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“The glory of young 

men is their 

strength, grey hair the 

splendour of the old.”

(Proverbs 20:29)

-

"He is not of us who 

does not have mercy on 

young children, nor 

honour the elderly" (Al-

Tirmidhi).



Overview 

• About Hourglass 

• The abuse of older people in Scotland 

• Recognizing abuse 

• The role of faith communities

• Get in touch

• Q&A



About Hourglass



Hourglass is the 

only charity 

dedicated to calling 

time on the harm, 

abuse and 

exploitation of 

older people 

across Scotland 

and the UK.



• Awareness-Raising and Outreach

• Campaigning for change 

• Working with older people and 

their loved ones: 

• Helpline

• Casework

• Safer Ageing

What we do 



The Abuse of Older People 

in Scotland





1 in 6
older people 

will experience 

abuse 





• All abuse is underreported 

– Shame 

– Reliance on abusers 

– Lack of knowledge

– Desire to protect others 

– Fear of intervention 

• Family members are most often the perpetrators

– Most think it’s carers or care homes  

• The majority of victims are women over the age of 70

• Men under-report 

What we know



Location of abuse 



Abuse Prevalence Jan. – Mar. 2021

* In 223 cases more than one form of abuse was recorded (31%)



1 in 5 

did not see pushing, 

beating, or hitting an older 

person as abuse 



1 in 4 

did not see taking money 

from an older relatives’ bank 

account or taking precious 

items from their home as 

abuse 



• On twitter, abuse 
of animals was 
mentioned 6 times 
as much as abuse 
of older people

• Out of over 
500,000 tweets 
mentioning 
domestic violence 
and abuse only 
0.3% also 
referenced older 
people



• During lockdowns 31% of all 

Hourglass helpline calls related to 

domestic abuse 

• Calls increased 100% during 

lockdown 

• Half of people in the Scotland 

thought that abuse of older people 

had increased during the lockdown 

Abuse under lockdown 



Recognizing and 

Responding to Abuse

TW: Abuse, incl. emotional, physical, 

sexual 



• ‘Domestic abuse’ grown old - when domestic abuse started earlier in 

life and persists into older age

• Later life relationships which become abusive

• Late onset domestic abuse

• Illness-related abuse

• Social isolation, older age, and mental impairment all lead to greater 

susceptibility 

Is domestic abuse different for 

older people? 

“Domestic violence is seen as a problem for younger 
women, so older women presenting to services may 
be more invisible than their younger counterparts…. 
Like younger women, older women need choices in 

services and supports, and the current system 
provides few of these.”

Domestic Abuse in Older Women (2004) 
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• This includes: 

– Stealing

– Fraud or embezzlement

– Doorstep crime (e.g., bogus 
tradesman)

– Postal, phone, or internet scammers 

– Carers, friends, or family putting 
pressure on older people to make 
financial decisions they wouldn’t 
otherwise make. 

• Often this can be around money or 
possessions, wills, power of attorney, 
etc

Financial Abuse 



• Lack of money for basic 
necessities such as food, heating 
or clothes, despite an adequate 
income. 

• Inability to explain what is 
happening to their income. 

• Unexplained withdrawals, or 
changes in patterns of 
withdrawals, from bank accounts.

• Reluctance from the person 
controlling funds to pay for things.

• Disappearance of possessions, or 
financial documents.

• Have limited access to money or 
credit and debit cards.

Financial Abuse: Warning Signs 

You notice that 85-year-old Sylvia is 
having financial difficulty now that her 
son and daughter-in-law are helping 
her . . . . 
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• Includes:

– persistently ignoring someone, 

bullying, threatening, 

intimidating, insulting, and 

humiliating. 

– depriving someone of their right 

to make decisions, choose 

where to go, when to eat, when 

to get up, when to go to bed and 

who they spend time with.

– Coercive control 

• It is often intended to undermine 

the victim’s self-worth.

Psychological / Emotional Abuse 



• Coercive control is when someone you know (a member of your family, 

or a partner) behaves in a way that makes you feel controlled, 

distressed, afraid, dependant or isolated. 

• This person might:

– Make you do things you don't want to do, 

– Control your money 

– Prevent you from seeing other family members

– Threaten to hurt or kill you or themselves

Coercive Control 



• The victim may feel or appear 
depressed, withdrawn, frightened, 
agitated, anxious or aggressive.

• The older person feels or seem 
isolated. 

• Unexpected or unexplained 
change in behaviour (e.g., sudden 
lack of communication)

• Seem afraid of or anxious around 
a particular family member.  

• Mention a family member’s 
temper or possessiveness or 
controlling manner.

• Never able to speak to someone 
alone 

Psychological / Emotional Abuse: Signs 

You are visiting George, an older 
member of your faith community, 
and you learn that an adult 
grandchild has moved into his home. 
George seems to be fearful of this 
grandchild . . . 
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• Includes: 

– spitting, hitting, pinching, 

pushing

– inappropriate use of restraints

– Deliberate over- or under-

medicating

– force feeding or denial of food 

– rough handling

Physical Abuse 



• Cuts, burns, bruises and 

scratches

• Injuries that don’t match the 

explanation given for them. 

