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Relations

The Police and the Elderly

(Conclusion)

The Elderly Oftender

Unfortunately, some elderly indi-
viduals become perpetrators of crime.
In fact, the increasing number of el-
derly people in our population has re-
sulted in a corresponding increase in
the amount of crime committed by
this segment of the population.+4

Two types of elderly offenders
have been distinguished—lifetime
criminals grown old and individuals
who have turned to crime late in
life.#5 It is this latter group that war-
rants concern since their special prob-
lems (e.g., diminished hearing and
sight) may be a potential catalyst of
their lawbreaking activities. The dete-
rioration of sensory organ functions
common to the elderly can be ex-
tremely aggravating and frustrating
because of the difficulties it imposes
upon interpersonal communcation.

Job discrimination, restricted educa-
tional opportunities, and inadequate
Social Security payments are addition-
al sources of stress and frustration. If
these emotions are ignored or misun-
derstood, they can easily lead to vio-
fence or criminal activity.46

Any future research concerning
criminality and criminal  behavior
among the elderly must take into ac-
count treatment given them by police,

court, and correctional personnel.
Their actions and discretionary
powers can have a tremendous

impact on crime statistics and can
often be influenced by the overall
characteristics of older persons. Re-
search in ethology has shown that
signs of helplessness tend to inhibit
aggressive attack.4? In a similar vein,
the police in the past might have
viewed the elderly as weak and less
than fully responsible for their acts. [t
is likely that these factors have an at-
titudinal impact upon criminal justice
personnel. Consequently, the police
might be limited in their ability to exer-
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cise their discretionary authority ap-
propriately, unless they possess a
sound understanding of the elderly.

The Elderly Victim

Understanding the elderly also
aids police officers in their interactions
with victims. The physical deteriora-
tion which can be so frustrating to
aged individuals can also be a source
of frustration for their caretakers. As
the aged might resort to violence to
vent their emotions, so 1oo might
those caring for them. An indepth dis-
cussion concerning the various rea-
sons for elder abuse is beyond the
scope of this article; however, it is im-
portant for police officers to know that
the elderly are highly vulnerable due
to their possible physical, social, emo-
tional, or economic needs. It has been
estimated that 10 percent of depend-
ent elderly are s risk.*® Abuse might
take the form of direct beatings,
verbal assaults, misuse of money or
property, as well as forcing an individ-
ual into a nursing home.*® The situa-
tion is complicated by the fact that the
abuser might be anyone—a close or
distant relative, friend, neighbor, paid
caretaker, or stranger, and the aged
victim might be unable or too fearful
to tell anyone what has happened. In
addition, the elderly person might be
engaging in self-abuse, such as ex-
cessive use of alcohol, drugs, improp-
er diet, or refusing to accept medical
care.5¢ There also exists the possibil-
ity of abuse by elders. As described
by Steinmetz, “The authoritarian
father who ruled his children with an
iron fist and met a loss of authority or
control by beating them apparently
still resorts to these techniques at age
90, especially when he finds control-
ling the ‘children' more difficuit.” 5

Fear of Crime

The fear of crime among many
elderly individuals is a consuming
emotion. As a consequence, many of
these individuals imprison themselves
in their home.’2 However, various
crime surveys indicate that those indi-
viduals 65 and older are generally vic-
timized less than any other age
group.5® Further examination of the
data indicates that they are no more
likely than any other age group to be
subject to personal larceny with con-
tact (i.e., pocket picking and purse
snatching).5* Due to all the problems
inherent in collecting crime statistics
(e.g., nonreporting of crimes, the vic-
tim's failure to recognize a crime has
been committed), it is ditficult to as-
certain the actual rate of victimization
among the elderly. However, it seems
that when the elderly are victimized,
they usually sufter greater economic
and physical consequences than
younger victims. Since nearly half of
the popuiation 65 and over are retired
and live on fixed incomes at or below
the poverty level, they generally do
not have the financial capability to re-
place or repair property, and the bio-
logical changes which occur with age
can make recovery from a physical
injury a lengthy process, if recovery
does occur.55

“. . . police officers car be key figures in reducing the
stress of elderly individuals in both crime and noncrime situations.”

Emphasis has been placed upon
the interactions police officers have
with the elderly in their crime-related
duties. However, police officers typi-
cally spend less than 20 percent of
their time in crime-related activities.
The majority of their time involves a
wide variety of community services.
The elderly can especially profit from
the community-service functions that
police officers carry out because of
their many vulnerabilities. Armed with
a solid understanding of the elderly
person's special characteristics, as
well as the relevant laws, police offi-
cers can be key figures in reducing
the stress of elderly individuals in both
crime and noncrime situations.

Role of the Police

The current and future police role
in cases involving the elderly can be
addressed by considering the tech-
riques which police can use in order
to fulfill their five mandates—law en-
forcement, order maintenance, crime
prevention, delivery of services, and
protection of civil rights and liberties.

