elder abuse (Pillemer
and Wolf, 1986; Pillemer and Prescott, 1989; Newton, 2010).

Lack of agreement about the definition and its parameters has
made the assessment of prevalence and incidence problematic
from an empirical perspective (Harbison and Morrow, 1998). It
makes it especially difficult to determine the extent of the prob-
lem of elder abuse. Prevalence rates of elder abuse of between
4 and 6% were found in Canada, Great Britain, Finland and a
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prevalence rate of between one and ten percent was estimated
in the USA (Griffin, 1994; Pillemer and Finkelhor, 1988). In the
Netherlands one prevalence study on elder abuse showed a 5.6%
prevalence rate (Comijs et al., 1998, 2000; Comijs, 1999). Inade-
quate knowledge and training in how to detect abuse and a lack of
staff awareness of what constitutes abuse can lead to underreport-
ing of cases of abuse, underestimation and imprecise prevalence
rates (Anetzberger, 2004; Griffin, 1994; Kivela et al., 1992; Ogg and
Bennett, 1992; Podnieks, 1992). Some prevalence studies include
only one form of elder abuse, such as solely physical abuse and oth-
ers more than one, for example, physical and psychological abuse.
As aresult, prevalence rates are inconsistent and incomparable. On
top of this, the studies involved provide different interpretations of
elder abuse, this makes it confusing to analyze and understand the
phenomenon in a comparative way and it also has an impact on fur-
ther research, and thus for the development of policies, prevention
and intervention programmes.

As afirst step towards further developing the field of elder abuse
in a comparative way, this article reviews definitions of elder abuse
taking into account different aspects of these definitions and effects
they can have on research and professional practice. The purpose
of this analysis is to come to an understanding of the development
of research and practice in elder abuse. By enabling comparative
understanding it hopes to contribute to a comprehensive approach
towards elder abuse.

2. Methods
2.1. Identification of studies

Studies were identified by searches of 11 databases
(PsycINFO, PubMed, EMBASE, Web of Science, CINAHL, Aca-
demic Search Premier, ScienceDirect, Wiley, LWW, HighWire,
Taylor&Francis/Informa). The search strategy consisted of the
AND combination of two concepts: “elder abuse”, “definitions”.
For these concepts, all relevant keyword variations were used;
not only keyword variations in the controlled vocabularies of
the various databases; but the free text word variations of these
concepts as well (such as: elder neglect; elder mistreatment;
terminology; concepts; ontologies). Searches were restricted to
papers published in English. The bibliographies of relevant original
and review articles were screened aimed to include all published
studies that provide information about the phenomenon of elder
abuse; definitions of elder abuse; problems in defining elder
abuse; the development of definitions; comparison and analysis of
different definitions. The titles and abstracts of all articles identi-
fied by the search were screened and potentially relevant articles
were retrieved and assessed. Additional relevant articles were
identified through Pubmed; Google Scholar and other relevant
search engines. Relevant books and chapters of the books were
also included to the review.

2.2. Inclusion and exclusion criteria

The studies which provided information about the phenomenon
of elder abuse, definitions of elder abuse, problems in defining elder
abuse, the development of definitions, comparison and analysis
of different definitions or any information were included in the
review.

The articles that did not contain necessary and relevant infor-
mation were excluded from the review.

2.3. Results of the search

The PsycINFO yielded 113 hits, the PubMed yielded 77 hits from
which 52 were unique (not found in other databases), the MEDLINE

yielded 80 hits (0 unique), the Embase yielded 35 (12 unique), the
Web of Science yielded 56 hits (17 unique), the CINAHL yielded
84 hits (36 unique), the Academic Search Premier yielded 42 hits
(0 unique), the ScienceDirect yielded 4 hits (1 unique), the Wiley-
Blackwell yielded 12 hits (0 unique), the LWW yielded 96 hits (76
unique), the Taylor&Francis yielded 38 hits (19 unique) and the
COCHRANE yielded 0 hits.

Screening of titles and abstracts identified potentially relevant
papers; then the papers was thoroughly studied and 12 studies
which met the inclusion criteria are addressed in this review.

