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‘Jﬂ about the elderly s need for police service,

e “See' s

POLICE SERVICE DELIVER! TO THE ELDERLY

- EXECUTIVE. suuuanx

SRR S I &

Recent years have seen a dramatic growth of interest in” the problem of
criminal victimization of thé elderly. ° Since’ the late 1960's, rising crime -
‘rates, the growing ‘number of elderly in the population, and the increasing
militancy of senior citizens have led to a heightened awareness of the’ vulner-
ability. of the elderly to crimej the impact “of victimization and fear . of
crime upon their lives, 'and the- fieed,’ for special police efforts ‘to’ protect
“the elderly and to provide effective services to thein. Indeed what was not

-long ago an almost completely neglected issue has now beébme a national con-'

. cern. vf-f,v » ey S - SRR kN e
This report presents a brief eview pf current Knowledge ‘and opinion
‘discusses the findings of a
:study Jof 4police service to+ the. elderiy,,ﬁand assesses.pthe

P deli ery
”implications'of these findings fﬂg’police operations."

n
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IHE EIRQELY’S NEEB FOR SPECIAL POLICE AmTENTIONa‘;’:i,li'

St & d; et "
Interest in the q ality of police services provided to tbe elderly has
been: motivated primarily by a»widespread concern about ‘the effects -of erimi~
nal victimization ‘upon: elderly citizens.’ There ds an’ almost hysterical ring
“to mnch of ‘the commentary on’ this issue.; For* example, the author ‘of a highly

regarded’book on aging asserts (on the basis ‘of only the most meager “and’ in-ﬂk['

 complete statistics),7 '0ld people are victims of violent ‘crime more than 'any
other age group.™ -1 Others have 'described crime against the. elderly as a
, continuing national criSIS<,2;and stated,
devastating the ,lives 'of . thousands of relatively defenseless older Ameri--
cans."3 - However,, data drawn - ‘from national“ victimization surveys

age sixty and above or age sixty—five and ‘above)' have a lower’ level _of
: victimization tham\citizens in -other -age’ ‘groups and that victimization rates
decline with advancing age.4 These data have led some observers to, argue

R R

L e & "i 0

: 2Jack”Goldsmith and Noel E. Toma Crimes Against the"lderly- f
tinuing National_crisis, , Aging, 235-237 (June-July, 1974), p. 1. o

e 3Garl ‘L. Cunningham, "Pattern and Effect of Crime Against the Aging° “The
Kansas City Study” “in° Cri-e,and the Elderly.
- Jaek Goldsmith and Sharon S Goldsmith (Lexington, Masachusett5°

Books, 1976), p. 31.,, - . S

Report of a.'uational Survey (Washington,
0ffice, MayrlS’Z and : U.S. Department;

u.s;"cov.rnméﬁt Printingwoffice,vMav
concerning criminal_victimization of

A Ccn-

Challenge and Response, ed, -
Lexington

o

“The" hard fact: is ' that crime 45 7

have
”»‘consistently shown that Ehe elderly (defined“in different surveys as either

a
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that the elderly do not warrant ‘the status of a group deserving special atten-
tion from the police.d. It has been said that the growing attention paid to
the problem of victimization of the elderly is. a classic example o@ how a
lack of solid information can merge with a sincere concern for the plight of

older Americans. to.create the impression of a serious social problem when, in

fact,: one does  not exist.6 However, to date, most students of the problem,
while acknowledging that the ° findings of victimization surveys contradict
some of the rhetorical excesses of the past, still believe ‘that the quality
of law enforcement services, provided to this Segment of the population is-a

legitimate national and local concern. This contention is based upon the.

