
•  Material Abuse
   (Financial Exploitation)
Material abuse is the misuse of an elder’s money or
property.  It includes deception, diverting income,
mismanagement of funds and taking money or
possessions against a person’s will.

•  Neglect
Neglect occurs when a caregiver’s failure to
provide adequate food, shelter, clothing, medical
or dental care results in significant danger to the
physical or mental health of an older person in his/
her care.

•  Self-Neglect
Self-neglect occurs when there is a significant
danger to an elder person’s physical or mental
health because the elder person is unable or fails to
provide him/herself with adequate food, shelter,
clothing, medical or dental care.

mandates each county to provide a publicized
phone number to receive reports of suspected
elder abuse and to designate a lead agency for
investigation and reporting purposes.  Most often,
this is the county aging unit or department of social
or human services.
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Lead agencies must begin investigation of
physical abuse, neglect or self-neglect within
24 hours of receiving a report (excluding
weekends and holidays) and within five
working days of receiving a report of material
abuse.  Based on the results of its
investigation, the lead agency may offer
services to help solve the problem (subject to
the limits of funding availability).

If necessary, lead agencies may notify the
appropriate law enforcement agency. When
abuse occurs in a nursing home, community
based residential facility or by a licensed
home health agency, the complaint is referred
to the State Department of Health and
Family Services for investigation.

 he effort to stop elder abuse calls for a
community-wide commitment to report and
respond.  Although the elder abuse law does
not require reporting by attorneys or other
professionals, the law does require counties
to respond to voluntary reports.  Competent
adults have the right to decide where and
how they live and whether or not they want
intervention in their lives.  Victims of elder
abuse may refuse an investigation by an elder
abuse worker.  They may also refuse any help
that is offered, so long as they are legally
competent.  In Wisconsin, help should be
available if it is wanted and needed.

•  Physical Abuse
Physical abuse is the willful infliction of
physical pain, injury or unreasonable
confinement.  It includes, but is not limited
to beating, choking, burning, inappropriate
medication and tying or locking a person up.
It also includes sexual abuse.  Sexual abuse
occurs when a person has been forced,
tricked, threatened or otherwise coerced into
sexual contact against one’s will.
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his report documents the growing problem
of elder abuse in Wisconsin.  Counties report
to the Department of Health and Family
Services a disturbing aspect of  the aging of
the population - more abuse.  A total of
3,937 cases of suspected abuse and neglect
were reported in 2004, an increase of 2.2
percent from 2003.  Tragically, 17 were fatal
and another 320 were considered life-
threatening.  More than one in 12 (8.6 %)
are involved in either a fatal or l ife-
threatening situation.  Information about the
types of abuse reported, characteristics of
the victims and abusers, and local responses
guide the State’s efforts to prevent elder
abuse and protect seniors.

our categories of elder abuse are defined
in Wisconsin Statutes (Ch. 46.90).  When a
person aged 60 or older is subjected to any
of these types of abuse or neglect, it is elder
abuse.
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Elder Abuse...
It Can Happen to Anyone

Recognizing the need for greater awareness in
the arena of elder abuse, the Wisconsin
Department of  Health and Family Services
launched a statewide public information
campaign in 2004.

A dramatic black and white brochure and a
series of posters were distributed to county
government elder abuse agencies.  The posters,
featuring four different images of older vic-
tims, convey compelling messages.  “Elder
abuse victims can’t always speak out for
themselves.”  “You don’t have to be hit to be
abused.”  “One call can change everything.”
The photograph and message on the front
cover of this report are components of the
campaign.

Overall goals of the campaign are to increase
awareness of  elder abuse in all of  its forms, to
provide information about alternatives for the
victim and to increase the reporting of inci-
dents of  elder abuse.  Potential reporters are
told, “If you witness abusive behavior, or
suspect something is wrong --- do something
about it.  Let authorities know your concerns.
You can remain anonymous.”

As a follow-up to the elder abuse print cam-
paign, the Department is now preparing public
service announcements for use by radio
stations throughout the state.  In the coming
months, listen for the tag line, “Report It!”

