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Co-Chair Foreword

The 7th National Elder Abuse Conference was held in Hobart in February 2022. It was a critical time 
in Australia’s response to elder abuse. Less than two months earlier the Commonwealth released 
the findings of the National Elder Abuse Prevalence Study: Final Report that was conducted by the 
Australian Institute of Family Studies. Also, the event was conducted in the year that many aspects of 
the Commonwealth’s National Plan to Respond to the Abuse of Older Australians (Elder Abuse) 2019 – 
2023 were concluding given the lifespan of that document.

This provided Elder Abuse Action Australia (EAAA) with the opportunity to gather key stakeholders 
from across Australia in a strategy event the day immediately after the conference. Given constant 
changes in planning the conference due to Covid-19 and logistical limits in having people in the room 
as well as some via online participation, the day three strategy event had around 40 stakeholders 
engaged with the process.

This was an opportunity for community to articulate a vision beyond 2022 – and ideally a ten-year 
vision. This document reflects the deliberations that took place on that day and also incorporates 
key findings presented to delegates in the days earlier. The document has since been circulated to a 
wider group of community stakeholders including valued members of EAAA who could not attend on 
the day. This input ensures this document reflects the best practice knowledge and strategic thinking 
of wide breadth of individuals and organisations from across the sector. This document is, in effect, a 
community blueprint for what actions need to occur to address elder abuse in Australian society.

The new national prevalence study reports that 15% of older Australians are victims of elder abuse each 
year. From a population of 4.2 million people aged over 65 this equates to 630,000 older Australians 
experiencing abuse every year. This sobering statistic is the key driver as to why the community has 
gathered to share its vision to reduce the risk of elder abuse and eliminate it from our society.

We hope this report is read by not only those who attended the 7th National Elder Abuse Conference 
and those at the day three event. We sincerely hope this report is read by key policy makers at local, 
state and federal levels. Further, we hope our members take this report to their various local and 
state-based political leaders and discuss the key findings with them. The EAAA executive and board will 
be presenting this report and its vision to Commonwealth leaders both in government and opposition. 
We look forward to its consideration and reception by cross government departmental staff and 
legislators themselves.

This is a report that truly reflects the thinking and vision of a broad cross-section of frontline 
stakeholders. Thanks to those who inputted to this action plan – in whatever way.

Russell Westacott & Jenny Blakey 
May 2022
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Introduction

A diverse group of organisations and peak bodies have committed themselves 
to the goal of ending elder abuse and neglect of older people. Together, we have 
produced this document to inform a new National Plan that will be effective, 
achievable and targeted.

By drawing on collected expertise, enthusiasm and reach, we aim to effect transformation of society’s 
responses to abuse and neglect of older people.

Our work is underpinned by a goal of reducing the prevalence of abuse and neglect of older people to 
zero, with the message that there is no tolerable level of elder abuse or neglect. The sector sees value 
in a ten-year plan (with shorter-term action plans to guide implementation and accountability) that 
involves a whole-of-government approach across the three tiers of government. 

To support a holistic and integrated framework for policy and programme development, the sector 
wants to see a plan designed around foundation principles drawn from the National Elder Abuse 
Prevalence Study and the four pillars described in the draft National Plan to End Violence against 
Women and Children:

Fundamentally, the National Plan should prioritise two key principles:

1

2

A strong human rights focus

Recognition of the diverse identities and characteristics of our older population 
and their experiences

Prevention Early Intervention

Response Recovery
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PRIORITY AREA 1
Enhance our understanding

This priority area of the current National Plan encompassed the prevalence 
study, establishment of a national set of research priorities, improving the ability 
to share learnings from existing programs, and evaluation and reporting on the 
National Plan.

The sector believes the next National Plan should include:

• A focus on research — intervention and prevention should be evidence-based, inclusive 
and evaluated

• A focus on addressing the gaps identified in the National Elder Abuse Prevalence Study

• Improved monitoring and review of the National Plan, and opportunities for structured 
sharing of learnings

PRIORITY AREA 2
Improve community awareness 
and access to information

The National Plan included short-term goals to develop a communication 
strategy that would increase understanding and awareness of elder abuse in 
the community, and the building of a national online knowledge hub (known as 
Compass). Both of these initiatives should continue.

In addition, the sector believes the next National Plan should include: 

• A strong preventative focus to end elder abuse, and education initiatives that aim to 
address ageism

• Implementation of an intergenerational community-wide plan to increase awareness and 
galvanise responses

• For digitally-excluded community members, improved access to information
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PRIORITY AREA 3
Strengthen service responses

The National Plan established Commonwealth-funded specialist front-line 
support services in a very limited range of locations, and required states and 
territories to continue to provide and strengthen front-line responses.*

The next National Plan should ensure:

• Equity of access to specialist services, with a view to geographical distribution and 
considerations of intersectionality based on need

• State and territory front-line specialist services are adequately resourced and equivalent 
across the nation

• Service responses are developed that address the needs of perpetrators of abuse and 
neglect of older people

• The National Plan articulates quality and safety standards and safeguards for front-line services

PRIORITY AREA 4
Plan for future decision-making

The National Plan asked states and territories to consider options for harmonising 
enduring powers of attorney to achieve greater national consistency, to investigate 
the creation of an online register for enduring powers of attorney and to find 
better ways of informing people of rights and obligations when entering into 
arrangements that allow for another person to make decisions on their behalf.

The sector supports ongoing work in these areas and asks that the National Plan include a commitment 
to timelines for these activities.