Other relevant studies which were identified from reference
lists, authors and additional search engines were also included in
the review (see Fig. 1).

Information obtained during the symposium “Elder abuse in
context” (Leiden, 2011), interviews, exchanges and meetings with
professionals, experts, older people also contributed to this review.

2.4. C(lassification of definitions

To explore definitions of elder abuse, we will first discuss what
kinds of definitions are commonly distinguished and which pur-
poses they serve, as a comparative starting point for our analysis of
elder abuse definitions. This will be the first starting point for our
analytical framework for these definitions.

In a long history of definitions, many strands have become tan-
gled together, so that “definition” has implicitly come to mean
many different things to many people, often in ways that are incon-
sistent (Cregan, 2005). As a first step, Robinson (1950) distinguished
two types of definitions: lexical (or also dictionary) and stipulative.

Lexical definitions are used when we need to explain the exist-
ing meaning of an old word or term; that is, a word/term that is
already in use in the community, but unfamiliar to the person want-
ing the explanation. Lexical definitions seek to pinpoint what was
meant by some word to someone at some point in time (Belnap,
1993).

If one might wish to explain a proposed meaning for a new word,
stipulative definitions will be used. The purpose is to specify that
a certain term will be used only to mean a certain precise thing
within a given context (Belnap, 1993; lerodiakonou, 1993). This
may be a broadening or narrowing of an existing sense of a term;
a completely new usage of an existing term; or may involve the
creation of a totally new term. It is a specification of how the author
intends to use the term in the future within a particular work or
context, and binds the author to making good on that intention
(Zalta et al., 2009).

However, besides the two types that Robinson (Gulpa, 2008)
distinguished, there are also many cases not exhibiting either one
of these types, including perhaps most distinctively philosophical
definitions; in these cases one wants both to rely on an old, existing
meaning and to attach a new, proposed meaning, they try to explain
the circumstances of elder abuse without necessarily being a full
sum-up of the conditions that make it count as elder abuse. For this
purpose a third type of definition, here called explicatory, is used
in which analyses or explications expounded.

The three broadly distinguished types of definitions - lexical,
stipulative and explicatory - discussed above can be identified in
definitions of elder abuse as well. These types will be used as a
conceptual framework to analyze elder abuse definitions in this
review.

The incongruity between different interpretations and defini-
tions of elder abuse also has their impact on the understanding
of the consequences of the phenomenon. To explain the impact of
elder abuse, we need to have a clear idea of what that phenomenon
entails. Clear definitions serve several important purposes:
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References Identified 632

Databases Searched
PubMed =77
PsycINFO =113
MEDLINE=80
EMBASE =35
COCHRANE=0

Duplicates Removed 306

A 4

Web of Science=56
ScienceDirect=4

Titles/Abstracts Screened 326

Academic Search Premier=42
CINAHL =84

LWW=96
Wiley-Blackwell=12
Taylor&Francis=33

Excluded 250

A4

Full Text Retrieval 76

Other Sources 38
(identified from reference
lists, other search engines)

A A 4

Full Text Screened 64

Excluded 22

A 4

Meeting Study Selection Criteria 42

Fig. 1. Literature search results flow chart.

e As pointers towards the social problem in question which guide
towards a clearer understanding of the issue.

e Definitions help to focus on the social problem under study and
differentiate it from other phenomena.

e Clear and consistent definitions are necessary for permitting
effective intervention and prevention strategies (Biggs et al.,
1995).

The three purposes can be identified in elder abuse definitions
as well and that is the second tool in our analysis of elder abuse
definitions. The overview of our analytical framework comprising
the different types of definitions and the purposes that they serve
is shown in Table 1.

Table 1
Types of definitions and their purposes.
Type of Semantics Purpose
definition
Lexical Existing meaning of an old Better understanding of
word/term phenomenon; focus on the
problem under study
Stipulative ~ Proposed meaning for a new  Effective prevention and
word intervention strategies
Explicatory ~ Both existing and proposed  Better understanding of

meaning phenomenon, explaining casual

mechanisms

3. Results
3.1. The development of elder abuse definitions

Despite that the recognition of elder abuse provoked quite a lot
of debate, there was little attempt to place the phenomenonin some
form of conceptual framework for some time. There is no common
vision on definitions of elder abuse. In this article the evolvement
of definitions of elder abuse in historical perspective will be ana-
lyzed. A critical analysis is insightful because it can enlighten our
understanding in elder abuse and enable a step-forward in the con-
ceptualization and understanding of the problem.