following observations: a

8

° Impact of Victimization Upon the Elderly

There is circumstantial evidence‘indicating that the impact of cri-
minal victimization upon theé elderly may be substantially greater’ than ‘for
citizens in younger age groups. — The physical changes that occur with advan-

cing age, while not as debilitating as commonly supposed, can still impair ®

the ability of the elderly to cope with the effects of victimization. Eighty-
five percent of - ‘the population over the age of 65 suffers from oné or more

chronic illnesses which can heighten the impact of physical injury, and age-’

related changes in sight, hearing, strength and coordination can affect the
older person g .ability to handle crime-trelated situations.l The fact that
many of the elderly live alone or with non-relatives (31.5% of the population
age 65 or over) means that -they may lack the social support which can help
them to overcome many of the consequences of victimization experiences.  And,
finally, wmany of the elderly are forced to live on fairly small, fixed in-
comes which means that the loss of even relatively small amounts of money or
property can be difficult to bear. In short, it can be argued that to be old
and victimized may often be to undergo an experience which is quantitatively
different from what it might have ‘been for the same persom at a’ younger age.
. Elderly Fear of Crime \§ L
p R _ ,
The elderly also suffer from a pervasive feat of crime. A nation—

wide survey of the attitudes and concerns of the elderly, by Louis Harris and
‘his associates, found that more of the«respondents pointed to fear of crime

as their most serious personal problem (23%). It was selected more frequent=

1y than poor health, lack of financial resources, loneliness, and many other

complaints commonly asssociated with advancing age.8

ox

5Richard D. Kundten, et. alQ Victins and Witnesses. Their Experiences‘
with Crime and the Criminal Jhstice Syste- (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Govern-

ment Printing Office, 1977), p. 3. . S

6For example, see: Cook and Cook Op- cit. ‘

™. Powell Lawton, eQ\ al., "Psychological Aspects of Crime and Fear of

Crime,"'in Goldsmith and Goldsmith ‘eds., Op. cit., pe 21.

8Louis Harris and Associates, Inc. The Hyth ‘and neality of Aging in
Anerica (Washington,JD Cs: The National Council on the Aging, 1975), p. 29.
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Other surveys have shown that fear of crime increases with age,9 and that
fear of crime is increasing at a faster rate among elderly citizens than
ameng younger citizens 10

It has been frequently stated that fear of crime may represent a form of
indirect victimization which can lead to serious restrictions on “the
elderly's daily activities and greatly diminish the quality of their lives.
It has also been suggested that the precautions taken by older persons in
response to their fear may have a major influence on their level of victimi-

zation,: i.e., the fear of crime leads to self-imposed confinement, resulting

in a reduction in the number ' of victimizations which might have otherwise
occurred.ll

o Elderly's Need for”Noncrime-Related:Police‘Services

‘The same factors that may increase the impact of criminal victimi~
zation upon the elderly (health problems, low ‘e me social isolation, etc.)

. may also contribute to a heightened need for pulice assistance with noncrime-
related problems. The majority of - the calls for service received by the

police are noncrime-related and the elderly, much like everyone, else, tend to

rely upon the police in times of trouble and need. In fact, one recent study

of police/elderly interactions found that older persons requested noncrime-
related services from the police approximately twice as  often as would be 'ex—
pected on the basis of their proportion of the total population.lz" The
reason that many .older persons tend to turn to the police for help with
noncrime problems is fairly obvious. The police are the prinecipal 24-hour

emergency, response service .in virtually all jurisdictions, and they will®

respond to most requests for service whether or not the requests are related
to law enforcement. In many instances, there is simply no other person or
agency to which an elderly citizen can. turn.

.. @ The Growing Proportion of Elderiy in 'the Population
N\ ) I ;

.The propértion of elderly citizens in the country's population is
growing rapidly, and the relative growth rate of this segment of the popula-
tion is also increasing. Currently, growth in the number of individuals 65
years of age and older 1s almost twice that for younger age groups. As of
1970, ‘the elderly comprised 9. 97 of the population. It is estimated that_ by

,//

-

£y

9Michael J. Hindelag, Pnblic Opinion Regarding Crime, Criminal Justice
and Related 1bpics (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1975),

P 9.

I

locook and Cook, Ope cit., p. 642,

11See.oBrian J. Madden, "The Effect of Crime in a New York Community: The
Elderly and the Role“of the Police,” paper presented to the National Con-

ference ‘on Crime Against the Elderly (Washington, D.C.: The American Univer-c‘

sity, College of . Public Affairs, June 5~7, 1975), P 5.