The next National Plan should:

• Ensure future decision-making is approached within a human rights framework

• Include timelines for harmonising enduring powers of attorney and creating a national 
online register

• Allow for better assessment and support for those with cognitive impairment, and 
encourage supported decision-making as the preferred option

* In this context, front-line services encompass direct elder abuse service response (such as individual advocacy and support, legal assistance, 
mediation and counselling). It does not include universal services that support older people by identifying and referring on (such as health, allied 
health, mental health or emergency services).
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The National Plan included a commitment to review gaps in safeguarding 
provisions across state and territory legislation, while continuing to reform the 
Commonwealth’s regulatory framework for aged care.

The sector asks that further safeguarding provisions:

• Are guided by a human rights framework

• Reduce fragmentation and associated issues of geographic inequity 

• Address social isolation and family conflict as root causes of vulnerability

• Align with aged care reform to improve independent accrediting and regulatory bodies

PRIORITY AREA 5
Strengthen safeguards for 
vulnerable older adults
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Discussion and 
recommendations
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Background

Representatives of more than 40 key stakeholders in the elder abuse sector met in February 2022 to 
workshop actions to inform the next National Plan to Respond to the Abuse of Older Australians. The 
workshop took place immediately after the National Elder Abuse Conference where delegates were 
also able to feed into this process. 

Workshop participants and conference delegates acknowledged some progress in priority areas 
(including the recent release of data from the National Elder Abuse Prevalence Study and the funding 
of specialist elder abuse services in some locations), but noted there had been little change to the 
prevalence of abuse and the services and systems available to address and prevent it. It was perceived 
that even where progress had been made it was poorly communicated to the sector, increasing the 
sense of inaction. 

The findings of the prevalence study indicated a significant rate of neglect being experienced by older 
Australians, and it was felt the next National Plan needs to directly address this. In addition, the study 
suggests that the term ‘elder abuse’ is problematic, particularly for First Nations communities, and 
does not properly reflect this element of neglect.

The sector comprises diverse services, organisations and peak bodies whose members and staff share 
a strong commitment to address elder abuse in Australia and improve the wellbeing of older people 
and their families. This document distils our experience, knowledge and passion with the aim of:

• Supporting governments to formulate a new National Plan that identifies effective, 
achievable outcomes

• Maximising the impact of funding and investment to address a critical national need

Through the workshop, conference and consultation, we have identified core goals for the next 
iteration of the National Plan. It is hoped that the next National Plan will draw the sector together to 
effect social transformation in the treatment of older people.
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Key principles

The Plan should declare an aim to end abuse and neglect of older people, consistent with the aims of 
the proposed National Plan to End Violence against Women and Children, and emphasise no level of 
abuse or neglect of older people to be tolerable.

The National Plan should be developed around foundation principles drawn from the National Elder 
Abuse Prevalence Study, and the four pillars described in the draft National Plan to End Violence 
against Women and Children (Prevention, Early Intervention, Response and Recovery) to support a 
holistic and integrated framework for policy and programme development.

HUMAN RIGHTS FRAMEWORK
To achieve meaningful and enduring results in ending abuse and neglect of older people, our 
society must elevate the status and value of older people in Australia. A society-wide transformation 
is needed, and a human rights framework would provide parameters that are well-known and 
understood in Australia and globally, while challenging ageist assumptions that enable abuse and 
licence inaction in response to abuse. 

A human rights framework would encourage:

• Positive public portrayals of older people, recognising them as whole persons with full agency of 
their lives

• Deliberate making and holding space in public life (as a matter of right, not as a gesture of 
generosity or tokenism) for the voices, images and actions of older people, demonstrating that 
‘ageing concerns’ are not niche issues, but universal

• Ageism to be exposed and rebutted anywhere and everywhere

• An explicit culture of respect for the dignity and innate value of all members of our community

• Strength-based frameworks for service responses and interventions

Fundamentally, the next National Plan should prioritise four key principles:

1

2

A strong human rights focus

Recognition of the diverse identities and characteristics of our older population 
and their experiences, including our First Nations people

3

4

Whole of government approach

Inclusion of older people’s voices, contributions and visibility
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• Service delivery that is person-centred and integrated; for example, by:

 − Being culturally safe

 − Not outsourcing to older people and their families the huge burden of navigating complex 
health, social service, legal and aged care systems

• User co-designed policies, laws and services that emphasise outcomes valued by users, supported 
by a compliance framework based on principles of responsive and credible regulation1

A human rights framework could be the basis for an international convention on the rights of older 
people, supporting legislation and programmes that are human rights-centred and that move away 
from arrangements that segregate and ‘other’ older people and those who work with them. Amid 
the findings of the Aged Care Royal Commission and the National Elder Abuse Prevalence Survey, it 
is no longer tenable for Australian governments to deny the urgent need for public commitment to 
recognise and protect the human rights of older people. 

A human rights framework would also challenge insidious narratives, rooted in ageism, ableism 
and gendered concepts, that foster the invisiblity of older people who do not meet the norms 
and expectations that emerge from the preceding attitudes. This would assist in challenging the 
instrumentalisation of older people (seeing them as valuable members of society only if, and to the extent 
that, they contribute to society through paid or unpaid work), and the valorisation of independence, to 
the detriment of those who do not meet society’s (arbitrary) standards of independence or invulnerability.

In short, a human rights framework would robustly articulate that older people, like all others, have 
dignity and inherent value.

INCLUSIVITY AND INTERSECTIONALITY
Intersectionality refers to the ways a person’s identity can have multiple aspects and characteristics, 
which can affect how they experience the world. In particular, aspects of a person’s identity such as their 
ethnicity, Aboriginality, gender identity, sexual orientation, religion, age, ability, nationality, education, 
experience of social determinants of health, poverty and more, can expose them to discrimination and 
marginalisation. This is no less true of the older generations than any other, and the National Plan must 
acknowledge the importance of recognising intersectionality and heterogeneity of older people. 