The definitions of elder abuse changed and developed consider-
ably over time: from “granny battering”, “granny bashing” to “elder
mistreatment” and “elder abuse” (1970-2000s). Some of them were
rather similar and had shared intentions, other ones introduced
new and different elements. An overview can be found in
Fig. 2.

3.2. Females and physical assault

In the 1970s the focus of early definitions of elder abuse was on
physical assault of older women with the use of the terms “granny
battering”, “granny bashing” and “granny battering syndrome”. Part
of the explanation for the attention for elder abuse at that exact
point in time can be linked to larger developments in society. The
Industrial Revolution set the stage for reshaping the status older

persons occupy in our society and their associated values. Through
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(O'Malley et al.)
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(Block & Sinnott) .
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(Eastman)
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Elder mistreatment material damage - Personal or professional settings L Wideningof
(Comijs) perpetrators
- Excludes random acts of violence or R ionshi
Elder abuse ! e [ Focus on trust relationship 2002-2003
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( ) territory covered by the problem
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- Excludes cases of self-neglect, and
victimization of elders by strangers

- Ambiguous terms “harm”, “trust relationship”

- Intentional actions

Elder mistreatment 3
(Bonnie & Wallace)

- Vulnerable elder-caregiver

Fig. 2. Development of elder abuse definitions, 'lexical ?stipulative, >combination.

this revolution, men generally gained position in the upper tiers of
societal hierarchy, predominantly controlling decision-making and
resources. Having power to control resources put them into visi-
ble roles in society, maintaining the status quo. Those individuals
lacking power and visibility, such as women and children, were
less valued. This was reflected in the social movement of femi-
nism that developed in response. The attention for females (weak,
powerless, vulnerable) in definitions of elder abuse can be seen as
mirroring these developments. At the same time we can identify
an ongoing, increased incidence rate of abuse, not only of women
and children, but also of the elderly (with the special accent on
elderly women) generally considered the most invisible and least
valued of all (Baron and Welty, 1996). The term “granny batter-
ing” was used in the UK as an euphemism for the ill-treatment
of older people (Baker, 1975). The terminology of child abuse was
adopted, and doctors concerned with the elderly saw “baby batter-
ing” to have its parallels for their older patients (Burston, 1975).
In Baker’s (1975) article, the term included the risks to older peo-
ple’s health and well-being, as well as overmedication and general
misuse of drugs, and physical abuse. The “granny battering syn-
drome” was quickly adopted as a model for social and health care
workers, featuring a stressed or burnt-out daughter caring for her
physically disabled and slightly confused mother (Eastman, 1982;
Cloke, 1983; Schlesinger, 1984).

Besides the focus on vulnerable females, another focus that can
be identified in these definitions was the one on physical assault.

Case examples were cited to suggest that those at risk were living
in three generations families: “the domestic situation may well be
linked to a pressure cooker” (Burston, 1977). The term “granny bat-
tering” itself revealed the often ageist assumptions that lay behind
its labeling, where elderly victims are seen as passive recipients of
care and therefore a burden to their family.

In a later definition of elder abuse by O’'Malley et al. (1979, p.
13) attention was again given to physical abuse. They defined it as:
“the willful infliction of physical pain, injury or debilitating mental
anguish, unreasonable confinement or deprivation by a caretaker
of services which are necessary to the maintenance of mental and
physical health”. This definition broadened the context of physical
abuse in comparison to previous definitions. The abuse was also
considered as intention of harm. The relationship between care-
giver and caretaker was introduced. In spite of these new elements,
this definition still describes elder abuse quite narrowly; the termi-
nology used in the definition is difficult, and not fully unambiguous.
It can be considered a lexical definition; elements require defini-
tion by themselves. It applies the label of abuse only if there is
the relationship “caregiver”-“care-receiver/caretaker” and when
the caregiver intends to do harm. It also assumes that the older
person is dependent. This assumption effectively excludes inde-
pendent elderly who, as we know from prevalence studies (Griffin,
1994; Pillemer and Finkelhor, 1988; Anetzberger, 2004; Griffin,
1994; Kivela et al., 1992; Ogg and Bennett, 1992; Podnieks, 1992),
may also be the victim of abuse.
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In the early definitions of elder abuse one can thus observe sim-
ilar elements. The emphasis of these definitions was on vulnerable
and unprotected women who were dependent on other people
and elder abuse was only associated with physical battering. These
definitions were also more clinically oriented.