, 1§Richard E. Sykess "The Urban Police Funrtion in Regard to the Elderly.”
" A Special Casé of Police Community Relations," In Goldsmith and Goldsmith

B

eds., Op. cit., p. 129.
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2020 the percent will have increased to 13. 1%.13 Thus, to the extent that
the elderly have special needs for police services, these needs are likely to
continue to increase for the foreseeable future. «

T

o' Elderly s Right ‘for Special Services

s
Gl

There is a widespread belief that the elderly, simply because they
are old, have earned the right to lead their lives in relative comfort, secur-

ity and dignity. It is a feeling that society owes a debt and has a respon-

sibility to those who have made a major contribution to its development. As
one patrol officer expressed it to a project staff member, "I think it is im-

-portant for the police to go out of their ‘way. to help old people. After all,:
“‘they ve paid their dues.” ‘

The above observations are commonly presented in support of the conten-

tion that the police should provide special services to the elderly. It

should be, noted that, while there is a certain, even compelling logic to
these observations and  their implications for police service delivery to the
elderly, they have not'yet been thoroughly examined °through careful research.
The serious study of the elderly's need for police services and the problems
involved in effectively providing these services is still in its dinfancy.
Several large~scale research projects have examined the incidence and impact
of crime <against the elderly and have recommended varlous ¢rime prevention
techniques, many of which involve police ‘participation.14 However, rather
little effort has been devoted to exploring the nature of police/elderly in-
teractions, i.e., the types .of police services requested by _the elderly,

their attitudes toward and expectations of the police, police ‘attitudes to- .

ward the elderly, and the problems encountered by the police in providing ser-
vices to the aged. ° S

The study summarized in this report represents an attempt to f£ill this
vacuum. The following ‘sections of the report present a “brief synopsis of an
in-depth examination of police service delivery to thé ‘elderly. Each compo-
nent of the study 1s discussed separately, then an assessment is made of the
study's overall,policy implications. < s ) SO

. Q
7

13Neal E.‘Cutler, "DemOgraphi:T4So*ial-Psychologgcal and Political Fac—-
tors in the Politics of Aging: A Foundation for Research inu?olitical Geron-—

tology%g' The Americam Political Science Review, 711 (September 1977), pe

o

1012, | LS

K

14For examples, sea: . Carl Cunningham, et. al., Crimes Against the Aging.l
Patterns and Prevention (Kansas City, Missouri° “Midwest Research Institute,

1977), and Marlene A. Young Rifai, Older A-ericans' Crime Prevention Research
Project' Final Report (Portland Oregon. Multnomah County ﬁivision of “Public
Safety, 1976). . R

a .‘r
a

15There are at least three limited, but extremely interesting, excep-

tions to this observatiq;. See. Phyllis Mensh Brostoff, District of Columbia ’
Report to the 1971 White House Conference on Aging, Appendix II, Hetropolitanh
" Police Lontacts with the: Elderly (Washington, D.C.: The Washington School of

Psychiatry, 1971); Phyllis Mensh Brostoff, "The Police Connection: A New Way
to Get Information and Referral Services to the Elderly," in”ﬂoldsmith and
Goldsmith, eds., Op. cit, p. 139—151‘,and Sykes, Op. cit., in Qpldsmith‘and
Goldsmith, edsm,QOp. cit., pp. 127-137. S . :
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A COMMUNITY SURVEY OF OLDER PERSONS

This, part of the study examined the views -of 913 elderly residents of two
American citles regarding police services. Their responses indicate that the
urban elderly's anxieties concerning crime impose several limitations upon
their. 1life styles and contribute ‘to feelings of depression and loneliness.
However, despite the physical, financial and emotional suffering caused by
victimization and fear of crime, the elderly expressed extremely favorable
attitudes toward the police. :

Fear 1is especlally strong concerning street crvime. Public areas are
regarded as far  less safe than the home and adjacent grounds; location
(public or private) is a more important determinant of feelings of safety
than the time of day or night. Nearly two-thirds of those interviewed felt
that it is at least somewhat likely that they will be robbed while outside
their homes. . More than half thought: it somewhat 1ikely that they would be
physically assaulted on the streets. Harassment by teenagers on the street
was  the most frequently reported type of victimization.  Such experiences
contribute to the anxieties and helpless rage which frequently impoverish the
quality of life for the urban elderly. ;

Among the symptoms of this impoverishment are the severe restrictions

upon social activities which are imposed in the hope of avoiding victimiza-
tion. Most of the elderly are afraid to go out alone at night, and many will
not use mass transit.
safety measure. The net result is a serious limitation upon the social lives
of individuals who may have a special need for comradeship and social
support.

