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Triad 
Reducing Criminal 
Victimization of 
the Elderly 
By 
BETSY CANTRELL 

Fact: The number of older 
persons in the Nati,on 
continues to grow rapidly. 
Today, approximatl:Jlyone of 
every eight Americans faces 
the reality of aging. 
Fact: Fear of victimization 
and rising crime rates rank 
high among the concerns of 
the elderly. 

A merica's population is ag
ing rapidly. In fact, it is 
projected that by the year 

2030, there will be 66 million older 
persons in our society. I The increas
ing number of older persons in the 
United States, coupled with their 
fear of victimization, yields new 
problems for law enforcement. 

Fortunately, however, a new 
concept that emphasizes communi
ty cooperation in combating these 
problems is succeeding in a num
ber of areas throughout the Nation. 
This innovative concept is the Triad 
Program. 

Triads are formed when the 
local police and sheriffs' depart
ments agree to work cooperatively 
with senior citizens to prevent the 

victimization of the elderly in the 
community. The three groups share 
ideas and resources to provide pro
grams and training for vulnerable 
and often-fearful elderly citizens. In 
addition, the groups work to expand 
and renew interest in existing pro
grams and develop cooperative 
strategies to address needs and con
cerns identified by older citizens. 

The work of a Triad is most 
successful when a cooperative spirit 
exists between the involved law 
enforcement agencies and when 
seniors volunteer their time and 
expertise to help. Ideally, those 
involved-both law enforcement 
personnel and citizens-are offered 
training. Triads are cost-effective, 
but more important, they work. 
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" The increasing number 
of older persons in the 
United States, coupled 

Mrs. Cantrell manages the National 
Sheriffs' Association Triad Program. 

This article discusses the back
ground of Triads, how they are 
formed, and the critical part volun
teers play in the program. Finally, 
it discusses some of the success
ful programs associated with this 
effort. 

BACKGROUND 
The Triad concept emerged in 

1987, when several members of the 
International Association of Chiefs 
of Police (IACP), National Sheriffs' 
Association (NSA), and members 
of the American Association of Re
tired Persons (AARP) met to con
sider mutual crime prevention con
cerns and to plan for the future. The 
group recognized that the rapidly 
growing number of elderly in the 
United States required that the law 
enforcement community begin to 
address ways to combat the prob
lems confronted by this segment of 
the population. 

During this meeting, it became 
evident that the increasing number 
of elderly would lead to a growing 
number of victims which, in turn, 
would lead to a changing emphasis 

with their fear of 
victimization, yields 

new problems for law 
enforcement. 

" 

for law enforcement agencies. As 
one law enforcement officer at the 
conference commented, "When the 
people who built the streets of 
America are afraid to walk those 
streets, something is badly wrong." 

The chiefs and sheriffs who 
met believed it important to devel
op a strategy to enhance law en
forcement services to older persons 
and to expand efforts to prevent 
their victimization. Further, it was 
clear that the problems senior citi
zens were encountering could best 
be combated through a cooperative 
effort between law enforcement 
and the senior citizen community. 
This effort was quickly dubbed 
Triad, representing the three-way 
cooperative effort between sher
iffs, police chiefs, and the AARP, 
which represents the senior citizen 
population. 

Triads combine common 
sense and imagination to deal 
jointly with unmet needs, to refer 
seniors to appropriate agencies and 
services, and to ensure that seniors 
know about programs available to 
them. In some areas, the formation 

of a Triad has made the resources 
and program elements that were 
previously available to only town or 
county residents available to resi
dents of both incorporated and 
unincorporated areas. 

FORMING TRIADS 
A Triad usually begins when a 

police chief, a sheriff, or a leader in 
the senior citizen community con
tacts the other two essential 
participants to discuss a combined 
effort. Although each entity may 
already have programs to reduce the 
victimization rate among the elder
ly. the three-way involvement of 
Triads adds strength, resources, and 
greater credibility. 