3.3. Risk factors and widening of actions

The focus of later elder abuse definitions shifted to risk factors
and different types of abuse. For example, Beachler in his definition
of “elder mistreatment (McMullen, 2004)”, focused on risk factors
of abuse such as: dependency, developmental disorder of abuser,
situational crisis of abuser, or victim and long-term environmental
conditions). Beachler tried to determine the underlying associated
factors of elder mistreatment and what actions should be taken.
His work was never published, but it reflected the tendency of that
period; it was focused on more than just physical assault and moved
away from the term ‘battering’ that denotes a physical emphasis.
Elder abuse was put in a wider context. Thus changes in the ten-
dencies in society such as reshaping the status of older persons and
their values, maintaining status quo of men, social movement of
feminism were reflected in the definitions of elder abuse.

Around the same time another definition appeared; the “bat-
tered elder syndrome” (Block and Sinnott, 1979). The battered elder
syndrome included types of abuse instead of the incorporation of
risk factors as Beachler for instance had done. Three major cat-
egories of abuse were distinguished: physical, psychological, and
financial. Physical abuse included both bruises as well as lack of
supervision and proper care that can lead to injuries. In the cate-
gory of psychological abuse, threats and isolation were included.
Stealing or cheating the elderly out of their own funds and posses-
sions constituted material or economic abuse. Abuse was further
defined in terms of verbal and emotional factors (Block and Sinnott,
1979). It was a step forward in defining elder abuse as forms of
abuse were distinguished more clearly and it went beyond physi-
cal abuse, although “battered” still connoted physical abuse. In spite
of this fact, the term “battered elder syndrome” is kind of a label
that has a definite physical association. It seemed from this defi-
nition that abuse is a disease and it needed treatment and older
people are those who were seen as patients; powerless and sick. As
the early definitions of elder abuse this definition also focused on
unable, sick, susceptible elderly.

Mervyn Eastman, a practicing social worker from London in a
similar trend, defined “granny battering” as “the systematic physi-
cal abuse of an elderly person by a relative” (p. 8). Eastman pointed
out that ageist attitudes could result in a denial by professionals
that physical abuse existed. The problem of abuse was conceptu-
alized in terms of care-giving and emphasis was again put on the
dependency and vulnerability of the older person, arising from their
physical and mental frailty and on the stress entailed in caring. By
implication, the key persons in this situation, both older person and
caring relative, were females following the still prevalent tendency
of that time (McCreadie, 1993).

Two years later Eastman (1982) widened his definition: “granny
battering is defined in general terms as the abuse, either physical,
emotional or psychological of the elderly by a care-giving rela-
tive on whom that elderly person is dependent” (Eastman, 1982).
The types of abuse that were mentioned were physical assault,
neglect, financial exploitation and abandonment of an older person
by a relative. He later added sexual abuse to this list (McCreadie,
1993). This definition widened the context of abuse, showed it in
a different, and wider perspective, a similar tendency as we have
observed in Block and Sinnott (1979). The importance of the quality
of relationships was emphasized, while stressing that the relation-
ship was one between the elderly and their caregiver. Moreover
the addition of the word “systematic” added an emphasis on the

continuity of this relationship (Eastman, 1982). A new accent in the
definitions of elder abuse was given to victims; assuming that the
victims of elder abuse could be all older people thereby changing
the widespread belief that older females (“grannies”) are the only
possible victims of abuse. Eastman’s definition of “old age abuse” is
a good illustration of this new shift.

