
Break The Silence
Giving a Voice Back to Abused Seniors

Utilizing Assistive Communication Devices in
Elder Abuse ScreeningElder Abuse Screening
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The Background
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C i ti B rri rCommunication Barriers
Elder Abuse

Any action, or deliberate inaction, by a 
person in a position of trust which 

causes harm to an older person.p

 Older Adults who have impaired communication 
can be at increased risk of harm and elder abuse.
Th    f t  th t  i i   There are numerous factors that can impair 
speech
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Wh t D Th St t SWhat Do The Stats Say
 Estimated rate of elder abuse in 

Ontario: 4 – 10 %

h k What can impair communication? – Stroke,  
Parkinson’s Disease,  ALS,  etc.

 Disease may leave communication impaired y p
but not mental capacity

 Increases persons vulnerability 
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Fi di V iFinding a Voice

What happens if the victim of elder abuse…

Can not speak?

Can not write?

If cognitively unimpaired 
But has no voice?
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A i t d C i ti Hi t rAssisted Communication - History
 Use of communication boards and other  Use of communication boards and other 

tools began in 1970’s
 Primarily used with children who had a y used t c d e o ad

autism
 Expanded for use with people with other p p p

communication impairments 
 Commonly used for persons who have 

suffered stroke. 
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Our Project
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Increase in the Cases of Suspected 
AbAbuse
 70 year old male – stroke and aphasia 70 year old male stroke and aphasia
 83 year old female – Long Term Care 

Home,  impaired communication due to o e, pa ed co u cat o due to
speech impediment

 91 year old male – ALS and y
communications only with eyebrow 
movement

All potential victims,  all unable to speak
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S r i i E ti lScreening is Essential
 Care providers and others are unable to  Care providers and others are unable to 

assist if it can not be determined
If something happened?so et g appe ed
What happened?
What help is needed?What help is needed?
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LLanguage
 Major and critical component for obtaining  Major and critical component for obtaining 

facts
 Assistive communication toolkits can help ss st e co u cat o too ts ca e p

bring the problem into the light
 The tools exist – we didn’t invent them 

however we created a specialized 
approach to using them
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Wh t did d ?What did we do?
 Brought together experts on abuse to  Brought together experts on abuse to 

generate terminology lists
 Brought together experts on assistive oug t toget e e pe ts o ass st e

communication strategies
 Brought together the necessary pre-g g y p

existing tools and combined with newly 
developed pictures symbols

 Conducted numerous focus groups
 Abuse specific and age appropriate
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Tr diti l C i ti B rdTraditional Communication Board
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Without using words – how would 
b ?someone report abuse?

Pushing, shoving Pulling hair, 
pinching

Hitting, slapping, 
punching

Not providing food, 
waterpinching punching water,

misuse of a Pulling Hair, Confinement or intimidating or 
person’s property 

and/or funds
pinching restrained humiliating 

gestures

Sexual touching Administering or Denying access to Improper use of a Se ua touc g
without consent

d ste g o
withholding 
medication for 
inappropriate 
purposes 

e y g access to
grandchildren or 

friends

p ope use o a
Power of Attorney 
for Property

p p

Withholding care 
or medical 

tt ti

Theft, forgery or 
fraud

Withholding 
medical attention, 

iti  f lif

Over or under 
medicating
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Elder Abuse Screening 
C i i T lCommunication Tools
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Pi t r i l d d i th kitPictures included in the kit
 Physical – slap,  punch,  choke,  pinch Physical slap,  punch,  choke,  pinch
 Emotional/ verbal – yell/ shout
 Financial – bank   money   jewellery Financial bank,  money,  jewellery
 Neglect – drink,  food, medicine
 Sexual touch   kiss   use of doll Sexual – touch,  kiss,  use of doll
 People in my life – family,  police, me, 

workerworker
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Tips for Overcoming 
C i i B iCommunication Barriers

 Slow your speech.y p
 Sit directly facing the person so they can see 

your face/mouth
 Identify that you are aware of a communication 

challenge and ask permission to use some 
different tools to help.different tools to help.

 Ask if they want to talk to you alone.
 Select a quiet location free of distractions.
 Be mindful of any other barriers such as a 

hearing loss or other issues which might make 
interviewing more challenging  
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H d th rk?How do they work?

Elder Abuse is 
Witnessed or 

Suspected

High Risk
Call 911 Not High RiskCall 911

Does the senior Does the senior 
appear

Capable?  
Facts & Consequences

Can the senior 
Communicate verbally

Utilize 
Screening toolkit
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F r M r I f r tiFor More Information
Sgt. John KeatingSgt. John Keating
Senior Support Coordinator
Durham Regional Police Service Durham Regional Police Service 
905-579-1520 ext. 5624

Tammy Rankin
Elder Abuse AdvisorElder Abuse Advisor
905-668-7711 ext. 2460
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