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Select Committee into Elder Abuse — Final Report — 
“‘I never thought it would happen to me’: When trust is broken” — Motion 

Resumed from 17 October on the following motion moved by Hon Nick Goiran — 
That the report be noted. 

Hon NICK GOIRAN: It might surprise members, but this is effectively the first time I have had the opportunity 
to make some remarks on the final report of the Select Committee into Elder Abuse. The reason for that is twofold. 
Firstly, members will be aware that the mechanism under our standing orders is that the various committee reports 
that are tabled are rotated through the system and given a time allocation. Secondly, in fairness to all my excellent 
fellow members of the committee, I wanted to give them an opportunity to make some remarks on the report prior 
to me, and, to the best of my recall, that has happened. I want to again thank those members of the committee for 
their efforts over our 12-month inquiry. When I tabled the committee report in September this year, I had only 
three minutes in which to make a short response, and the other members of the committee did not have an 
opportunity to make any remarks. That is because of the way in which our standing orders are framed. That is, 
once again, different from how things are done in the other place. As I understand it, members in the other place 
ordinarily have 10 or 20 minutes in which to make a contribution when a report is tabled, and they can do that 
regardless of whether they are a member of the committee. That is not our system. Our system is that the member 
who tables the report can speak for three minutes. The matter then finds its way onto the list of committee reports 
for consideration on a Wednesday afternoon; and, when the committee report eventually comes up for debate in 
rotation, members are at liberty to speak for 10 minutes at a time. 
I want to begin today by making a series of short speeches about elder abuse and the work of the committee. 
I intend to do that in segments, because it strikes me that it is important that the work that was done by this 
committee over a 12-month period is, firstly, not forgotten; and, secondly, not wasted. Thirdly, I am mindful that 
this committee will never have the opportunity to table a supplementary report, because it has been dissolved and 
ceases to exist. Therefore, there is no opportunity for people to communicate with this committee. I add that 
members of the public are sometimes not familiar with that process. Since the conclusion of the inquiry, I have 
received correspondence from members of the public giving me certain information in the hope that it will be 
taken into account in the inquiry, and of course it cannot be because, as is evident from the name of the report, we 
have tabled the final report of the Select Committee into Elder Abuse. 
The reason I believe a series of short speeches might be appropriate and helpful to members is that this committee 
had 10 terms of reference. Unlike another committee on which I served during that 12-month period that did not 
fulfil all its terms of reference, I can tell members that this committee conscientiously and diligently addressed 
each of the terms of reference before it. The first three terms of reference that were provided to the committee can 
conveniently be grouped together. When the house passed the motion setting out the terms of reference, it separated 
those terms of reference. There is certainly no criticism on my part about that, given that I was the mover of the 
motion. However, I have to say that with the benefit of hindsight, the first three terms of reference are so 
interconnected that they can usefully be addressed in one hit, shall I say. As further evidence of that, I draw to 
members’ attention that the report that was tabled by the committee has 10 chapters. However, members should 
not get confused and assume that because the committee had 10 terms of reference and the report has 10 chapters, 
they correlate. That is not the case. For example, chapter 1 of the report is simply entitled “Introduction”. Chapter 2 
is entitled “What is elder abuse?” That is an excellent chapter that seeks to address the first three terms of reference. 
For the benefit of members who may not be familiar with all the terms of reference of the committee, the first 
three terms of reference were that the committee — 

(a) determine an appropriate definition of elder abuse; 
(b) identify its prevalence; 
(c) identify the forms of elder abuse, including but not limited to neglect; 

There are then another seven terms of reference, and I hope to touch on those on another occasion. To the extent that 
I can today, I would like to make a few comments about those first three terms of reference. In considering the first 
term of reference, it very quickly became apparent to the committee that there is no gold standard definition of 
“elder abuse”. I am not a big fan of that term because of the way in which it is bandied about. However, in the absence 
of a better phrase, I will say that the most widely accepted definition of “elder abuse” is from the World Health 
Organization. It states — 