• Injuries and wounds in 

concealed places.

• Injuries in protected areas, e.g. 

underarms.

• Untreated injuries. 

• Under or over use of medication.

Physical Abuse: Signs 

You see bruises on Sarah’s neck, 
and she hints that her 25-year 
marriage has always been 
“troubled” . . . .
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• This is the form of abuse which 

is least likely to be talked about 

in relation to older people - but it 

does happen. 

• Includes:

– forcing someone to take part in 

sexual activity without their 

consent, including touching, 

sexual assault, rape, sexual 

harassment and use of sexual 

language. 

Sexual Abuse 



• Signs of sexual abuse may 

include: 

– Pain/injury or itching in the anal, 

genital or abdominal area

– Torn, stained or bloody 

underwear

– Venereal disease or recurrent 

bouts of cystitis

– Unexplained problems with 

catheters

– Difficulty sitting/walking due to 

discomfort in genital area

Sexual Abuse: Signs 

You’ve just heard that 68-year-old 
Helen was raped by a stranger 
while walking her dog yesterday 
evening . . . .
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• Includes: 

• Lack of help going to the toilet, 

eating, dressing or washing

• Not seeking medical help or 

following a care plan

• Giving too much medication or 

withholding medication

• Leaving someone malnourished 

or dehydrated

• Failing to provide opportunities 

for social contact or doing 

enjoyable things

Neglect 



• Deterioration in appearance or 

personal hygiene. 

• Unhygienic and unsafe 

environment.

• Rashes, sores and ulcers. 

• Inadequate food, drink or 

medical care.

• Lack of social stimulation.

Neglect: Signs 

Your visit to a nursing home 
reveals that 92-year-old 
Ellen has lost a lot of weight 
and suddenly has poor 
personal hygiene . . . . 



• Discriminatory abuse, e.g. 

unfavourable treatment because 

of a person’s age. 

• institutional abuse, e.g. poor 

processes or treatment in 

institutions such as care homes 

or hospitals, including any of the 

above forms of abuse, lack of 

privacy, no access to 

possessions or money, 

derogatory care.

• Self-neglect 

Other types of abuse 



The role of faith 

communities



• Prevent isolation by connecting 

older people to communities 

• Help older survivors recover

• Recognize abuse due to their 

privileged position 

Faith communities can…

“Respondents, especially 
minorities, often indicated 

that their ‘first stop’ would be 
a member of the clergy if they 
were to discuss their domestic 

violence with anyone.” 



“I told my priest 

about the abuse 27 

years ago.

He told me to pray 

harder.

Now I have calluses 

on my knees and 

my husband still 

beats me.” 

Older survivor, Safe Havens, 1986



• Lack of knowledge around adult protection legislation 

• Lack of specific, localized knowledge due to organisational structure

• Nuanced knowledge of people affected 

• Risk of harming relationship with a congregant

• Unhelpful ideas around suffering 

Challenges faced by faith leaders 



• DO

– Listen without judgment 

– Believe them

– Reassure them that abuse if not part of the divine plan for this life

– Seek support from Hourglass or other safeguarding services 

– Provide information about third-party services (GP, church, etc.) 

– Offer to make a referral

• DON’T

– Tell them what to do 

– Attempt to rationalize or give a reason for the abuse 

– Don’t minimize complexities of the situation

– Break confidentiality by speaking to other parties

– Offer marriage or couples counselling 

If a victim reaches out to you for help 



• Challenge common responses to suffering

– “God wouldn’t give you more than you can handle” 

– “Everything happens for a reason” 

– That personal suffering contributes to salvation 

– Suffering as punishment for past sin

– Ideas about subservience in relationships 

• Replace with: 

– in Christ we have already been forgiven

– each person is made in God’s image and therefore deserving of respect 

and care

• Useful resource: https://www.christiantoday.com/article/8-things-you-

shouldnt-say-to-someone-with-cancerexecute1/125004.htm

Spiritual responses 

https://www.christiantoday.com/article/8-things-you-shouldnt-say-to-someone-with-cancerexecute1/125004.htm


• Ensure that older people are 

valued. 

• Work to counteract rhetoric 

about “deserved” suffering. 

• Talk about abuse and display 

resources. 

– Hourglass 

– Safe Havens Interfaith 

Partnership Against Domestic 

Violence/Elder Abuse, Boston

Creating Communities of Trust 

https://www.interfaithpartners.org/


Get in touch 



• Awareness-raising and training 

• Collaboration on projects in the arena of abuse of older people

• Referrals into Hourglass 

• Referrals to other services 

• Volunteering

Opportunities for Collaboration





Katherine Southern

Scotland Development Manager

katherinesouthern@wearehourglass.org

07341 489261