Most Triads include repre
sentatives from agencies that serve 
older persons, such as the Agency 
on Aging, senior centers, the health 
department, and adult protective 
services. Law enforcement leaders 
then invite seniors and those work
ing with the seniors to serve on an 
advisory council, often called Se
niors and Lawmen Together 
(SALT). 

At the initial SALT council 
meetings, members of the council 
discuss the involvement and goals 
of their agencies, as well as the role 
they hope to play with the seniors. 
Typically, the first task of the 
council is to conduct a preliminary 
survey to determine the needs and 
concerns of seniors throughout the 
jurisdiction. 

Once established, SALT coun
cils generally meet monthly. Police 
chiefs and sheriffs often join the 
group to hear discussions firsthand 
and to respond to any questions or 
concerns. Many times, the group's 
preliminary strategies focus on 
crime prevention and victim assis-
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tance for seniors or seniors' need for 
security and reassurance. Strategies 
implemented early on are usually in 
response to survey results. 

The SALT council is often 
the first collaborative effort be
tween seniors and law enforcement. 
For this reason, seniors serving on 
t'le council acquire basic criminal 
justice information by attending a 
citizen police academy or rookie 
school to learn about the criminal 
justice system and the workings 
of the various law enforcement 
agencies. 

TRIAD VOLUNTEERS 
If the SALT council provides 

the starter and the fuel for Triads, 
older volunteers serve as the motor 
and wheels. Mature individuals of
ten have the experience and skills 
to guide Triad endeavors. Among 
these volunteers may be retired 
teachers, truck drivers, or law en
forcement officers-the volun
teers represent all segments of the 
community. 

Volunteers may staff reception 
desks in law enforcement agencies, 
present programs to senior organi
zations, conduct informal home se
curity surveys, and become leaders 
in new or rejuvenated neighborhood 
watch groups. They may also pro
vide information and support to 
crime victims, call citizens concern
ing civil warrants, or assist law en
forcement agencies in maintaining 
records or property rooms at substa
tions or in other areas. 

Most senior volunteers derive 
great satisfaction from working 
with Triads. In fact, some volun
teers enjoy their duties so much 
that they work as many as 40 
hours a week on the various Triad 
programs. 

TRIAD PROGRAMS 
Triad programs are based on 

the particular needs of the involved 
jurisdictions. These programs may 
be designed to combat emerging 
problems, or they may be an expan
sion of existing programs that seem 
effective in reducing specific 
crimes. 

" The SALT council is 
often the first 

collaborative effort 
between seniors and 

law enforcement. 

" Training 
A critical component of Triads 

is the training programs they offer. 
Most Triads offer training to law 
enforcement personnel, employees 
of local businesses, and the seniors 
themselves. 

Law enforcement personnel 
Triads train officers and depu

ties in issues affecting senior citi
zens. These issues may include the 
process of aging, providing effec
tive law enforcement services to se
niors, victim assistance, or disaster 
preparedness plans for older persons 
living alone. 

In addition, Triads in Illinois, 
Rhode Island, and Ohio offer train
ing to officers who may then be 
designated as elderly service offi
cers or senior advocates. These of
ficers work with members of social 
service organizations to provide 
better services to seniors throughout 
their States. 

Further, some SALT councils 
form a subcommittee to compile a 
resource guide and training curricu
lum for law enforcement officers. 
The resource guide focuses on 
meeting the needs of seniors, while 
the training curriculum focuses on 
how to communicate with the elder
ly more effectively, among other 
issues. 

Local businesses 
Triads also work with employ

ees of local businesses to help 
curtail specific crimes for which 
seniors may be targeted. For exam
ple, one SALT council in Illinois 
planned and helped to implement 
training for employees of financial 
institutions. This training focuses 
on current frauds or scams and how 
these crimes impact the elderly, as 
well as other problems relating to 
victimization of seniors. 

Seniors 
Providing expanded training to 

seniors is also a critical component 
of Triads. Triads located in Florida, 
Oklahoma, Virginia, Louisiana, and 
Massachusetts are among those that 
have increased the number and vari
ety of crime prevention presenta
tions they make to seniors. 