" In order to protect their homes, the elderly install window bars and

locks, burn extra lights, purchase dogs and take other measures which impose-

added burdéns upon tight budgets. The expense of these precautions can be
significant for persons who frequently must live on low, fixed 'incomes (60%
of thogse interviewed 1live on an annual income of less than $5,000)s .The
locks and window bars are also constant reminders that 6ne must always be on

'guard even in the. home.

Despite their perceptions that their neighborhoods ‘are not safe, the

‘ elderly expressed very positive attitudes toward the police. A strong major=-

ity felt that the police are doing their best at one of society's most diffi-
cult jobs, and three-fourths said that they could turn to the police with any
kind of problem. While there is a fairly common (45% of the respondents)
feeling that -the police don't understand ‘the problems of the elderly, there
is nearly unanimous agreement (89%) that the police treat the elderly as well
or.better than other citizens. : . -

L 3 B

. Confidence in the police 1s strong. For example, of the 149 persons who
said that they had been victimized during the past three years, 75% (N=110)
reported the crime to police. Although only 117 (N=12). of these victims said

. that the police were able to solve the crime, practically all (§=105) said

that they would report the crime” to the police i1f it happened again.

Apparently, the ability to solve crimes is only a minor componenn of the"

standard by which the elderly measure police performance. 3

. ;9— )

4

In all, three=fourths 1limit their activities as a.

2

©

4
W

[

D



-

0 ;\‘\\/0’

Indeed,“there are severl dimensions of the police role which the.elderly A SURVEY OF fOLICE OFFICER ATTITUDES TOWARD THE ELDERLY

regard as more important than the ability to solve: crimes. In decreasing
‘order of importance, these include fast response  to. calls for service,
honesty, response to all calls regardless of whether or not a crime has been -
committed, - and understanding problems: of ‘the aged. °When the issue of
satisfaction with crime-related police services was examined, it was found
that the elderly's level of satisfaction was strongly related-to~respon3e
time and the responding officers' conceéern for the victim. There was no rela-
tionship between satisfaction with police services and success. in solving the
crime.

All the sworn officers in the two departments participating in this study
were surveyed about their attitudes toward the, elderly and experiences
working with them. A total of 893 officers completed the written question-—
naire survey: 461 in Southville and 432 in Northville. The overall response
crate»was 48%:  69% for Southville and 36% for Northville. \

The results of the survey indinate that the responding officers have a
generally positive ‘image of the elderly. When asked to rate the elderly and
the "average citizen" on a number of characteristics, the respondents tended

. to see the elderly in a substantially more positive light. For example, more
than 73% ‘of the officers felt that older persons are very respectful of
authority, while only 25% gave "the average citizen such a positive evalua-
tion. .The elderly were also rated, by roughly similar margins, as being sub-
stantially more cooperative than the non-elderly; more pleasant; more respect=
ful of the police, more law abiding; more trustworthy; and more concerned
about crime. Analysis of the data also indicates that while the police do
differentiate between the elderly and the :average citizen, they "do not
stereotype the elderly (see them as being "nearly all alike") anymore than
they stereotype the non-elderly. y