Elder abuse can be defined as “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 person”. 
Elder abuse can take various forms such as financial, physical, psychological and sexual. It can also be 
the result of intentional or unintentional neglect. 
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Members will see from that definition that the World Health Organization has itself grouped together at least what 
is covered in terms of reference (a) and (c) of this committee—namely, determine an appropriate definition of 
elder abuse; and identify the forms of elder abuse, including but not limited to neglect. The World Health 
Organization has said for quite some time that the definition really revolves around a relationship of trust. It is not 
necessarily about abuse or a bad thing that happens to an older person. That of itself is not necessarily elder abuse. 
In order to meet the most widely accepted definition of elder abuse, there also needs to be some link with, or some 
element of, a relationship of trust or an expectation of trust. That became fairly apparent to the committee early in 
its 12-month inquiry. Therefore, it would be no surprise to members that the committee made finding 4, at page 9 
of our report. Finding 4 states — 

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 person. 

It was important in making that finding for the committee to consider that the definition be neither too broad nor 
too narrow. If it is too broad, it will capture a range of things that are not intended by the experts in this field, such 
as the World Health Organization and others; and, if it is too narrow, it will not capture the number of instances 
that were drawn to the committee’s attention. 
When considering the definition of elder abuse, it is also important to consider what exactly is an “older person” 
and what age might be appropriate. There has to be some form of limit or threshold that applies to that definition. 
Interestingly enough, the World Health Organization uses the age of 60 as its threshold for “older person” for the 
purposes of defining elder abuse. However, it was noted by the committee that in Australia we tend to use the age 
of 65 more than 60; there are a number of examples. People can claim the pension at the age of 65, and the 
Australian Bureau of Statistics, when it is doing its various data collections, tends to use the age of 65 as the 
threshold for determining an older person. The Australian Law Reform Commission, which has looked into the 
issue of elder abuse, also uses the age of 65 as its threshold. 
It was also drawn to the attention of the committee during the course of the 12-month inquiry that there is a different 
age profile for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, who sadly have a lower life expectancy. It was for those 
sorts of reasons that the committee made recommendation 2, which is found at page 13 of the report. It states — 

For the purposes of defining elder abuse, the starting age for status as an ‘older person’ in 
Western Australia be set at 55 years of age for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and 65 years 
of age for non-Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. 

In the course of determining an appropriate definition of elder abuse, the committee was also informed that 
APEA—the Alliance for the Prevention of Elder Abuse, which is an alliance of groups working in the area of elder 
abuse—had a publicly available publication, an older document, which contained an older definition of elder 
abuse. During the 12-month inquiry it published a new version of that document, and I am pretty sure the 
government had funded Advocare to lead the charge to have that document modernised. The outcome of that was 
that it adopted the World Health Organization’s definition of elder abuse. The committee’s first term of reference 
was to determine an appropriate definition of elder abuse, and it is certainly my view and the view of the committee, 
as outlined in the report, that the key stakeholders in Western Australia, including Advocare and others, were all of 
the one mind: that the most widely accepted definition is that provided by the World Health Organization, and that 
is therefore the definition that they all want to continue with in Western Australia. That is why APEA modernised 
and updated its publication. It also updated and modernised that document in other areas, not just that definition. 

I want to talk about the second term of reference, which asked the committee to identify the prevalence of elder 
abuse. If time permits, I would not mind also talking about the different forms of elder abuse, but I am conscious 
that Hon Alison Xamon also wants to make some comments to this report this afternoon, so I do not want to take 
up the limited time we have. However, for the benefit of the member, if I could talk about prevalence for the next 
five minutes, I will then desist from my remarks for today and pick them up on another occasion. 

The issue of prevalence was an interesting area for the committee to inquire into because it quickly became 
apparent that no-one really knows the level of prevalence—so much so that the federal government announced 
during our inquiry that it would commission a study into the prevalence of elder abuse. It seemed to be warmly 
endorsed and accepted that that was what the federal government was doing. However, I remember when one of 
the witnesses before us expressed a fair amount of exasperation about prevalence studies. I do not have the quote 
in front of me, but to the best of my recollection she expressed exasperation and that she was fed up with prevalence 
studies: “How many of these are we really going to do?” I think the main point she was making was: does it really 
matter? We agonise over whether the prevalence is 10 per cent, 20 per cent or 30 per cent, but whatever the 
percentage is, it is bad and it is unacceptable; it is not good. The fact that there is a proportion of older people in 
Australia and Western Australia who are being abused ought to be of concern to all of us, and I know it is of 
concern to members in this place. I think what she was really saying was that identifying the prevalence with great 
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precision should be a lower priority and that we should just get on with it and take some action on elder abuse 
rather than agonising over the precise percentage of prevalence. 