Where to Get Help

To identify your local elder abuse agency, call
either your local county/tribal aging unit or the
Wisconsin Bureau of Aging and Disability
Resources at (608) 266-2536.  You may also email:
StopAbuse@dhfs.state.wi.us.
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Wisconsin Elder Abuse
2004 DATA

Self-Neglect

Neglect by Others

Physical Abuse

Emotional Abuse

1,283 (63%)
536 (26%)

228 (11%)

363 (44%)

129 (16%)

150 (33%)

69 (15%)

142 (49%)

95 (33%)

54 (18%)

150 (49%)
100 (32%)

58 (19%)

NOTE:  Case finding definitions: 1) substantiated:
determined that elder person is in need of protective
intervention or services to counter an identified elder
abuse or neglect situation; 2) unsubstantiated: elder
abuse/neglect situation is not identified; however, the
elder person may be experiencing other problems
and may have been referred for services; or 3)
unable to substantiate: a substantiation is not
possible due to insufficient facts such as the
investigator could not locate the elder person or the
elder person refused the investigation.
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Overall substantiation rate of 53% is a positive
reflection of the accuracy of reports received.
This graph shows the substantiation rates by type
of abuse.
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Total number of reports
substantiated: 2,089.
Thirteen cases of
“Information Only” not
reflected in this chart.

TYPES OF ABUSE
Self-Neglect
2,047 (52%)

Material Abuse
821 (21%)

Neglect by Others
457 (12%)

Physical Abuse
291 (7%)

Emotional Abuse
308 (8%)

Information Only
13 (<1%)

Total = 3,937

Practitioners have observed that
maltreatment which is self-
inflicted is just as potentially
harmful as maltreatment inflicted
by others.  Of the 17 fatalities
reported in 2004, 12 involved
self-neglect.

NUMBER OF REPORTS

2004 figure
represents an
increase of
2.2% from the
number of reports
received in 2003.

  3,853

3,223

3,152

3,073

2,521

2,629

2,583

2,553

AGE AND GENDER OF VICTIM

80-89 years
1,596 (41%)

60-69 years
750 (19%)

70-79 years
1,203 (31%)

90+ years
374 (9%)

Other or unknown
14 (<1%)

Total = 3,937

GENDER:  63% of the victims are female and 37%
                 of the victims are male.

Services Provided
1,651 (34%)

Services Refused
922 (19%)

Restrictive Service or Placement
373 (8%)

Ongoing Outreach
768 (16%)

Other Legal Action on Behalf of Victim
222 (4%)

Total = 4,877

In more than 19% of the cases where needs were identified, the victims refused
the services offered as is their right as competent adults under Wisconsin law.
The remaining individuals accepted one or more services from various agencies.

ARRAY OF SERVICES PLANNED
Other Services
510 (10%)

Advocacy/Legal Services
725 (14%)

Day Service Care & Treatment
595 (11%)

Facility-Based Care
645 (12%)

In-Home Services
1,150 (21%)

Service Coordination
1,740 (32%)

Total = 5,365
Services were planned in more than 78% of the cases (3,098 of 3,937 cases).  An
average of two services per case were planned by county staff.

RELATIONSHIP OF ABUSER(S)
TO VICTIM

Spouse
290 (14%)

Son
494 (24%)

Daughter
378 (18%)
Other Relative
381 (18%)

Friend/Neighbor
246 (12%)

Other (including service provider)
288 (14%)

Total = 2,077

NOTE:  Data on abusers reflect
total reports made, not number
of substantiated cases.
The number of alleged abusers
includes situations where there
were more than one abuser.

VICTIM CHARACTERISTICS
Frail
2,628 (67%)

Dementia
1,100 (28%)

Medical Condition
660 (17%)

Physical Disability
693 (18%)

Homebound
221 (6%)

Mental Illness
333 (8%)

Alcohol or Drug Abuse
216 (5%)

Incontinent
245 (6%)

Other Dependency or Disability
165 (4%)

No Dependency or Disability
240 (6%)

NOTE:  Total is greater than 100%
because a victim may have more
than one client characteristic.

AGE:  The largest reported group of victims,
           by age cohort, are 80 through 89 years old.

238 (52%)

SUBSTANTIATION OF ABUSE

2004

2003

2002

2001

2000

1999

1998

1997

1996

1995

1994

3,257

3,937

In 2004, of the 3,937 cases reported, 2,047 involved self-neglecting elders.  In the
remaining cases, more than 74% of the alleged abusers were relatives of the victim.

Victims are identified as having at least one dependency or disability in 94% of the
cases.

Total = 6,501

Material Abuse

329 (40%)

substantiated

Referral to Outside Agency
941 (19%)

ACTIONS TAKEN

Note:  Emotional abuse is included in this
report even though not required by law.

3,721


