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The Mystery of AgingThe Mystery of Aging

Most of humankind seeks to avoid aging.Most of humankind seeks to avoid aging.
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Added to agingAdded to aging……....

ELDER ABUSEELDER ABUSE
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Elder Abuse  Elder Abuse  -- IncidenceIncidence

For every For every 1 report of abuse1 report of abuse …….5 are .5 are 
unreportedunreported . . (NEAIS 1998)(NEAIS 1998)

Affects at least 3Affects at least 3--6%+ of elders6%+ of elders

Orange County APS receives 600+ Orange County APS receives 600+ 
reports per monthreports per month
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Why is it difficult to detect?Why is it difficult to detect?
–– HeterogeneityHeterogeneity
–– Injuries may mimic medical conditionsInjuries may mimic medical conditions
–– Society avoids agingSociety avoids aging
–– Victims in isolationVictims in isolation
–– Sympathy for caregivers in their positionSympathy for caregivers in their position
–– ““Slippery slopeSlippery slope””
–– Dementia replaces personhoodDementia replaces personhood
–– JudgmentJudgment
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Heterogeneity of AgingHeterogeneity of Aging

The typical 2 year oldThe typical 2 year old

The typical 13 year oldThe typical 13 year old

The typical 80 year oldThe typical 80 year old--????????
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““All he did was lift her nightgownAll he did was lift her nightgown

and rub her breasts. Nobody got and rub her breasts. Nobody got 
hurt.hurt.””

Nursing Home AdministratorNursing Home Administrator
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If itIf it’’s not okay for children, why does it s not okay for children, why does it 
seem okay for older people?seem okay for older people?
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Why donWhy don’’t seniors selft seniors self--report?report?

Mrs. R is an 82 year old woman with mild Mrs. R is an 82 year old woman with mild 
dementia. The police have told her that dementia. The police have told her that 
her son, her caregiver,  forged her her son, her caregiver,  forged her 
signature and took 60K from her account signature and took 60K from her account 
to gamble. She wants her money back, but to gamble. She wants her money back, but 
doesndoesn’’t want her son to be in trouble. t want her son to be in trouble. 
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Community: Low reporting Community: Low reporting 

Fear of Fear of 
consequencesconsequences

Shame and Shame and 
embarrassmentembarrassment

Fear of removal from Fear of removal from 
homehome

Differing perspective Differing perspective 
on cultural diversityon cultural diversity

Fear of INS in Fear of INS in 
immigrations casesimmigrations cases

Fear of Fear of 
consequences to consequences to 
abuserabuser

Intimidation by abuserIntimidation by abuser

Feeling overwhelmedFeeling overwhelmed
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Types of AbuseTypes of Abuse

Neglect Neglect 49% *49% *

EmotionalEmotional 35% *35% *

PhysicalPhysical 30% *30% *

FinancialFinancial 26% *26% *

AbandonmentAbandonment 4% *4% *

SexualSexual 1% *1% * **

(NEAIS, 1998)(NEAIS, 1998)
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CaregiversCaregivers

Community Community 

–– 80% of abusers are relatives80% of abusers are relatives

Nursing HomesNursing Homes
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Caregiver StudyCaregiver Study

129 Caregiver, Care recipient with 129 Caregiver, Care recipient with 
dementia dyadsdementia dyads

Studied prevalence of dementiaStudied prevalence of dementia

Characteristics of abusers/abusedCharacteristics of abusers/abused
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47% positive for elder mistreatment47% positive for elder mistreatment
–– N=36 psychological abuseN=36 psychological abuse

–– N=13 neglectN=13 neglect

–– N=12 physical +psych +/N=12 physical +psych +/-- neglectneglect

Characteristics of abuser:Characteristics of abuser:
Emotional statusEmotional status

Characteristics of abused:Characteristics of abused:
Psychological aggressionPsychological aggression

((WiglesworthWiglesworth, et. al, , et. al, JAGS, 2010, 58(3): 493JAGS, 2010, 58(3): 493--500500))
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How does the public view How does the public view caregivingcaregiving??