The general agreement in this area is that there is severe under-reporting of elder abuse; the stakeholders were of 
one mind on that. They were also of one mind that there are issues with data collection and the methodologies 
used. Interestingly, a few different organisations have different estimates. The World Health Organization, which 
I mentioned earlier, estimates that the prevalence of elder abuse is between 2.2 per cent to 14 per cent. I, for one, 
find it odd that the lower percentage can be as precise as 2.2 per cent, but then sufficiently broad to range up to 
14 per cent. Nevertheless, that perhaps once again underscores the point that most of the stakeholders made to us, 
which is that no-one really knows; all they do know is that it is severely under-reported. Another organisation in 
Australia estimates the prevalence as being between two per cent and 10 per cent. Again, whatever the actual 
prevalence rate is—whether two per cent, 10 per cent or 30 per cent—the point that has been made is that we 
should get on with it and tackle elder abuse, rather than agonising over what the precise percentage is.  

In the remaining time, I make the point that the stakeholders were also consistent in telling us that there are 
difficulties in determining prevalence because of the fear of the person being subjected to elder abuse of 
consequences from the family—will they be put into some other residential aged-care facility or will they be 
abandoned? Often there is a deep sense of shame and hidden feelings, and perhaps in the case of an older person 
they still feel some parental obligation and responsibility for the behaviour of the person who is abusing them. The 
stakeholders were clear about those being some of the difficulties in gauging prevalence. In summary, it became 
sufficiently clear that people do not really know how prevalent elder abuse is, and have welcomed the federal 
government inquiry into prevalence and the study. 

Hon ALISON XAMON: I rise because I wish to make some comments about this very important committee 
report. I very much look forward to receiving the government’s response to our report; it has been a while. I remind 
members that we anticipate receiving the government’s response shortly, on 13 November 2018. I certainly hope 
that the government response will be favourable, because a lot of considered thought went into the creation of this 
report. This area is desperately in need of some urgent attention, and hopefully it will prove to be a priority activity 
for this government. 

But I rise today to speak about a particular element of the report that I think is worthwhile bringing to members’ 
attention. I have spoken in previous weeks about the various population groups at particular risk of either being on 
the receiving end of elder abuse or of perpetrating elder abuse. I wish to talk about the latter group today. I draw 
members’ attention to the portion of the report that outlines the very real concern around carer stress and the resulting 
risk of increased rates of elder abuse. From the outset, I say that I have great admiration for people who take on carer 
roles within the community. We are talking about people who go over and above the ordinary caring roles we would 
expect as parents towards our children; we are talking about people who end up looking after particularly grandparents 
or parents. I acknowledge that many, many carers within our community are doing an extraordinary job not only 
out of a sense of obligation, but also obviously out of deep-seated love for the person they are looking after. 