The goal of the crime preven
tion presentations is to infonn se
niors about the crimes currently 
plaguing older persons and to edu
cate them about what local crimes 
are likely-or unlikely-to affect 
them. For example, while many sen
iors fear violent crime, they are 
much more likely to become vic
tims of frauds or scams. Triads 
work to provide this type of aCCLl
rate crime infonnation to seniors, 
helping to lessen some of their 
fears. 
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Triads not only plan programs 
for seniors but they also devise 
ways to get the same valuable in
formation to homebound seniors. 
They may decide to accomplish this 
through outside volunteers, such as 
those involved in the Meals-on
Wheels Program, or by using health 
workers. 

Elder Abuse 
Some Triads establish pro

grams to prevent elder abuse 
through education and to address 
the plight of seniors in personal 
care homes. For example, in Co
lumbus, Georgia, the plight of 
some seniors in such facilities 
came to the attention of a very ac
tive SALT council. Learning that 
the rules and regulations govern
ing personal care homes were 
not being enforced and that some 
older residents were suffering 
from abuse and neglect, the SAlJT 

qommunity 
Triad Model 

council devised a strategy to investi
gate specific situations. 

To begin, the council enlisted 
the assistance of the sheriff's office 
and the police and health depart
ments. Through these agencies, they 
obtained a search warrant of the 
homes, arranged for proper lodging 
and care for those seniors living in 
unhealthy and unsafe conditions, 
and planned for more careful moni
toring of such homes. It is this type 
of cooperative networking that 
makes Triads not only successful 
but satisfying as well. 

Senior Reassurance and Welfare 
Some Triads design programs 

that offer reassurance to seniors and 
protect their welfare. For example, 
in Bridgeport, Connecticut, seniors 
participate in a weekly Senior Safe 
Walk Program sponsored by the lo
cal Triad and Project CARE, which 
is part of the Area Agency on Aging. 

AARPor 

In good weather, seniors 
gather at the zoo, where parking 
and admission are free for those 
participating in the early morning 
walk. Prior to the walk, seniors 
hear crime prevention presenta
tions sponsored by area agencies 
or businesses. The seniors may 
learn about safe ways to carry 
money and valuables, home se
curity, or carjacking prevention. 
Often, the appeal of companionship 
and exercise draws seniors who 
might otherwise not hear these 
presentations. 

Another safety program spon
sored by the Bridgeport Triad helps 
elderly persons who reside in high
risk areas to manage their grocery 
shopping more safely. The Senior 
Safe Shopping Program involves 
local grocery store chains, which 
provide vans or buses to transport 
seniors on regularly scheduled 
shopping trips. 
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Telephone reassurance pro
grams also play a part in some 
Triads. Older persons may fear that 
a fall, a stroke, or a break-in could 
render them unable to obtain assist
ance. In order to increase the se
niors' sense of security, a number 
of Triads have begun or expanded 
telephone reassurance programs 
that already exist in some law en
forcement agencies. 

In Triad telephone programs, 
retired volunteers receive daily 
check-in calls from seniors or place 
daily calls to those who request this 
service. This simple program serves 
as a lifeline to fearful homebound 
persons and as a source of satisfac
tion to the volunteers. 

CONCLUSION , 
The essence of Triad is co

operation. This program allows 
the service providers-law en
forcement-to work together with 
the consumers-senior citizens. 
Through positive programs that 
affect safety and quality of life, mu
tual respect and appreciation 
evolves between the law enforce
ment community and citizens. This 
is, after all, what law enforcement 
agencies nationwide strive for-a 
successful program that meets the 
needs of all involved in the search 
for a safer America." 

Endnote 
Crime alld the Elderly, American Associa

tion of Retired Persons Criminal Justice 
Services. International Association of Chiefs of 
Police, and the National Sheriffs' Association. 

For more information on Triad, contact 
AARP Criminal Justice Services, 601 E 
Street, N. W., Washington, DC 20003, 
202-434-2222, or Triad at NSA, 1450 Duke 
Street, Alexandria, Virginia 22314, 
800-424-7827. 
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