How does it affect juries?How does it affect juries?
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The ForensicThe Forensic
ChallengeChallenge

If itIf it’’s not obviouss not obvious

–– Gun shotGun shot

–– Knife woundKnife wound

–– StrangulationStrangulation

But itBut it’’s as a

–– Person with Person with 
dementiadementia

–– Bruising Bruising 

–– Pressure sorePressure sore

–– BurnsBurns

–– NeglectNeglect

–– FractureFracture
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MythsMyths

Older people bruise easily, right?Older people bruise easily, right?

Why?Why?
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Normal AnatomyNormal Anatomy



2222

The AbuserThe Abuser
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DermatoheliosisDermatoheliosis

DermatoDermato + + heliosisheliosis ==

NOT a normal part of aging. NOT a normal part of aging. 

Ultraviolet (UV) light breaks down the Ultraviolet (UV) light breaks down the 
fibers in the skin called fibers in the skin called elastinelastin. . 
–– sag, sag, 

–– stretchstretch

–– and lose its ability to go back into place after and lose its ability to go back into place after 
stretching. stretching. 
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BruisingBruising

Pocket Doc pg 49Pocket Doc pg 49
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When is bruising suspicious trauma versus When is bruising suspicious trauma versus 
accidental trauma?accidental trauma?
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Senile Senile purpurapurpura-- (solar (solar purpurapurpura) skin ) skin 
changes of purple/red bruises, brown skin changes of purple/red bruises, brown skin 
discoloration from increased vessel discoloration from increased vessel 
fragility due to connective tissue damage fragility due to connective tissue damage 
from chronic sun exposurefrom chronic sun exposure
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BruisingBruising

Bruises are traumatic: always caused by traumaBruises are traumatic: always caused by trauma
Bruise= contusionBruise= contusion

Bruises are areas of bleeding caused when blood Bruises are areas of bleeding caused when blood 
vessels breakvessels break

–– EcchymosisEcchymosis is an area >1 cm in diameter. is an area >1 cm in diameter. 

–– PurpuraPurpura (3(3--10 mm)10 mm)

–– PetechiaPetechia (<3 mm)(<3 mm)

Bruising can occur in skin, subcutaneous tissue, muscle, Bruising can occur in skin, subcutaneous tissue, muscle, 
bonebone
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Notes about BruisesNotes about Bruises

Blood follows gravity, so sites of bruising Blood follows gravity, so sites of bruising 
may be away from site of impactmay be away from site of impact--ectopic ectopic 
bruisingbruising

Cannot often date bruises accurately Cannot often date bruises accurately 
based on colorbased on color

Deep bruises may take days to appear.Deep bruises may take days to appear.
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Bruising Study IBruising Study I

Between April 2002 and August 2003, a Between April 2002 and August 2003, a 
survey of 101 seniors was conducted on a  survey of 101 seniors was conducted on a  
daily basis (up to 6 weeks) to document daily basis (up to 6 weeks) to document 
the occurrence, progression and resolution the occurrence, progression and resolution 
of accidental bruises that occurred during of accidental bruises that occurred during 
the observation period.the observation period.
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Location of BruisesLocation of Bruises

(108 bruises at Day 1)

Posterior Anterior
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Summary of ResultsSummary of Results

90% on the extremities90% on the extremities

no bruises on the neck, ears, genitalia, no bruises on the neck, ears, genitalia, 
buttocks, or solesbuttocks, or soles

more likely to know cause if on the trunkmore likely to know cause if on the trunk

16 bruises predominately yellow within the 16 bruises predominately yellow within the 
first 24 hours of onsetfirst 24 hours of onset

if on medications known to impact if on medications known to impact 
coagulation pathways, then more likely to coagulation pathways, then more likely to 
have multiple bruiseshave multiple bruises
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LocationLocation
–– More likely to indicate abuse: head/neck, More likely to indicate abuse: head/neck, 

chest abdomen, buttocks, palms and soles, chest abdomen, buttocks, palms and soles, 
earsears

–– Multiple planes: front/side of neck, inner/outer Multiple planes: front/side of neck, inner/outer 
aspect of armaspect of arm

TimingTiming
–– Deep bruises may take days to appearDeep bruises may take days to appear



3333

Bruising Study IIBruising Study II

Who participated: Who participated: 