3.4. Widening of victims

Two years later, Eastman defined old age abuse as “the system-
atic maltreatment, physical, emotional or financial, of an elderly
person by a care-giving relative” (Eastman, 1984, p. 23). Eastman
pointed out that terms such as “granny battering” and “granny
bashing” were unsatisfactory since “battering” and “bashing” are
suggestive of the actions of hooligans and thugs, while “granny”
is expressing sweet innocence. Therefore the term “old age abuse”
makes clear that abuse applies to older people, not just “grannies”
showing heterogeneity within the older group. It also suggested
a link with the concept “child abuse” placing elder abuse firmly
within the family context (Eastman, 1984). Two things about this
definition can further be noted: firstly, that systematic maltreat-
ment was introduced as a criterion of abuse and secondly, that
care-giving was considered an intrinsic part of the phenomenon,
thus limiting elder abuse only to a care-giving situation. Although
the strength of this definition is that different types of abuse were
again highlighted, at the same time it limits the scope for what
counts as abuse and who can be involved. Eastman also mentioned
that it was difficult to define precisely what emotional, financial
or physical abuse was, because of the different ways people live
and deal with things. This was an important point as the com-
plexity of the phenomenon was pointed out and possibilities for
further research were opened. This thus brought new views in com-
parison with his other definitions. Despite of its positive aspects,
this definition introduced a new term “maltreatment” which also
needed further conceptualization. It also narrowed the settings in
which elder abuse can occur to a family setting and by a care-giving
relative.

3.5. Widening of perpetrators

The continuous widening of the circumstances under which a
certain action can be considered elder abuse persisted in the defi-
nitions that followed in the 1990s. An example can be Comijs et al.
(1998, p. 11) proposed definition of elder mistreatment; “all acts
or the refraining from acts towards persons over 65 years of age,
by those who have a personal or professional relationship with the
older person, leading to (repeated) physical, psychological, and/or
material damage”. Her definition sets the boundary for being an
elderly at 65 years. On the one hand this can be seen as an advantage
since a cut-off point for defining an older person was introduced,
but on the other hand, it can also be a limitation since people who
are under 65 that have experienced abuse due to age-related pro-
cesses will be excluded in this definition. Defining elder abuse by
stipulating a chronological age can have consequences for who
counts, and who does not count. While the definition of Comijs is
somewhat arbitrary, it is based on the age at which one can begin
to receive pension benefits in the Netherlands.

Some developed countries have accepted the chronological age
of 65 years (the entitlement age for pension benefits in a number of
countries) as a definition of “elderly” or “older” person, but this, for
example, does not adapt well to the situation in Africa. Although
there are commonly used definitions of old age, there is no general
agreement on the age at which a person becomes old and it is ques-
tionable whether in practice a chronological age is suitable in this
context. The common use of chronological age to mark the thresh-
old of old age assumes equivalence with biological age, yet at the
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same time, it is widely accepted that these two are not necessarily
synonymous (Thane, 1978; WHO, 2002, 2011). It shows that there
are also problems with defining “older/elderly person” that should
be addressed when defining elder abuse comprehensively.

Besides the inclusion of a threshold in chronological age, Comijs
also widened her definition in several ways. Abuse could occur
in personal or professional settings, forms of abuse were distin-
guished and it was pointed out that abuse can be “repeated”.
Therefore, in line with definitions in that period, it broadened the
possible situations and included the frequency of behavior as a
condition for elder abuse.

3.6. Widening of context

The definition of Comijs resembles the definition of the WHO,
which is probably the most well-known and widely used currently.
The WHO definition can be considered a lexical and explanatory
definition: “Elder abuse is a single or repeated act or lack of appro-
priate action, occurring within any relationship where there is an
expectation of trust which causes harm or distress to an older per-
son” (WHO, 2002). It is important to note that elder abuse in this
definition, as with Comijs’ her definition, excludes random acts of
violence or criminal behavior against older people. The harm of
elder abuse overlaps with, but is not necessarily synonymous with,
criminal acts. A trusting relationship between the abused and the
abuser - such as partners, children, in-laws, grandchildren, nurses,
social workers and home helps - is at the heart of the issue. In this
definition elder abuse is seen as a betrayal of trust. This new focus on
trust is derived from the occurrence of elder abuse within different
kinds of relationship. Rather than detailing different forms of abuse,
the definition cites “single or repeated acts” and “lack of appropri-
ate action”. As with “any relationship”, each reduces specificity, but
widens the context covered by the problem (Brammer and Biggs,
1998). It enables a wider range of inclusion and therefore runs a
lower risk of unnecessary exclusion but simultaneously increases
the chance of ‘false-positives’.