The National Plan should ensure that activities under its remit are inclusive and address the systems 
and structures within our society that result in discrimination, inequalities and marginalisation. It 
must do so in a meaningful and practical way, rather than glossing over the profound implications of 
intersecting circumstances in ‘shopping lists’.

People who experience disadvantage, discrimination and social exclusion are at higher risk of social 
isolation and may find it harder to seek and receive help to address abuse or to identify unmet needs 
or neglect. Isolation is associated with vulnerability to abuse. Implementation of the National Plan must 
be considerate of this, and work to ensure inclusivity and equity.

1. Braithwaite (2011) ‘The essence of responsive regulation’ UBC Law Review 44(3), 475-520
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WHOLE-OF-GOVERNMENT RESPONSE
The sector sees value in a ten-year overall plan with shorter-term action plans to guide 
implementation, involving a whole-of-government approach across the three tiers of government. 

The abuse and neglect of older Australians is not an issue restricted to the area of ageing or health or 
the justice system. Addressing it requires a commitment from all levels and portfolios of government to 
implement community-wide intergenerational primary prevention activities, coupled with interventions 
and supports that address individual experience. Activities—and the outcomes they generate—covered 
by the National Plan should be co-designed with the communities where they will be implemented, such 
as identified priority communities or cohorts, to ensure they align with outcomes valued by older people.

In addition, the National Plan should incorporate links to other national and international strategies 
regarding elder abuse and the safeguarding of vulnerable people. In particular, a national strategy for 
ageing, to support older Australians in all aspects of their life, should be directly linked to this National 
Plan focused on abuse and neglect. The federal government has strategic documents within multiple 
portfolios that touch vitally on the concerns of EAAA’s constituents. These include:

• Current draft National Plan to End Violence 
Against Women and Children and the 
proposed dedicated Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander action plan 

• Australia’s Disability Strategy 2021–2031

• National Legal Assistance Partnership 2020–25

• National Housing and Homelessness 
Agreement

• National Framework for Protecting Australia’s 
Children 2021–2031

• National Action Plan for the Health of 
Children and Young People

• Closing the Gap implementation plans

• National Mental Health and Suicide 
Prevention Plan

• Australia’s National Action Plan on Women, 
Peace and Security

• National Action Plan to Combat Modern 
Slavery

A whole of government approach that recognises intersectionality and polyvictimisation would require, 
at a minimum, an overarching strategic view taken by the Commonwealth to ensure conceptual 
alignment across its own portfolios. 

VISIBILITY AND THE VOICES OF OLDER AUSTRALIANS
The stories and experiences of older people must be meaningfully included in development and 
implementation of this next national plan. This is particularly true for:

• Older people living in residential aged care 
or similar

• Older people with cognitive impairment and 
dementia (community dwelling and non-
community dwelling)

• Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander populations

• Older people who belong to LGBTIQA 
communities

• Older people with specific disabilities or long-
term medical conditions

• People from culturally and linguisitically 
diverse communities

The sector acknowledges that specialist services already work with these community groups and that 
resourcing is required for those services to be able to further support elder abuse responses within 
their community. These groups are best placed to respond to the needs of their communities. There 
should be significant consultation with these marginalised population groups to determine a culturally 
appropriate response.
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PRIORITY AREA 1
Enhance our understanding

This priority area of the current National Plan encompassed the prevalence 
study, establishment of a national set of research priorities, improving the 
ability to share learnings from existing programs, and evaluation and reporting 
on the National Plan.

The sector believes the next National Plan should include:

• A focus on research — intervention and prevention should be evidence-based, inclusive 
and evaluated

• A focus on addressing the gaps identified in the National Elder Abuse Prevalence Study

• Improved monitoring and review of the National Plan, and opportunities for structured 
sharing of learnings

A FOCUS ON RESEARCH
An initiative of the National Plan was to develop an agreed set of national research priorities and a 
minimum data set to ensure research is targeted and effective, and help to avoid duplication across 
states and territories. 

The sector asks that a set of research priorities is agreed upon within a set timeframe 
and there is strong sector engagement in setting these priorities.

The workshop identified some agreed sector research priorities, including:

• Perpetrators and risk factors (such as homelessness, mental health issues, abuse within carer 
relationships and complex needs), to better understand why individuals engage in elder abuse, 
and what levers could be pulled to mitigate these circumstances and prevent the abuse

• Protective factors that can mitigate the risk of a person experiencing neglect or abuse, including a 
life course approach incorporating prior experiences of abuse

• Prevalence of abuse and neglect in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander populations, people with 
cognitive impairment and dementia, and residents of aged care and other institutional settings2

• Neglect and unintentional abuse

• Risk and protective factors within care relationships involving older people and older carers

• Barriers to seeking help, with an intersectional focus

• Intergenerational programmes that can mitigate ageism

2. To refine the prevalence findings of research commissioned by the Royal Commission into Aged Care Quality and Safety
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• Transferrability (and non-transferrablity) of findings from domestic and family violence research

• Cost-service experiences

• Intersections between aged care and acute health care for the older person dealing with these 
two systems

Intervention responses and prevention activities should be evidence-based, inclusive and evaluated. 
This requires a commitment to relevant and timely research, and the translation of this knowledge 
into practice. Research design should be informed by lived experience, and acknowledge that different 
epistemologies demand an inclusive understanding of what is meant by terms such as ‘evidence-
based’ and ‘evidence-informed’.

ELDER ABUSE PREVALENCE STUDY
The sector was pleased to see the data from this important survey released in December 2021. It is 
anticipated that the sector will use this data to develop their programs and refine their focus as necessary.

