
 

We need a new strategy to protect older
adults from violent crime
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Compared to younger homicide victims, older homicide victims are
more likely to be women who die in their own home at the hands of a
stranger.

These are among the findings of our review study, published this week,
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examining the prevalence and nature of homicide of older people (aged
65 and over) in the community.

What we did and what we found

We pooled results from 17 studies on homicide in older people to gather
information on the profile of the victim, perpetrator, motive, means and
location.

Across the research we looked at, the homicide rate for adults 65 and
older was 2.02 per 100,000 people. This was half the rate for younger
adults (3.98 per 100,000).

Compared with younger adult homicide victims, we found older
homicide victims were significantly more likely to be female. Some 46%
of victims over 65 were women, compared with 26% of victims under
65.

The perpetrator was a stranger in almost one-quarter (24%) of older
adult homicides, which is 1.8 times the rate seen for younger adult
victims.

In another quarter (25%) of older adult homicides the perpetrator was a
member of the victim's family, which is similar to what we see in
younger adult homicides. But in older adult homicides, intra-familial
victim-offender relationships (for example, a child killing a parent) are
more common, and the perpetrator is less likely to be an intimate
partner.

The majority of the other relationship types were either acquaintances,
or unknown.

The motives most frequently reported for older adult homicides were
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related to an argument between the perpetrator and the victim, and/or
crime-related, for example during a robbery.

Compared with younger adult homicide, older adults were almost three
times more likely to have died during a crime against them, while an
argument was 67% less likely.

In terms of the means, the odds of firearms being used was 62% lower
for older victims. Firearms were involved in less than one-quarter of
older adult homicides, compared to almost half of younger adult
homicides.

While we didn't analyse other means used, we know physical assault
without a weapon is common in this context. Older people may be more
susceptible to assault than younger people because of physical fragility
and poorer biological capacity to recover.

As for the location, older adults were most often killed in their home
(71%). This is almost a four-fold greater level than for younger adults.
This disparity could potentially be explained by the fact older adults
likely spend more time at home compared with younger victims.

COVID could make things worse

While global homicide rates are declining, the rates for older adults
either remain stable or have slightly increased, depending on the data
you look at.

An ageing population could lead to an increase in the homicide rate 
because of factors like caregiver stress, increasing prevalence of mental
illness in the community, and inter-generational familial stressors, such
as financial issues.
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Contemporary pressures on older adults that may increase vulnerability
to violent incidents include lack of appropriate housing, and inadequate
mental health, disability and aged-care support.

Our study didn't address whether the victims lived alone and/or were
isolated from others, which would increase their vulnerability at home.

Importantly, COVID lockdowns have compounded these issues, and
reduced service availability—especially for already marginalised groups
including older adults and women.

Indeed, the pandemic has seen an increase in elder abuse and other
forms of domestic violence.

All of this adds to the complexity of keeping our most vulnerable safe.
We need a different and targeted response to prevent homicides in older
people.

Older adult homicide is different from elder abuse

Elder abuse can incorporate a range of physical, psychological, sexual
and financial abuse and neglect of older people.

Some people may assume older adult homicide is simply an extension of
physical or other types of elder abuse. But this is not the case; the
characteristics we see in homicide cases in older people differ from
elder abuse.

For example, an opportunistic robbery that becomes a fatal assault is
very different to a familial caregiver restricting an older adult's access to
their finances.

Elder abuse as defined by the World Health Organization rarely leads to
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homicide, and homicides are not necessarily the result of ongoing or
recent elder abuse.

Promising elder abuse interventions include caregiver programs,
coordinated responses from multidisciplinary teams, emergency shelters
and screening tools.

But the existing strategies we use to reduce elder abuse may not be
adequate to prevent older adult homicides.

To ascertain what sort of interventions would be most suitable, and to
inform changes in policy and practice, we need better research
describing victims, offenders, incident characteristics and risk factors of
older adult homicides.

Health care professionals should be aware of the contexts in which an
older adult may be more vulnerable to assault or violent death.

Older adults, their friends and family could look to ensure the safety of
the home, reach out to improve social networks and ask for help when
needed.

Our research shows older and younger adult homicides are not identical
phenomena. As such, we need a different and tailored approach to
preventing these violent deaths in older people, who are among the most
vulnerable in our society.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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