Law Enforcement

There exist many architectural
and psychological barriers to disabled
people who are viclims or witnesses
of crimes. ldeally, the police would co-
ordinate sefforts with other law en-
forcement personnel to insure that
their disabled clients feel comfortable
within the environment of the criminal
justice system (e.g., police stations,
courtrooms, and attorney's offices).

The disabled elderly person might re-
quire transportation to court, assist-
ance in testifying (e.g., providing inter-
preters for the deaf), and at times,
referrals to other appropriale social
service agencies. The progress of a
criminal case through the criminal jus-
tice system might be dependent upon
fulfilling these services.

Due to the disproportionate
number of low-income elderly individ-
uals, they are overrepresented in
high-crime areas. Such decoy tactics
as masquerading as disabled and
aged persons in these areas would
cause many potential offenders to re-
consider their crime plots. Conse-
quently, the victimization of the elderly
would be reduced.

Police officers should be espe-
cially careful to avoid errors in carry-
ing out arrests, searches, and sei-
zures when crimes involve the elderly.
The dismissal of cases due lo techni-
calities will only serve to reinforce any
belief suggesting that the police have
no impact on crime. Establishing a

case review system with the assist-
ance of the prosecutor in order to de-
termine the legal sufficiency of a case
prior to its formal submission for pros-
ecution would reduce police officers’
errors and would serve as conlinuing
education for police and prosecutors
regarding situations which might lead
to errors. When the elderly see of-
fenders being prosecuted, it is likely
that their consuming fear of victimiza-
tion would be reduced and their will-
ingness to report crime would be in-
creased.

The elderly would greatly benefit
from the consolidation of police dis-
patch services. Agencies that operate
independently could pool their radio
dispatch resources, thereby eliminat-
ing confusion and duplication. In this
way, the public would have one
number to dial and the police could
use less dispalch personnel.
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Order Maintenance

Senicr citizens have much to con-
tribute to socetly, if only ther talents
and abihbes are recognized. Recrut-
ing senior citizens for auxiiary and re-
serve police units can provide benefits
to the community and police depart-
ments. These oider volunteers would
be able to patrol less hazardous
areas, perform clencal duties, enforce
safety regulations. search tor physical
evidence. counsel distressed persons
and thewr famibies. as well as render
victim assistance services. Moreover,
these police volunteers could make
periodic visits to ascerlain the current
needs of thew less mobile peers. Such
use of the elderly would provide the
police with extra time to perform more
demanding duties. while simuita-
necusly recognizing the elderly per-
son's worth . Consequently, these
older people would feel needed.
wanted, and less isolated.

Police officers and/or police vol-
unteers could inspect nursing homes
and other licensed elderly residences.
as well as render other adull protec-
tive services in comphiance with tocal
and State laws. Through the use of in-
format arbitration, such wvisits could
serve o eliminate the need for mere
sengus mterventions. Alsg by compil-
ing and mamntanng  directories  of
local service prganizations, such as
battered chent shelters, hotels. and
other pubiic faciiies which have ac-
commodations 1o service disabled
persons. police might be better able
{o cope with crises involving the cider.
ly as wedl as other individuals

4 ¢ FBI Law Friotzement Bt

Crime Prevention

Thare are several ways in which
police departments can increase therr
crime prevention efforts for the elder-
ly. Police training manuals and audio
visual programs which  specifically
deal with cnime prevention and the el-
derly are available. The matenals con-
tain information which can educate
the elderly and onent police officers
on salely lechniques and methods
used to frain older persons 1o assist
law enforcement efiorts ¥ Also, com-

“Senior citizens have
much to contribute to
society, if only their
talents and abilities are
recognized.”

municating with community crime pre-
vention groups and those throughout
the Nation not only augments the varn-
ely of techniques butl also substantial-
ly upgrades the acl of crime proven-
ton at the least possible expense
Dissemination of senor ¢cnme
prevention information through the
mass medie 15 another wviable ap-
proach. Radio and television presen-
tations, as well as the distnbution of
cnime prevention hlerature al nuintion
sites and senior centers, are ideal de-
ivery modes for the older age group.
The expertise of local organiza-
tions and agenctes within the public
and private seclors for the purpose of
developing special safety devices and
plans for the elderly should not be
overlooked. Possible innovations 1o
assist the elderly could include low-

cost burglar alarms tor homes and
apartments,  safely  slandards  for
doors and windows, and new environ-
memntal designs for public housing and
other residential deveiopments

Delivery of Services

What can the police do to reduce
the automobie, pedestrian, and home
accident rate ameng the elderly? Re-
sponses o this question are infinite;
however. there are several steps
which ¢an be taken. including:

1) Present workshops which
focus on technmiques 1o compensate
for biological changes which come
with age; *’

2) Publicize available victim
compensation programs,

3) Advertise special telephone
numbers to oblan assistance duning
emergencies.

4} Qperate through volunteers a
“survival mobide” {¢ help semior
citizens who have not been able o
solve transportation problems through
usuatl channels;

5) Estabhish a senior “cali-hne
network™ by which volunteers would
heip the disabled contend with fear,
loneiness. and desperation. if a
motuiity-impatred porson does not call
the volunteer al a given set ime. the
volunteer would altempt {0 establish
contacl. and

8) Make avalabie the services of
volunteers to check on slatus of older
persons and report back o concerned
out-ot-lown relations, ensuring that
any problem discovered would be
resolved before the volunieer departs.