The Panel to Review Risk and Prevalence of Elder Abuse and
Neglect in the USA (National Research Council, 2003) developed a
definition of elder mistreatment which included a number of condi-
tions we identified in the two last definitions: (a) intentional actions
that cause harm or create a serious risk of harm, whether or not
intended, to a vulnerable elder by a caregiver or other person who
stands in a trust relationship to the elder; (b) failure by a caregiver
to satisfy the elder’s basic needs or to protect the elder from harm.
“Mistreatment” here conveys two ideas: that some injury, depriva-
tion or dangerous condition has occurred to the elder person and
that someone else bears responsibility for causing the condition or
failing to prevent it (National Research Council, 2003). Two features
of this definition merit emphasis. First, the term “mistreatment”
was meant to exclude cases of self-neglect. Self-neglect was seen
as a separate domain of elder protection, not as a component of
mistreatment. Second, elder mistreatment, as defined by the panel,
excluded victimization of elders by strangers, as this was seen as
a kind of criminal behavior, not as a component of the domain of
elder mistreatment that also signals the integration of elder abuse
in the field of family violence. The definition of the Panel is an exam-
ple of a combination of lexical and stipulative definitions. As in the
definitions of Comijs and the WHO the stress in this definition was
put on the nature of the relationship between the older person and
the perpetrator. This definition shows some more striking similar-
ities and differences with the definition of the WHO. As the WHO
definition it also focuses on a trust relationship, harm, it also brings
attention to intentional actions that can cause harm to an older per-
son. On the other hand, this definition introduced more ambiguous
terms than it gave demarcating explanations. Concepts as “elder”,

” o« ” o«

“vulnerable elder”, “trust relationship”, “caregiver”, “harm” were

mentioned, thus, they also needed to be defined. This made it more
complicated, but at the same time it is more comprehensive and
fitting to reality because elder abuse is a complex phenomenon
involving many variables and it is not easy to define it in a simple
way.

4. Discussion

Currently the definitions of elder abuse that are widely used
are those developed by WHO, the Panel to Review Risk and Preva-
lence of Elder Abuse and Neglect, and in the Netherlands the
definition developed by Comijs. Some of them are old defini-
tions that were modified and others are new ones that were
developed lately, reflecting developments and changes in the
society.

We can identify from this overview that stipulative definitions,
i.e., which explain existing meaning of an old word/term, are usu-
ally used in a professional context such as the starting definitions
of Eastman, as they need to be concrete and specific. These kinds
of definitions enable the observation of elder abuse under specific
conditions, by summing up different characteristics. They are useful
for this context because they help to indicate the problem clearly
and analyze it more precisely, taking into account special features
of the particular setting. They also enable specific prevention and
intervention on the given conditions.

For research purposes however lexical definitions, i.e., which
explain proposed meaning for a new word, are more often applied
as they can lead the way towards understanding and explaining
the phenomenon without setting too many limiting conditions that
would lead to “missing values”.

It appears from this review that pure explicatory definitions, i.e.,
which explain both existing and proposed meaning, are not com-
mon in elder abuse definitions. This could be related to the position
that the field of elder abuse has within the scientific community,
only limited attention is paid to it. As a result there is still a lack of
understanding in numerous issue related to elder abuse. It is there-
fore explainable why this type of definitions is as of yet not really
present.

A continuous shift in a wider focus can be found in this overview
of definitions. The focus of early definitions was on physical assault
and vulnerable and unprotected older women. Later the focus
shifted to the forms of elder abuse and abuse applied to all older
people, not only females. The context of elder abuse definitions also
changed (trust relationship, different settings), and new tenden-
cies appeared. These shifting definitions reflect the socio-historical
developments at the time and similarly mirror developments in the
field of elder abuse.