67 older adult APS clients seen within 30 67 older adult APS clients seen within 30 
days of a physical abuse incidentdays of a physical abuse incident

Compared with 101 older adults from the Compared with 101 older adults from the 
earlier accidental bruising studyearlier accidental bruising study



3434

Inflicted bruises are largerInflicted bruises are larger

(At least) 72% of physically abused (At least) 72% of physically abused 
older adults had bruisesolder adults had bruises
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Findings: Remembering bruisesFindings: Remembering bruises

24.8% of non24.8% of non--abused elders with bruises abused elders with bruises 
remembered the cause of their bruisesremembered the cause of their bruises

89.6% of abused elders remembered the 89.6% of abused elders remembered the 
cause of at least one bruisecause of at least one bruise

National Institute of Justice 2005National Institute of Justice 2005--IJIJ--CXCX--00480048

WiglesworthWiglesworth, et al: JAGS, 2009, 57(7):1191, et al: JAGS, 2009, 57(7):1191--11961196
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EvaluationEvaluation

LocationLocation

PatternPattern

Unlikely storyUnlikely story

Blood thinner not importantBlood thinner not important
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EvaluationEvaluation

LocationLocation

PatternPattern

Unlikely story (falls)Unlikely story (falls)
–– Bruise on soleBruise on sole

–– 2 types injuries (punching, kick marks)2 types injuries (punching, kick marks)

–– Falls would affect different areas depending Falls would affect different areas depending 
on direction of fallon direction of fall

Guilty pleaGuilty plea-- 1 year jail/3 years probation1 year jail/3 years probation
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Blunt Trauma to the FaceBlunt Trauma to the Face
““Black eyeBlack eye””
–– Trauma to area around the eye causes blood Trauma to area around the eye causes blood 

to drain down with gravity around and under to drain down with gravity around and under 
the eye within hoursthe eye within hours
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Basilar Skull FractureBasilar Skull Fracture

Fractures at the base of the skullFractures at the base of the skull--different typesdifferent types
Fractures of the Fractures of the petrouspetrous temporal bone present temporal bone present 
with CSF with CSF otorrheaotorrhea and bruising over the and bruising over the 
mastoids, mastoids, ieie, Battle sign. , Battle sign. 
Fractures of the anterior cranial Fractures of the anterior cranial fossafossa fractures fractures 
present with CSF present with CSF rhinorrhearhinorrhea and bruising and bruising 
around the eyes, around the eyes, ieie, "raccoon eyes." , "raccoon eyes." 
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Occludes veins and blood backs up into Occludes veins and blood backs up into 
headhead

With increased pressure, arteries will be With increased pressure, arteries will be 
obstructed, stopping blood flow and obstructed, stopping blood flow and 
oxygenoxygen
–– At 10 sec, loss of consciousnessAt 10 sec, loss of consciousness

–– At 1At 1--4 min, permanent brain damage4 min, permanent brain damage
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StrangulationStrangulation

Often missedOften missed

Words are important: Avoid asking if the Words are important: Avoid asking if the 
victim was strangled, rather, ask about victim was strangled, rather, ask about 
‘‘chokingchoking’’, or someone placing their hands , or someone placing their hands 
around  the neck. around  the neck. 

Clues may be a hoarse voice, Clues may be a hoarse voice, ‘‘sniffing sniffing 
positionposition’’, or physical signs around the , or physical signs around the 
neck and face. neck and face. 
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Signs of strangulation:Signs of strangulation:

–– NeckNeck-- Ligatures, hand prints, no marksLigatures, hand prints, no marks

–– FaceFace-- petechiaepetechiae (change color as they heal (change color as they heal 
just like bruises), other injuriesjust like bruises), other injuries

–– HeadHead-- bruises, swellingbruises, swelling
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Physical AbusePhysical Abuse

MedicationsMedications

Hitting, punching, Hitting, punching, 
slappingslapping

RestraintsRestraints

Force feeding Force feeding 
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MedicationsMedications

OverusedOverused

UnderusedUnderused

MisusedMisused
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Physical AbusePhysical Abuse