The National Elder Abuse Prevalence Study is a foundational document. In the next 
National Plan the sector asks to see a commitment to addressing the gaps that were 
acknowledged as significant limitations of the study, including the prevalence and nature 
of elder abuse in:

• Older people living in residential aged care or similar

• Older people with cognitive impairment and dementia (community dwelling and non-community 
dwelling)

• Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander populations

• Older people who belong to LGBTIQA communities

• Older people with specific disabilities or long-term medical conditions

• People from culturally and linguisitically diverse communities3

The findings also indicate need for further research into:

• Neglect (and its subtypes and causes)

• People without support to engage in activities of daily living or in social, cultural, sporting or  
other activities

• Sexual abuse of older people

National data collection of elder abuse is neither collected nor reported on consistently. 
The sector asks for investment in robust data collection for elder abuse services and 
through global services. Any data collection should include the Australian Bureau of 
Statistics (ABS) Standard for Sex, Gender, Variations of Sex Characteristics and Sexual 
Orientation Variables (2020 Standard)4

3. https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/standards/standards-statistics-cultural-and-language-diversity/latest-release  
The Australian Institute of Family Studies acknowledges the limitations of the CALD sub-sample within the National Elder Abuse Prevalence Survey, 
and the caution needed in interpreting any results related to this sub-sample
4. https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/standards/standard-sex-gender-variations-sex-characteristics-and-sexual-orientation-variables/latest-
release#:~:text=The%20Standard%20for%20Sex%2C%20Gender,of%20sex%20characteristics%20and%20sexual
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MONITORING AND REVIEW OF THE NATIONAL PLAN AND THE SHARING 
OF LEARNINGS
The National Plan would be measurably more effective if the activities that related to its 
implementation were properly monitored and evaluated against the priorities of the Plan, with 
learnings shared across states and territories. 

The sector asks that annual reports to Parliament reveal progress through milestones, 
including measurable outcomes that are meaningful to older people, with specific lines 
of accountability (including mechanisms that allow for evaluation of post-intervention 
impact). Service provision and commissioned grants related to the National Plan should 
include deliverables against specified time frames and transparent sharing to the sector.

The sector believes that named agencies of government must be accountable for implementation. 
Ending abuse and neglect of older people is an urgent national and cross-portfolio priority. Ministers, 
government departments and named agencies must be accountable for implementation, under the 
oversight of a senior minister in one of the central portfolios. For too long, the rights of older people 
have lacked the attention of senior ministers and suffered from a reductive policy lens, through which 
older people are recognised only in respect of their perceived care needs and dependence on the 
broader community.
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PRIORITY AREA 2
Improve community awareness 
and access to information

The National Plan included short-term goals to develop a communication 
strategy that would increase understanding and awareness of elder abuse in 
the community, and the building of a national online knowledge hub (known as 
Compass). Both of these initiatives should continue.

In addition, the sector believes the next National Plan should include:

• A strong preventative focus and education initiatives that aim to dismantle ageism

• Implementation of an intergenerational community-wide plan to galvanise awareness 
and response

• Improvements in access to information for digitally-excluded community members.

Acknowledging that awareness-raising of elder abuse within Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
communities should be community led, the sector supports the proposal put forward by the Victorian 
Committee Aboriginal Aged Care and Disability (refer to Appendix). Projects with similar aims could be 
developed and co-designed to be specific to Aboriginal communities in each state and territory. 

PREVENTATIVE FOCUS AND EDUCATION INITIATIVES THAT ADDRESS AGEISM
Community awareness of elder abuse has increased in recent years but there is still a long way to 
go to translate this awareness into effective primary prevention. Further education is necessary for 
people to better understand the risks and safeguards of abuse in all contexts and for individuals and 
organisations to know how to respond. 

Ageism is the context in which abuse and neglect of older people occurs, where older people are 
marginalised and disrespected, and their experiences are not believed and validated. Education initiatives 
and awareness campaigns that dismantle ageism and empower older people can promote the agency 
and respect of older people. Addressing ageism as a significant driver of abuse is supported by research 
and collaborations, including work by the Australian Human Rights Commission, Eastern Community Legal 
Centre’s Primary Prevention Framework and the EveryAGE Counts campaign to shift social norms.5 These 
works (and others within the sector) provide messaging recommendations that greatly assist conversations 
around age, ageing and issues affecting older people in ways that reduce ageist attitudes and behaviours. 

The sector asks that, with input from EAAA, a priority be placed on education initiatives 
and awareness campaigns that address ageism and empower older people to promote 
the agency and respect of older people, including:

5. For more information about the Eastern Elder Abuse Network Primary Prevention Framework visit 
https://eclc.org.au/what-we-do/partnerships-and-projects/elder-abuse/
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• The creation of a sector-led national primary prevention working group

• A national approach to messaging, inclusive of diverse groups

• An advisory group of older people

• Specific short and medium term goals and an evaluation framework to track the effectiveness 
of activities

INTERGENERATIONAL COMMUNITY-WIDE PLAN
Intergenerational contact interventions are among the most effective ways to reduce ageism. Such 
contact can reduce intergroup prejudice and stereotypes.

The sector notes that primary prevention reviews conducted by the National Ageing Research Institute 
(NARI) show that there is limited high-quality evidence regarding the implementation, evaluation and 
effectiveness of elder abuse primary prevention interventions.6 The sector recommends that Compass 
auspices the creation of an online resource to brief communities around intergenerational activities 
(and to generate better data for evaluation).

The sector asks that the new National Plan prioritises the creation of an intergenerational 
community-wide plan to foster interaction between generations. 