e 3 . R . . ro

- The elderly ecitizen who calls the police seldom does so’ for trivial
\§:~ ST reasons. Very-few interviewees felt that it was appropriate to request.assis-
T tance for noncrime or nonmedical problems. (The only exception involved the
loss of a pet, an event whkich may be especially serious for elderly citizens
who rely on their pets for protection and/or companionship) There 1is thus
*little evidence from the survey that the elderly burden the police with nui-
sance callsﬂ/f - \( o e : . :
. . A o N p S Nl
Elderly service recipients are frequently very upset and fearful and An
many instances, suffering “from physical abuse and/or financial loss.  They
often have fewer dvailable resources than other citizens to help them cope
with the effects of crime or other emergencies. It is important that police.
officers be aware of the difficulties facing elderly citizens and express
their concern wheén responding to calls for assistance. However, it must be;
recognized that police effectiveness will be severely limited unless they&}
o take responsibility for putting elderly clients in contact with social ser-
® vice agencies which can provide ongoing support. The elderly regard this as
' an important dimension of the police role (more than 90% 'said that it was im-
portarnit that- police officers "know where people can turn for assistance with
all kinds of problems”), but there is little eyidence that the police current-
1y consider such referrals to be:their responsibility - less than three per-
cent of the elderly victims interviewed were referred by police to social ser-
‘vice agencies. This lack of coordination and cooperation between the police
"and agencies' providing medical, financial and counseling services appears to
s be a significant problem for the urban elderly, and represents one of the
s most critical areas in which police service delivery to the elderly could be
improved. > o : -

In short, these attitudinal data provide considerable evidence that:
‘1) The police differentiate between the elderly and the
‘ average citizen ot a number of important dimensions,
, -
2) “Overall the police appear to view the elderly as
' "better" citizens than the non-elderly,

3) The police -do” not ‘seem’ to stereotype older persons;
and : , B

“4) The elderly are considered to be less of a police

T problem than their younger counterparts. s o o . I

4

In'addition to attitudinal questions, the officers were asked to evaluate ' i
;;the elderly as service recipients. The respondents reported that in com—- :
Lparison with the non-elderly older persons are perceived as making propor- -
tionately fewer demands for police service and fewer unnecessary requests for
service.’ Forty-one percent of the respondents felt that ‘the elderly make
fewer unnecessary service requests for service compared with twenty percent
- who disagree\. The officers also did not believe that it generally requires
'  more time tol provide services to the elderly than to citizens in other age
R 'groups.: Finally, very few respondents (10%) indicated that they had encoun-
' itered any special problems in their recent efforts to assist’ the elderly. “

Beyond taking a more'active role in referring elderly police service re- '
cipients. to, appropriate sources of help for their crime and noncrime-related
needs,. the data from this survey provide relatively little support for the:
contention that major efforts are needed to improve the quality of police
services to older persons. ' The elderly have quite positive attitudes toward
the .police, and they appear to be reasonably well satisfled with the quality
of police services provided ‘to them. From their perspective, the need to
tailor police services to fit  the particular needs and requirements of - the
elderly does not appear to be as pressing as it 1is sometimes depicted. ‘This
is not meant to  suggest that ‘the ‘police should not be sensitive to the
.concerns and problems of"older “persons. ‘However, the findings of this. survey
do indicate that careful thought should be given to’ proposals for investing
large amounts -of ~scarce resources in police programs designed solely for .
older persons. Efforts to improve overall ‘police effectiveness mightgdo more
to assist .the elderly, and  the entire community, than programs Vdirected
.solely toward the older segmernt of the populetionﬂja

o 1‘ E

i These findings suggest that, from the police perspective, the elderly do -
not represent\much of a problem. ‘The single, most prominent area of "dif-

T "flculty that emerged from the analysis concerns the role of the police in re- -

. ferring “older. persons  to  appropriate - sources of help for their -
noncrime-related problems. The officers reported that they have ‘rather mea-

: ger knowledge about the availability of variOuSItypes of social services, and
i : : . o : \t’
it o i - . S
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"on the whole, they felt that:the-level,of;cOOperation between the police and

social service “agencies was quiteé low. However, they expressed the belief
that increased coéoperation between: the police and social service' agencies
could be of considerable benefit to-the _elderly, and they indicated a will-
ingness to accept additionalqreferral activityras an important part of their
official responsibilities. Thus, both the police and the elderly appear to

agree that increased emphasis on: police referrals would do much to improve

the quality of services provided to older persons.
POLICE SERYICE PROVISIOH ro THE ELDERLY AND NON-ELDERL! :