I also recognise that in many instances it can be extraordinarily difficult work as well. One of the things that the 
committee heard a fair bit of evidence on was the level of stress that carers are increasingly feeling in the community. 
Very often the carer will be a long-term spouse, who themselves will be older and perhaps in need of support. It 
can be extraordinarily taxing for people, and indeed exhausting, to have to take on additional carer responsibilities. 
We already know that we can and need to be doing much more as a community to support people taking on carer 
roles. Carers WA, which is of course the peak body for carer services within Western Australia, talks often about 
the need to provide additional support for carers and the burden they carry. Carers can take on physical burdens, 
with a lack of respite. One of the things we also heard evidence on was the number of carers dealing with elderly 
people who themselves end up being the recipient of sometimes abusive conduct. It can certainly be the case that 
as older people start to develop various types of cognitive impairment or dementia, their behaviours may change, 
so that in addition to requiring additional physical assistance the nature of the relationship can change dramatically. 
That can culminate in creating a series of risk factors that can lead to a very real risk of elder abuse. 
We know that carer stress or burnout is a very real phenomenon. When people are emotionally and physically 
exhausted, they are less likely to be able to provide the level of care that people hope is provided to someone who is 
vulnerable and in need. Carers WA advised the committee that a lot of the time people do not set out to identify as 
carers; they can just be people who identify as a loved one, whether a wife, child or grandchild, but that the complexity 
around the nature of the relationship means that this lack of skills or support can lead to abusive or neglectful 
relationships. That is a real risk factor that people need to be mindful of. If someone is, effectively, having to take 
responsibility for another adult, we need to ensure that we provide the necessary level of services to ensure that people 
do not burn themselves out. It was quite interesting to look at the issue of carer stress and the type of elder abuse 
at risk of occurring. Although we saw that the predominant form of elder abuse that occurs across the community 
is financial and emotional, we found that a slightly higher rate of physical abuse can result from carer stress. I think 
that is indicative of a profound level of frustration and burnout that can occur as a result of carer stress. 
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We also heard about the so-called sandwich generation—those people who are often working and find themselves 
caught between not only still taking care of dependent children, but also having to take primary responsibility for 
looking after parents. The additional burden of caring for two generations at once can lead to those women 
committing elder abuse that is not necessarily intentional but can be a direct result of carer stress. The evidence 
showed that someone is more likely to be at risk of perpetrating elder abuse if have their own personal stresses, 
and the stress of having to look after another adult can tip the balance. There is often a distinct lack of knowledge 
of legal responsibilities, such as the scope of what a power of attorney or guardianship permits them to do. That is 
unsurprising, considering that people, effectively, stumble into these caring relationships; people do not necessarily 
make a proactive decision to take on that responsibility. There is also a higher concern about the rate of becoming 
a perpetrator in people with mental illness. As I have mentioned previously, the perpetrator themselves can have 
a history of abuse against them. One of the scenarios that was spelt out to the committee was, for example, women 
caring for a husband when the women themselves may have been subject to a history of domestic abuse perpetrated 
by that person. These are really complex circumstances that we have to acknowledge require complex solutions 
because we are talking about the interplay of relationships and family histories. It is not very straightforward and 
I think it is really important to shine a light on the complexities of these relationships because perpetrators of elder 
abuse can themselves have been a victim. Maybe as a child they were sexually or physically abused by the person 
they are now perpetrating abuse against or, as I mentioned, they are a spouse who has been subject to abuse. It 
goes to the complexity of how we tackle these issues. 
We know also that sometimes people choose to be malevolent, although the evidence indicated that this is rare. 
I think we need to recognise that carer stress or carer fatigue is a specific issue when it comes to the risk of elder 
abuse. It is something we need to be mindful of when we are looking at how we can best tackle the issue of elder 
abuse within our community. We must be mindful that the presence of carer stress can possibly be an early 
indicator of risk of abuse. We must also recognise that it can arise because the carer has not been given an 
opportunity to develop the necessary skills or access support services so they can provide effective care. We are 
very reliant on carers to effectively fill the gap of service delivery that government can possibly provide. One of 
the things we can do and should be doing is at least empowering people to gain the full suite of knowledge they 
require to best effect that job. We need also to recognise that carer stress can arise due to factors directly related 
to that older person being cared for, including the person’s behaviour and their mental or physical health or other 
circumstances. It is particularly heartbreaking when carers are looking after a loved one who themselves end up 
being the recipient of abuse and they are trapped in a terrible cycle of two people who desperately need each other 
but are absolutely exhausted. 
The recommendation the committee came up with—I am looking forward to the government’s response to this—
is that the government facilitate more support services and information for carers of older people in 
Western Australia. It is an area that I think we need to pay more attention to. We need to be mindful of the 
complexity of human relationships in this space. But, clearly, it is something we need to find solutions to. I thought 
I would draw that particular complexity to members’ attention. As I say, it is a complex space. 
Resolved, on motion by Hon Nick Goiran, that consideration of the report be postponed to the next sitting 
of the Council. 
Progress reported and leave granted to sit again, pursuant to standing orders. 
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