The sector considers that the creation of this resource would require:

• Consultation with NARI and other sources to draw upon their knowledge and expertise 

• Evaluation of standard measures to shape programme design 

• Community support and a focus on standardisation (including a standard reporting framework)

• Dissemination to interested community groups and promotion of uptake through sector conferences 

• Creation of a community of practice

IMPROVE ACCESS TO INFORMATION FOR THE DIGITALLY EXCLUDED
Older Australians are known to be the most digitally excluded.7 The value of the Compass website could be 
maximised by accommodating those who do not have digital access (noting that barriers are various and 
include lack of internet connection or suitable technology, low digital literacy, financial barriers, privacy, etc). 

The sector asks that the plan funds a pilot of an additional ‘live talk’ function to make Compass’s 
work more inclusive. This service would answer phone calls from those in the community 
without digital access. Callers who needed further support would be directed through the Elder 
Helpline to their local organisation. Live talk design would be based on sector consultations with 
current state-based elder abuse service support lines that offer advice and triage. 

The sector asks that the National Plan provides funding for a project to improve access to 
the Compass website. The project would include:

• Community consultations to establish need

• Review of practice in phone response services specialising in abuse and neglect of older people

• A trial service, with evaluation on outcomes, performance measures and long-term community value.

6. Brijnath, B, O’Halloran, K, Lock, K, Feldman, P, Claff, L, & Dow, B (2021) Primary prevention of family violence among older people living in Victoria. Respect Victoria
7. As confirmed in the Australian Digital Inclusion Index, accessed at https://www.digitalinclusionindex.org.au/digital-inclusion-the-australian-context-in-2021/
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PRIORITY AREA 3
Strengthen service responses

The National Plan included the establishment (and evaluation) of Commonwealth-
funded specialist front-line support services for older people experiencing 
abuse and neglect in a very limited range of locations, and required states and 
territories to continue to provide and strengthen front-line responses.8

The next National Plan should ensure:

• Equity of access to specialist services, with a view to geographical distribution and 
considerations of intersectionality based on need and reflective of the Prevalence Study

• State and territory front-line specialist services are adequately resourced and suitably 
accessible across the nation

• Service responses are developed that address the needs of perpetrators of abuse and 
neglect of older people

• Quality and safety standards, and safeguards for front-line services, are articulated

The National Plan should announce a basis for ongoing strategic investment by all tiers of government 
in services across prevention, early intervention, response and recovery. The Plan should commit to 
investment that:

• Addresses structural issues that transcend the capacity of individual service types, such as housing, 
poverty, social isolation and health

• Encourages and supports service collaboration:

 − In ways that remove the burden of fragmentation from the shoulders of service users 
(e.g., ‘no wrong door’)

 − That recognises the complex and non-linear nature of those in need of services

• Enhances geographic equity, supporting outreach and connection

• Supports workforce development to enable services to attract, retain and develop specialist workers

• Supports ongoing and transparent evaluation by reviewers with expertise in delivery of social services

EQUITY OF ACCESS TO SPECIALIST ELDER ABUSE SERVICES
Elder abuse service trials were established and recently re-funded. The continuous evaluation of 
these services needs to be shared with the sector in a timely way, so that service providers can make 
evidence-based changes that may better meet the needs of their clients.

The sector would like to see specialist services and other integrated responses available to older people 
in all locations and with a view to considerations of intersectionality and needs of priority populations, 
cohorts or communities. 

8. In this context, front-line services encompass direct elder abuse service response (such as individual advocacy and support, legal assistance, 
mediation and counselling). They do not include universal services that support older people by identifying and referring (such as health, allied 
health, mental health or emergency services)

Our nation’s shame 19



The sector asks that the National Plan includes an assessment of need according to region 
and populations of older people, and reflective of the National Elder Abuse Prevalence Study.

FRONT-LINE RESPONSES TO BE ADEQUATELY RESOURCED
The sectors within each state and territory, supported by governments, have developed individual 
front-line response services to support older people experiencing elder abuse (independent of the 
specialist service trials funded directly by the Commonwealth). 

The sector asks that the National Plan supports the sustained resourcing of equitable and 
accessible services, with attention to intersectionality and priority populations. We ask that 
diverse communities co-design services appropriate to their needs and that outcomes also 
be co-designed, to ensure they are outcomes valued by the communities for whom they are 
intended to benefit.

There needs to be an expanded focus to include better elder abuse recognition and support through 
universal health services that work with older people, government services (Services Australia, My Aged 
Care, NDIS, and Carer Gateway) and financial institutions.

Front-line responses include law enforcement and justice system responses. The sector asks 
for the National Plan to reflect the need for informed and compassionate policing, which 
requires investment in training and education of police, prosecutors, judicial officers and 
workers in the carceral systems.

SERVICE RESPONSES THAT ADDRESS NEEDS OF PERPETRATORS OF 
ELDER ABUSE
The sector has long identified the gap in assisting people who perpetrate elder abuse to stop. The 
context of this abuse is often complex and includes factors such as insecure housing, mental health, 
disability requiring care, cognitive impairment and dementia, substance abuse, intergenerational 
trauma, the effects of colonisation and long histories of family violence and conflictual dynamics. 

There is a need for service responses to support perpetrators at risk of, or engaged in, abuse and neglect of 
older people, and to effect enduring change that addresses the drivers of abuse and neglect. This includes 
providing support not only for the dyad of older person and the person abusing or neglecting them, but 
also for other family members. The provision of effective services is likely to encourage the older person to 
seek help and address the abuse or neglect they are experiencing, and to enable enduring transformation 
of family dynamics. This can function as a preventative measure for intergenerational violence.

The sector asks that the National Plan includes a commitment to trialling pilot support 
services for perpetrators of elder abuse in a variety of contexts. 