In an effort .£o develop . an emplrical picture of the types and volume of

police services provided to the elderly in comparison with those provided to

younger citizens, the Southville officers were asked to complete a special
service delivery profile form for each citizen contact activity they
undertook during two eilght-day periods. - The forms requested information
concerning: the age, sex, and race of the service recipient(s); the service
need, actions taken, time required to provide the service, and difficulties
encountered.  Special forms were.uséd to collect this information because the
department's incident report forms do not record: the age of ,service
recipients; and because it was' deemed to be important to”collect data on all

police/citizen interactions whether or not they led to the completion of a’

formal report.

As a research tool, these self-reporting data collection instruments
turned out to be problematical. Despite the complete backing of the depart-
ment's command-level personnel, the officers simply did not cooperate in com-
pleting the- forms.
first data collection wave and 916 during the second wave).provides evidence

of this problem. ,In addition, many of the completed forms contained missing -

data and had to be eliminated from analysis. Thus, the princfpal conclusion
to be drawn from this part of the study must be regarded with caution.

The results indicate that the Celderly do not make a dispropoartionate
number of demands for police services. Less than 13% of the completed re-
ports identified the service recipient as being elderly, whereas the elderly
comprise 15% of Southville's population (1970 Census).
ficant differences in the difficulties reported in providing services to the
elderly and the non-elderly, nor was there any appreciable difference in the
time required to provide services to ‘older persons comparad to. younger
counterparts. The only noteworthy difference to emerge from analysis of the
data concerned service needs: the elderly were reported to request assistance
with social service problems almost.four times as often as the non-elderly
(112 vs. 3%). Yet, despite this difference, ‘both the elderly and the

" non—elderly were referred to non-=law enforcement sources of help at about the

same and rather low rate (3%). -In spite of the methodological problems
encountered in administering the service delivery profile, it must ‘be noted
that the" findings are generally consistent with thé results of the community
survey and the officer survey. In each instance, there is 1little evidence

"that- the ‘elderly make - excessive or especially difficult demands - ‘upon the
police: or th%c there are any severe strains in police/elderly interactions. :

©

The response pattern (2, 727 .completed .forms during the"

There were no signi- -

. provide:
officer training; and increased cooperation between law enforcement agencies

éevaluation component.

POLICE PROGRAMS FOR THE ELDERLY

The principal purpose of 'this part of the study was to identify and
briefly -review police-related programs which focus primarily on an elderly
clientele.
tory of on—-going programs in order to facilitate an assessment of the policy
implications of this study. ‘

3

Administration, the Administration on Aging, interest groups and associa-
tions, and by surveying over 500 area agencies on aging. In all, useable in-
formation was obtained on 119 programs. While these programs cannot be
considered statéstically representative. of all efforts to assist the elderly
with their: police-related problems, information about them does provide a
broad overview of programmatic activity in 37 states and the District of
Columbia.’ :

The survey respondents pointed out several areas . of difficulty in de~

livering effective police—related serv1ces to the elderly. . .Primary -among
AN

these Were.,.

e Confusion Regarding Police-Rolés and Procédures -
- 1including = how and” when to report incidents;
requesting services that the police are unable to
provide; unrealistic expectations  about - police
performance; and . lack of  understanding ”of the
criminal justice system in general.: :

e Poor Communication - fincluding cases of~ipolice
~officers’' impatience; insensitivity; inflexibility;
stereotyping, and patronizing attitudes ‘in dealing

o with older persons. : ;

® Service Delivery ~Problems “including slow police'
respﬂase time and/or unwillingness or inability to
provide necessary -services ' and  make:  appropriate
referrals to other available*service agencies._, (R

The results of the survey indicate that_in response to® perceived problems
such as these, jurisdictions across the country'have undertaken a wide vari-

ety "of programs designed to improve the quality of services provided to the -

elderly. The most’ commonly mentioned programs involved organized éfforts to

victim/witness assgistance; - crime ., prevention assistance°

and social service organizations. ‘The survey generated a great deal of de-
scriptive material about these and other attempts to assist the elderly; how-
ever, very little hard information was provided about program effectiveness.