The successful formulabon and
dispensalion of police services to his
population greatly depends on the
human element. The development of
nservice training i order to sensitize
police personnel lo the charactenstics
of the elderly s vital Police depart-
ments could insttule such courses at
minimal coslt by using the services of
local practitioners and teachers in the
fieids of disability and gerontology.

Protection of Civil Rights and
Liberties

After arresting an elderly person,
it 1s important that the police officer
makes a general assessment of the
aged person’'s characteristics. Special
accommodations should be made in
response to any apparent disabilily,
For example, if it appears that the
persan has an intellectual impairment,
care must be taken when adwising this
person of his or her nghts. It would be
wise 10 have this person repeat his/
her understanding of these nghts to
insure that they are not unintentionally
waived.

Many cases involving the older
offender nvolve problems of self-
abuse or petty theft. Police could use
the help of volunteers to divert such
cases with the cooperation of the
prosecuter. Such a procedure would
save poiice ume and contribute to the
rehabilitation of the offender.

Police could safeguard the legai
nghts of the elderly in cases involving
guardianship, civil commiiments. and
the implementation of related adult
proteclive legislalion. Many eiderly
persons do not really need such “'pro-
lections,” and alert palice officers
using informal arbitration procedures

Qctober 1983 - 5




“All police departments need to undertake their own
local assessments in order to discover how they might
best fulfill their role in cases involving [the] elderly. . ..”

could forestall any injustice in this
regard. The services of practilioners
and teachers expert in health institu-
tions' law could be used for police in-
service workshops in order to give
police officers the means with which
to mediate.

Elderly victims who live atl or
below the poverty level and are on
fixed incomes might be unaware of
the programs publicly financed fo
assist them. Police personnel could
disseminate information about the
benefits availlable {o them. Also. rep-
resentatives from the Social Securnty
Administration and other agencies en-
gaged in direct service activities for
this age group could be used for con-
sultation. Police could also use the
System of Federal Information Cen-
ters which has been estabhshed to
answer questions about Federal pro-
grams.>*

Section 504 of the Rehabibtation
Act of 1973 (28 U.S.C. 79) deals with
equal access rights for disabled per-
sons. Agencies receiving Federal
funds must accommodate this popula-
tion. which includes many elderiy per-
sons. Police depariments should be
accessible to the disabled, have tele-
phone amplifiers for hard-ol-hearing
persons. and teletypewriters for the
deaf, as well as provide qualified sign
tanguage inlerpreters for communica-
tion with hearing-impaired persons
who rely on sign language. The instal-
lation of a telecommunication device
(TDD or TTY) al a pelice station can
help to protect the hves and property
ol the hearing-impaired citizens of a
communily. Moreover, the general
public 15 also benefited by the ability
of an additional segment of the local
population to make police reports by
telephone 2

6 . FBI Law Enforcement Bultetin

Conclusion

in the final analysis, the polce
need (o be responsive o the needs
and concerns of the communities in
which they work. When approximalely
80 people representing areas within
the East San Gabnel Valiey in Los
Angeles Counly were caucused on
the phght of the elderly and the issue
of crime, they ranked ther concerns
as increased residential burglaries, in-
abiity to afford home salety devices,
harassment from juveniles, meligibility
ol iower muddle-class seniors {o re-
ceive services reserved for the lower
income population, general - lack of
awareness of what can be done to
prevent becoming a crime victim, lack
of multilingual police officers, lack of
police officers who can communicale
with the hearing impaired, and abuses

commitled against seniors by nursing
nome slaff, their own children, or
olher persons. They also had much to
say about the lack of legal aid. inad-
equate housing, availability of trans-
portation, and other health and soc:al
service issues.to

The chief of the Ballimore
County, Md., Police Department has
authorized police officers to interview
neighborhood residents in order tc
identify their fears. He has learned
that the high frequency of specific
crimes does nol necessarily coincide
with the people's fears a .d slated in a
recent inferview;

“They're worried about vandahsm,
they’re worried about the larceny of
their autos, they're warried about
the destruction of their homes and
therr property, or their ability to walk
down the street safely. IU's a more
personalized thing. It's rather close
o home, what they're afraid ol. as
opposad o the broader coimes that
we deal wilh, which are the Part |
cnmes, [e.g., homicide or
burglary]." 6!

All police depariments need to
undertake ther own local assess-
ments in order Lo discover how lhey
might best {ullill their role in cases in-
volving cldedy community residents,
cnme victims, and cnime withesses.

Many social service agencies are in-
volved in programs that address the
safely and security of the eiderly.
However, while other community
agencies may choose {o underiake
responsibilities in cases involving the
elderly, the police alone must handle
all cases of social need that come to
them 62 Consequently, the police rep-
resenl sociely's foremost source of
aild lor this group. The obligations
such a responsibility entails can be
metl with the development of effective
programs which take into account the
needs and allitudes of the elderly.
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