DEVELOPMENT OF NATIONAL STANDARDS

The sector asks for the National Plan to include a commitment to resourcing the 
development of national standards related to the identification of elder abuse and 
subsequent referral pathways for services and, as appropriate, to different sectors.
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PRIORITY AREA 4
Plan for future decision-making

The National Plan provided for states and territories to consider options for 
harmonising enduring powers of attorney to achieve greater national consistency, 
to investigate the creation of an online register for enduring powers of attorney 
and to find better ways of informing people of rights and obligations when entering 
arrangements that allow for another person to make decisions on their behalf.

The sector supports ongoing work in these areas and asks that National Plan includes a 
commitment to timelines for these activities. Any reforms to or creation of new decision-
making instruments should be grounded in an explicit human rights framework.

The National Plan should also support increased efforts to prevent and address abuse and neglect of 
older people with a cognitive impairment and dementia, encouraging supported decision-making as 
the preferred option.

The next National Plan should:

• Ensure future decision-making is approached within a human rights framework

• Include timelines for harmonising enduring powers of attorney and creating a national 
online register

• Allow for better assessment and support for those with cognitive impairment and dementia

DECISION-MAKING WITHIN A HUMAN RIGHTS FRAMEWORK
All Australians should have access to legal arrangements that:

• Support their quality of life, including through embracing dignity of risk, according to their rights, 
wishes, preferences, values and capacities 

• Empower them to express their individuality and draw on their own strengths/abilities as they see fit 

• Enable their community engagement, inclusion and participation, support to maintain valued 
family and social connections, access to justice, access to health care and allied health services, 
nursing services, mental health services and palliative care services in seamless, place-based and 
culturally safe formats

Effective advance planning instruments can support these goals. Ineffective, unclear and uncertain 
planning, or lack of planning, can thwart their realisation. 

Multiple reviews, inquiries and consultations over decades have made detailed recommendations and 
proposals for the law reform necessary for effective instruments. It is past time to translate talk into action.
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HARMONISE ENDURING POWERS OF ATTORNEY AND CREATE A 
NATIONAL ONLINE REGISTER
Reforms to support advance planning instruments are vital to nurturing an inclusive and diverse society 
that respects and values its older members and minimises opportunities for abuse and exploitation. 
Nationally effective laws and cultural norms around wills, enduring powers of attorney, family 
agreements and like instruments have the potential to support autonomy, dignity and healthy family 
connections, and to enhance prevention, detection and remediation of neglect and abuse of older people. 

The sector supports moves to harmonise enduring powers of attorney options and create an online 
register. The next iteration of the National Plan should spell out and commit to timelines for these activities. 

The sector asks for funding to support older people in understanding and accessing the 
national online register. 

Reforms should be guided by a principle of reducing fragmentation faced by principals, agents and 
third parties when seeking to use planning instruments.

As in numerous policy domains, users of future-planning instruments are confronted with fragmented 
laws and systems including: 

• Gaps in mutual recognition of instruments9

• Inconsistent legislation about foundational concepts such as tests for decision-making capacity 

• Differing formats 

• Differences in the powers that can be conferred on agents

• Various remedies for misuse10

BETTER ASSESSMENT AND SUPPORT FOR THOSE WITH COGNITIVE 
IMPAIRMENT AND DEMENTIA

The sector asks for increased efforts to prevent and address abuse and neglect of 
people with a cognitive impairment and dementia, and national implementation of 
recommendations made in Report 124 of the Australian Law Reform Commission, Equality, 
Capacity and Disability in Commonwealth Laws; in particular, recommendations relating to: 

• The National Decision-Making Principles 

• Supported decision-making in Commonwealth laws (See recommendations 6-1, 6-2, 6-3, 6-4)

• The application of National Decision-Making Principles to restrictive practices in the contexts of the 
NDIS, aged care and health care. (See recommendations 8-1 and 8-2)

• The review of state and territory governments laws for consistency with the National Decision-
Making Principles and the Commonwealth decision-making model (See recommendation 10-1)

9. See, e.g., AGAC Options paper (2018); Older people report, paragraphs 3.37ff, recommendations 16 and 17
10. See ALRC Report 131, paragraph 5.13. At paragraphs 5.96-5.98, the ALRC noted restrictions on the jurisdiction of state and territory courts 
and tribunals to hear matters involving residents of different states. This is an additional strand of fragmentation confronting principals, 
attorneys and third parties. See also AGAC Options paper (2018), especially section 6.3
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The National Plan must acknowledge that those with a cognitive impairment and dementia can still 
participate in decision-making and should be supported to do so in accordance with human rights 
principles. These supported decision-making models should be harmonised across states and territories.

The sector asks for more education (for professionals and the community) on strengths-based 
approaches on how to better support decision-making for older people with impaired capacity. 

The sector asks for research to be undertaken into the nature and prevalence of abuse and 
neglect of older people living with a cognitive impairment and dementia; this was a major 
(acknowledged) limitation of the Prevalence Study. 

Our nation’s shame 23



PRIORITY AREA 5
Strengthen safeguards for 
vulnerable older adults

The National Plan included a commitment to review gaps in safeguarding 
provisions across state and territory legislation, while continuing to reform the 
Commonwealth’s regulatory framework for residential and community aged care.

The sector asks that further safeguarding provisions:

• Are guided by a human rights framework

• Reduce fragmentation and associated issues of geographic inequity 

• Address social isolation and family conflict as root causes of vulnerability

• Align with aged care reform to improve independent accrediting and regulatory bodies

The sector asks that the next National Plan:

• Acknowledge that the purpose and scope of adult safeguarding is to honour, protect and 
vindicate the human rights of older people, as acknowledged in international instruments 
to which Australia is a party

• Identify steps to be taken to reform safeguarding laws to become human rights 
safeguarding laws, guided by principles of participation, accountability, non-discrimination 
and equality, empowerment and legality

• Identify measures by which Australia could take leadership in the development of an 
international convention on the rights of older people

HUMAN RIGHTS FRAMEWORK
The sector believes that human rights must guide reforms to strengthen safeguards. In particular, 
the human rights of older people must be explicitly centred as defining the purpose and scope of 
safeguarding arrangements.
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REDUCE FRAGMENTATION
As canvassed in relation to Priority area 4, the next National Plan should be guided by a principle of 
reducing fragmentation, including by governments taking up the highly complex challenge of geographic 
equity, so that the degree and kind of ‘safeguards and remedies’ is not contingent on location.