~ Most of the - respondents gave their programs’ extremely positive ratings, but

fewer than ‘one-quarter of the respondents indicated that any type of formal
evaluation of their programs had taken place, was in progress, or was plan—
ned, and- only twelve of the 119 programs included an external "independent"

It was considered . ugeful to develop a:fairly comprehensive inven-

Programs were identified Ebyj contacting the Law  Enforcement Assistance;

police

‘As a result, there remains: considerable uncertainty -

kY]
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° : ggéfhv o Jlabout whether these programs are' addressing significant problems -and success-
; I >5fully meeting their stated objectives.»‘». o :
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POLICY IMPLICATIONS f S e @

The findings summarized in “this report have two principal ‘and possibly
controversial policy implications for police operations. ~First, the ‘dominant’
theme that -emerges from the anal;sis .of the survey data 1is that the elderly,

at least in the two cities included in thils study, have quite favorable atti=-

tudes toward~ the police and are generally satisfied with the quality of
police services they receive, and that the police have a generally positive
image of the elderly ard appeat. to 'encounter few special difficulties in
providing services to them. These findings. raise serious questions about the
advisablility of - undertaking ‘major - programs" designed specifically to. improve
the quality of police services provided to the elderly without first
carefully establishing that such programs represent the most effective use of
limited police resources. B e

Widely publicized media accounts of the victimization of older citizens
in combination with a widespread sympathy for the plight of the elderly whose
lives often appear to be impoverished by victimization and fear of crime have

led to growing. demands that the police take special steps to protect and

serve the elderly more effectively. The result has been the development and
implementation of numerous programs to: provide special assistance to elderly
crime victims; train police officers to be more sensitive and understanding
in their "dealings with the elderly; instruct older persons in crime preven-

_ tion techniques; and establish special police units to concentrate on the

elderly's crime and noncrime-related problems. On the surface, it is hard to

fault these ‘well meaning programs. However, when considered in light of the
results of this and other studies and in light of the operational realities

.and budgetary constraints facing most departments, there are indications that

in many cases such programs may not constitute ‘the most effective use of

‘1imited police resources. P

~ This cautionarv statement is based on the following observations.

e National victimization esurveysg have' c0nsistently
shown that = the elderly have a lower' level of*
criminal victimization- than citizens in' any " other
age -group and that victimization rates decline with
‘advancing age.16e Thus,  from  an age=comparison
perspective, victimization of the elderly 1s not as -~
prevalent as it is often depicted in the media. o

~ e Data from this and other studies indicate that ‘older .
persons have: extremely favorable -attitudes toward - = ~
the police - in fact, more favorable than citizens -

e ; e o §on
1 . = 2 "

o ’ ' '
16See. Phillip H. Ennis, Criminal Victimization in the TUnited States: A

Report. of a National Suréey (Washington, D.C.: U.S. .Government Printing
Office, May 196ﬂ), and dyg{ Department of.Justice, Law Enforcement Assistance

‘Administration, Crinin,/ Victimization in the United States: A National Crime
/lshington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, May

Panel Survey Report (!
1975).~ The findings ¢f these. surveys concerning  criminal victimization of
the elderly are: summar zed in Fay Lomax Cook and Thomas D. Cook, Evaluating
thie Rhetoric. of “Crisis.’ A Case Study of Criminal Victimization of . the
Elderly," Social semfre Review (December 1975), PP~ 632-646.
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in younger age groups.17 In the most general sense,

they express a high level of satisfaction with the
performance - of their local police departments and,
~Wwhile fear of crime is an important problem for many
older persons, they do not appear to view this as
» the consequence of inadequate police performance.