It was shown in this review that purposes of definitions, as iden-
tified in the first part of this review, are often mixed in elder abuse
and that this mixture goes together with the combination of kinds
of definitions. However, whether lexical, stipulative or explicatory,
it is important to realize that the content of definitions of elder
abuse has its implications for research and practice and as a result
impacts people’s lives directly.

It is crucial to recognize that elder abuse is a very complex issue
with diverse definitions and terms. A variety of definitions includ-
ing use of the interchangeable conceived terms such as “abuse” and
“mistreatment” produce a definitional chaos for researchers, pol-
icymakers and practicing professionals. Many researchers might
have underestimated the problem of elder abuse because they fail
to define or operationalize the terms in a clear and objective way.
Moreover comparative efforts face difficulties as they might be
discussing from a different starting point. It makes it not easy to
deal with the problem of elder abuse, differentiate it from other
phenomena, to implement intervention and prevention strategies;
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it can provoke difficulty in analyzing the results from previous
studies on elder abuse and the development of research and effec-
tive policy are frustrated.

On the one hand, we can conclude from this overview that there
is a need for a sufficiently broad definition in order to cover differ-
ent behaviors that can constitute abuse and the setting in which
it may occur, to provide improved legal protection, and to develop
appropriate multi-disciplinary responses. Such kinds of definitions
may be useful and appropriate for academia and policy makers. This
definition needs to be comprehensive and uniform, covering quite
a wide variety of cases while at the same time guide us towards
understanding the phenomenon. A well-developed lexical defini-
tion may be the most suitable for this purpose. As an example of
this type of definitions the WHO definition can be used. This defini-
tion is in line with two important purposes of definitions that were
mentioned in the introduction. It can serve as a pointer towards
better understanding of elder abuse. It also helps to distinguish
elder abuse from other phenomena. It is however does not corre-
spond with third purpose of definitions as the definition used by
professionals should be more specific and concrete in order to per-
mit effective prevention and intervention strategies. On the other
hand, it is necessary for a definition to be specific and concrete
in some settings. It is especially important in (professional care)
practice, as the definitions that are used by practitioners and pro-
fessionals need to be context specific and enable them to work with
and clearly identify elder abuse. They need to guide professionals
and to help to understand the characteristics of a particular setting.
These definitions should be adapted to these settings and include
the features of the conditions, be flexible and reflect the empirical
reality. Stipulative definitions that are narrow and specific would
meet these objectives.

5. Conclusion

The problem of defining elder abuse cannot be easily solved, but
it is clear that more attention should be paid to it; it is after all the
starting point of our practice and research. The question of defin-
ing elder abuse remains open. Do we need a common definition of
elder abuse or do we need different definitions that can be used
in different settings? Considering the overview of definitions that
was discussed above it is clear that definitions, especially those of a
social problem like elder abuse, are set in a social surrounding. They
are not timeless and change with the currents of socio-historical
changes that influence the inclusion and exclusion process of what
counts as elder abuse. It is the challenge now, however, to take a
further step forward in both practice and research of elder abuse.
One such step, albeit a very basic one, we propose here: for research
purposes a lexical definition such as the WHO definition should be
consistently used. As it was shown earlier this type of definition fol-
lows the main purposes of definitions: it leads the enquirer towards
a clearer understanding of the problem and helps to differentiate
it from other phenomena. For professional practice, however more
use can be found in a stipulative definition that set boundaries to
the phenomenon and fits with the cultural and social context of
that practice. Since lexical definitions do not serve this purpose,
they are not appropriate for these particular settings. However, we
argue that as scholars we can nevertheless set a first step by choos-
ing one lexical definition that we will all follow in our research.
Since it is already widely used but not systematically (Comijs et al.,
1998; Comijs, 1999; National Research Council, 2003) we propose
to follow the WHO definition “elder abuse is a single or repeated
act or lack of appropriate action, occurring within any relationship
where there is an expectation of trust that causes harm, distress
to an older person”. One definition might not be enough for the
social problem we are dealing with, but it could be a helpful and

necessary starting point to enable further understanding of and
research on elder abuse.
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