The sector asks that the next National Plan includes explicit targets for reducing 
fragmentation in safeguarding laws (or at least ensuring that its burden is not borne by 
older people and their families and carers), with timelines for achievement. These should 
be developed in consultation with the sector and with expert agencies (such as Australian 
Guardianship and Administrative Council) and other stakeholders.

The sector asks that the next National Plan recognises and supports collaborative service 
provision, recognising that people access support by a range of different means. Reducing 
fragmentation includes ensuring that channel of access does not impact the kind of 
support they receive; holistic, collaborative service provision supports people to access the 
appropriate safeguarding service to meet their particular needs, regardless of where and 
how they enter the system.

ADDRESS SOCIAL ISOLATION AND FAMILY CONFLICT
The need for adult safeguarding interventions emerges from a confluence of factors. Of particular 
concern, in light of the National Elder Abuse Prevalence Study findings, are social isolation and/or 
family dynamics characterised by violence and conflict. Neither factor is amenable to a transactional 
or isolated tribunal hearing and order, or to a series of disconnected interventions that leave root 
causes unaddressed.

The sector asks that the next National Plan identifies social connection (or re-connection) 
and family relationships free of violence, abuse and neglect as objectives in their own 
rights and as enablers to end violence, abuse and neglect of older people.

These goals are achievable through holistic, relational services that: 

• Centre the older person’s choices, will and preferences 

• Identify unmet needs across the family unit 

• Work with the older person and the family over time to embed new skills and resources

• Provide options for accessible, high-quality home-based care and support to address issues rather 
than using admission to residential aged care as a solution
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ACCREDITATION AND REGULATION OF AGED CARE
The Royal Commission into Aged Care Quality and Safety exposed deplorable shortcomings in the 
regulatory settings for residential aged care facilities. These included:

• Regulatory capture (enabled by chronic under-funding of regulators) and a ‘set and forget’ 
approach to accreditation 

• A naïve reliance on market-based mechanisms to promote innovation and incentivise quality 

• Failure to acknowledge that intractable inelasticity of supply and demand would, in aged care, 
irretrievably distort the market forces upon which those mechanisms are based 

• Failure to acknowledge the vast asymmetry of knowledge, power and information between 
residents and service providers, entrenched by an absence (and sometimes withholding) of 
accessible, transparent, accurate and up-to-date information necessary to make informed choices

The sector asks that the next National Plan aligns with aged care reforms to ensure 
that these issues are addressed, particularly through the establishment and adequate 
resourcing of independent accrediting and regulatory agencies that operate with robust 
cultures of independence and enforcement. The new Aged Care Act must safeguard the rights 
of all older people receiving aged care services, with specific reference to use of restrictive 
practices (physical and chemical restraint) and the Serious Incident Response Scheme.

The sector asks that, in tandem with measures to improve quality and safety of residential 
aged care facilities, measures be introduced to ensure that the abuse and neglect that we have 
seen in those facilities are not replicated in homes or other community residential settings.
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Appendix
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Victorian Committee Aboriginal 
Aged Care & Disability (VCAACD) 

PROPOSAL OVERVIEW
This document acknowledges the vicious nature of elder abuse for Aboriginal peoples. It also proposes 
a project plan to focus on educating Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations, (ACCOs), 
communities and our Elders, to understand the various levels and types of elder abuse.

There is limited research available in relation to elder abuse in Aboriginal families. However, the VCAACD 
has identified the importance of undertaking research to address intergenerational elder abuse.

According to the 2018 National Ageing Research Institute framework, it was found the associated 
factors of elder abuse were:

• Individual – related to the circumstances of the ‘older’ person or the ‘person of trust’, including 
demographics, living situation, health and wellbeing, risk taking behaviours, as well as personal 
relationships

• Community – related to broad level factors, such as those associated with living in aged care and 
service availability

• Cultural – encompassing beliefs and cultural norms at a society level around discrimination, 
ageism, intergenerational trauma and family violence.

Society-wide factors such as ageing and discrimination affect Aboriginal as well as non-Indigenous 
people. However, the experiences of Elders in Aboriginal communities reflect a unique cultural and 
historical context. 

Aboriginal people represent the oldest, living continuous culture. The health and wellbeing of 
Aboriginal communities continue to be affected by colonisation and intergenerational trauma.

With the lack of culturally appropriate services and support around elder abuse in Victoria, the 
VCAACD has developed a proposal that addresses these issues. 

Vicki Walker 
Yorta Yorta mob – Njernda Aboriginal Cooperative, Echuca Victoria

Sharon Kingaby 
Koka Bera mob – La Trobe Community Health Service, Morwell, Victoria 

Chanoa Cooper 
Moirban & Wiradjuri mob – Rumbalara Aboriginal Cooperative, Mooroopna, Victoria

Margaret Clarke 
Muthi Muthi mob – VCAACD (VACCHO) Melbourne, Victoria

When the title Aboriginal is used in the following proposal/actions, it refers to both Aboriginal & Torres Strait Islander peoples.