~ @ The resources available to most police departments
.. are severely limited and appear 1likely to temain
“that way for the foreseeable future. The desirabil-
ity of any program to provide special services to
the elderly must be assessed not only in terms of
* their apparent needs, but also in terms of its oppor-
tunity costs for the department - that is, in terms
of other possible operational changes and improve-
ments that would have to be foregone in order to pro-
. vide resources for an elderly-specific program. For
many departments, it seems likely that careful analy-
- 8ls might show that efforts to improve overall per-
formance, such as redeployment of the patrol force
to more closely meet workload requirements; develop-
ment of more sophisticated crime analysis capabi-
lities; creation of an improved investigative case-
load management system; etc., should ratiomally take
‘precedence oyver speclal programs to assist the elder-
ly. 1In fact, such general operational changes might
_do more to aid the elderly, along with the rest of .
the population, than the adoption of programs that =~
are directed solely at police related concerns of
the elderly. A

This isfnot meant to argue that the police can safely ignore the needs of
the elderly. It 1is only intended as: a caution that the implementation of
special, and possibly expensive programs to assist the elderly should be pre-
ceded by a careful, detailed analysis of their particular problems and consi-
deration of how such a program fits in the department's overall priorities
for improving operational effectiveness. The commitment of scarce resources
should be based on a realistic assessment of needs, rather than a sympathetic

' response to a few widely-publicized incidents involving older persons. g

[s]

Second, analysis of the data points to one important area in which the
police could take positive steps to improve the quality of services provided
to- the elderly. The findings strongly suggest that the police could play a
much more active role in referring elderly citizens with ‘either crime or
noncrime~related problems to other soclal service agencies that are better
equipped to handle these problems.- The survey data revealed that only a very

small percentage of °the police service recipients were referred to other -

n

sourcesyfor,help. This is surprising, because the police are often called to

17Michael J. Hindelag, Public Opinion Regarding Crime, Criminal Justice
and Related Topics (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office,

. 1975), ps 10.
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handle noncrime-related problems which fall outside their field of expertise;
and because they encounter elderly crime victims who may have problems coping
with the physical, economic, and psychlogical efﬁects of victimization.. -

Because the public tends to turn to the police for help with such a wide
variety ofqprob&ems,'the police - are in an excellent position to serve as a
referral or finding agency, linking older persons to more, appropriate sources
of help for their non=crime related enforcement problems. The role of the
police in this regard has been mentioned in the literature;18 however, few
departments have placed much emphasis on it.l? Part of the reason for this
is simply ' long—=term neglect. However, it 'is also a function of the
traditional animosity that exists between the police and szocial workers, and.
the fact that many social service "agencies are unavailable -when their
assistance is)needed = after 5 P.M. and on weekends.  But, whatever the cause
of the currént lack of coordination between the police and other social
service agencies, establishing formal ties beween them, and explicitly
recognizing thé ‘trole of the police as a linking mechanism between older
persons with problems and the appropriate sources of help could represent one
of . the most 1mportanc contributions that the police could make to improving
the quality of elderly citizenms' lives. R

7
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- 187oward a National Policy of Aging, Final Report of the White House
Conference on Aging, Volume II (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing

0ffice, 1973), p. 235. &

. 19Brostoff, 4n what 1is, perhaps; the only ~serious ’ékémiﬂation ‘of - the
police referral function for ‘the elderly .notes that aside from one very
limited project, "no attempt has been made  to 1link up elderly victims of

crime, or older people who come to the police for,help*when-nqgcrime has - been -
. committed, with services that might help them with the social problems" that

they bring to the police."; Phyllis Mensh Brostoff; "The Police Connection: A

New Way to..Get Information and Referral Services to the Elderly,” Jack

Goldsmith and Sharon S. Goldsmith,"eds., Crime and the Elderly: Challenge and
Response (Lexington, Massachusetts: Lexington Books, 1976), p. 149. -
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ABOUT‘THE SCIENCE CENTER

<

The University City Science Center is a non-profit
research and service organization affiliated’ with
twenty-eight colleZes, universities and hospitals in
the Delaware.Valley. The Science Center has worked
with public service agencies to plan, implement and
evaluate a broad range of social service systems,
For more than a' decade, ‘the goal of the Science

Center has been to help public administrators

improve the management capabilities of their organi-
zations. The wunique structure of the. Science
Center, with its resident staff of professionals and
its close association with university faculty, has
enabled the Center to provide clients: with a’ wide
range’ of expertise. o ' .
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