3 arrested in nursing home deaths in 3 arrested in nursing home deaths in 
Lake IsabellaLake Isabella

Psychotropic drugs were used to Psychotropic drugs were used to 
control residents who didn't need them control residents who didn't need them 
at a Kern Valley Healthcare District at a Kern Valley Healthcare District 
center, complaint alleges. Three people center, complaint alleges. Three people 
died.died.
–– (Feb 20, 2009, LA Times)(Feb 20, 2009, LA Times)
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Other Skin Findings Associated Other Skin Findings Associated 
with Abusewith Abuse

RashesRashes

Pressure UlcerPressure Ulcer--pressure on bony pressure on bony 
prominencesprominences

BurnsBurns
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Normal?Normal?

MoistureMoisture--associated skin damage associated skin damage 
(MASD)(MASD)-- irritation, inflammation, and irritation, inflammation, and 
erosion associated with prolonged erosion associated with prolonged 
exposure of the skin to perspiration, urine, exposure of the skin to perspiration, urine, 
stool, or wound stool, or wound exudateexudate. . 
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Normal?Normal?

Describe this rash:Describe this rash:
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Pressure SoresPressure Sores



5050

Although ulcers are injuries to the skin, Although ulcers are injuries to the skin, 
they are associated with elder abuse they are associated with elder abuse 
neglect rather than physical abuse.neglect rather than physical abuse.

They are common, but often preventable, They are common, but often preventable, 
and definitely treatable. and definitely treatable. 

Pocket Doc pg 52Pocket Doc pg 52
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Regions common for pressure soresRegions common for pressure sores
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BurnsBurns

A burn is a skin injury caused by heat, A burn is a skin injury caused by heat, 
chemicals, electricity, radiation.  chemicals, electricity, radiation.  
11stst degreedegree-- Epidermis, redness, white plaque, minor Epidermis, redness, white plaque, minor 

painpain

22ndnd degreedegree-- Dermis, blistering, usually more than 3 Dermis, blistering, usually more than 3 
weeks to healweeks to heal

33rdrd degreedegree-- Subcutaneous tissue, charring, may need Subcutaneous tissue, charring, may need 
graftsgrafts
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Review of deceasedReview of deceased
–– Soiled sheets and blanketsSoiled sheets and blankets

–– Untreated skin cancersUntreated skin cancers

–– Nails overgrown with dried blood and fecal Nails overgrown with dried blood and fecal 
mattermatter

–– DecubitusDecubitus ulcer matted with fecal matterulcer matted with fecal matter
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DementiaDementia

Increased risk for all Increased risk for all 
types of abusetypes of abuse

Increased risk for all Increased risk for all 
stages of dementiastages of dementia

Delayed diagnosis Delayed diagnosis 
commoncommon
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StagesStages

Early stagesEarly stages-- Difficulty with complex tasks Difficulty with complex tasks 
involving memoryinvolving memory

ModerateModerate-- Difficulty with Intermediate Difficulty with Intermediate 
Activities of Daily Living (Activities of Daily Living (IADLsIADLs))

SevereSevere--Difficulty with Activities of Daily Difficulty with Activities of Daily 
Living (Living (ADLsADLs))
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Executive FunctionExecutive Function
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Mini Mental Status Exam: Not Mini Mental Status Exam: Not 
enoughenough

What it does test:What it does test:
–– MemoryMemory

–– LanguageLanguage

–– AttentionAttention

–– VisualVisual--spatial skillsspatial skills

What it does NOT What it does NOT 
test:test:
–– PersonalityPersonality

–– JudgmentJudgment

–– Abstract reasoningAbstract reasoning

–– Executive functionExecutive function
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Evaluating CapacityEvaluating Capacity

Does not necessarily correlate with the Does not necessarily correlate with the 
stage or type of dementiastage or type of dementia

Capacity for what?Capacity for what?
–– To testify?To testify?

–– To establish vulnerability (incapacity)?To establish vulnerability (incapacity)?
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Center of Excellence on Elder Center of Excellence on Elder 
Abuse and NeglectAbuse and Neglect

www.centeronelderabuse.orgwww.centeronelderabuse.org

lgibbs@uci.edulgibbs@uci.edu