The following detailed proposal/actions are specifically tailored for Victorian Aboriginal communities; however, the model may be 
adapted to communities outside Victoria.
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PROPOSAL OBJECTIVES
The VCAACD aims to help Aboriginal communities to identify elder abuse, increase the reporting of 
abuse and seek to support our communities. This project is a way of conducting culturally appropriate 
community consultation to address the lack of research in this space.

The need:

• Upskill and provide training to ACCOs across 
Victoria

• Educate Elders, families and community on 
elder abuse

• Further develop culturally appropriate 
materials and resources

• Approach support for Elders who experience 
abuse in a holistic way

• Ensure Elders feel safe to report elder abuse 
in communities without community or 
authorities’ intervention/consequences, etc

• Increase awareness of resources to learn 
about or report elder abuse

• Give Elders a choice to acknowledge if they 
feel the way they are treated is family/
community sharing or elder abuse.

THE PROJECT
The aim of the project is to provide training to ACCOs staff to enable them to deliver culturally appropriate 
workshops about elder abuse. It is designed to primarily focus on identifying all abuse that targets our 
Elders. We want to see Elders in our communities report any abuse in a culturally safe environment. 
Furthermore, we recommend the development of resources and materials as additional support.

The project will be delivered in three (3) phases.

Phase One (1) Community Consultation

The first phase focuses on community consultations to understand the impact level of elder abuse 
across Victoria from community members. This gives us a gauge of the support and resources that are 
available and ensures ACCOs are accountable in supporting this process, with an outcome to provide 
ongoing support.

Propose the following:

• Employ two Aboriginal Project Officers to conduct community consultations and educate 
Aboriginal communities and organisations on elder abuse. The project position would need to be 
an identified role with a 3-year contract (minimum)

• Project Officers would need to have skills/training and cultural sensitivity to ask the right questions 
of communities on elder abuse and report to EAAA/auspice body

• Select VCAACD committee members to be on interview panel for employment of Project Officer/s.

Phase Two (2) Elder Abuse Training

The second phase will look at the delivery of mandatory elder abuse training sessions. The intent is to 
upskill staff within Aboriginal organisations with elder abuse training. 

2 x 3-hour half-day elder abuse training sessions, morning & afternoon:

1ST GROUP:   9am–12pm 50% of staff attend the morning session – ½ hour lunchbreak

2ND GROUP:    1pm–4pm 50% of staff attend the afternoon session – ½ hour lunchbreak

*Lunch provided by the organisation for their staff
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Phase Three (3) Awareness of Elder Abuse

The third phase focuses on culturally appropriate resources including elder abuse awareness. The aim 
is to ensure these materials are accessible to all generations using appropriate platforms to release 
information, including ads in newspapers/magazines (especially Aboriginal-specific ones such as 
‘Koorie Mail’ and NITV) social media and a hotline.

ACCOs can look at developing resources/materials that are culturally specific to their regions.

CONCLUSION
The goal of this project is to increase reporting of abuse and for elderly people to feel safe 
in doing so. We recommend early intervention programs be developed as this is important 
to breaking the cycles of intergenerational trauma and abuse and a key to addressing elder 
abuse in First Nations Communities.
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Elder abuse: 
our nation’s shame

Elder abuse is a single or repeated act, or lack of appropriate action, occurring within any 
relationship where there is an expectation of trust, which causes harm or distress to an 
older person1.

1. World Health Organization, Elder abuse fact sheet, 4 October 2021

Elder abuse is a shameful reflection on our nation 
and will get worse unless urgent action is taken

One-in-six older 
Australians report 
being abused in the 
past 12 months

61% of older people 
don’t seek help when 
they are abused

Over the next 25 years, 
our number of older 
people will double to 
around 9 million

Perpetrators are often 
family members, mostly 
adult children, but can also 
be friends, neighbours and 
acquaintances

The uncomfortable truth about elder abuse and neglect
Shining a spotlight on our nation’s shame



A recently convened sector-wide summit identified the actions required to make 
meaningful progress. These are substantial and systemic matters that demand a 
deep level of commitment to address. There is no time to waste.

Creating a safer Australia for older people

ACTION 1: Strengthen frontline services
Create equitable access to services so that all older people can obtain 
support across prevention, early intervention, response and recovery

ACTION 2: Invest in research
Determine the economic impact of elder abuse and neglect so we 
understand its true cost, and address the gaps in the elder abuse 
prevalence study

ACTION 3: Improve education and focus on prevention
Invest in primary prevention and awareness campaigns that address 
ageism, empower older people and promote respect across the 
generations

ACTION 4: Harmonise laws and procedures
Fix the raft of inconsistency across state borders and government 
departments that generates confusion, discrimination and unfairness 
for older people

ACTION 5: Give older people a voice
Prioritise the stories and experiences of seniors through every step 
of the process towards an abuse-free Australia



Elder abuse is a human rights issue and laws, policies and frameworks 
must reflect this

Inclusivity and equity are essential to combat elder abuse

Only a whole-of-government response, with named central agencies 
accountable for implementation, is appropriate for this important public 
and social health problem

1

2

3

These actions are underpinned by three 
fundamental principles:

Therefore, our sector demands a 
10-year national strategy 
that delivers an Australia free from 

elder abuse and includes annual 
reports to Parliament demonstrating 

progress through measurable and 
meaningful outcomes and comprises 

specific lines of accountability.

If we don’t act now, we are complicit in this 
deepening tragedy.

For too long, mistreatment of older Australians 
has been allowed to worsen without substantive 

and co-operative efforts to generate change.



Elder Abuse Action Australia is a specialist organisation 
acting to eliminate elder abuse. Our work positively 
impacts the lives of older Australians, their families, 
communities and broader society.

For more information, visit eaaa.org.au

This sector-wide call is supported by:

Community Legal Centres
Australia




