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ABSTRACT

Can mediation empower older people to resolve interpersonal contlicts which may lead to
elder abuse, and thereby contribute to preventing 1t? This thesis 1s introduced by pointing
to the social convergence of concern about the demographic rise of elder abuse, and
interest 1n the increasing use of the progressive process of mediation for resolving social
problems, which has led to support for this present study, the first in 1ts field. Social
benefits of the research to older people are noted, and include the importance ot adding to
knowledge, the value of providing a practical pilot demonstration project, and contributing

to building social capital.

The social confluence of theoretical perspectives in both areas i1s considered,
showing that elder abuse has complex causes featuring conflicts, which mediation can
contribute to resolving as a sensitive, voluntary process of self-determined informal
justice. The social construction of empirical work as action research 1s discussed, as are its
limitations. The triangulated methodology includes participant observation of mediation
with older people in Atlanta, Kansas and San Francisco in America, where 1t was first
established, ethnographic studies of the work of the British Elder Mediation Project (EMP
for Empowerment), and a video survey researching relevant Brtish social attitudes to
mediation. The study 1s illustrated by individual case references and verbatim extracts

from the mediations studied.

Research findings are then evaluated in relation to the study, 1ts themes, theories

and social benefits. These show that, in general, mediation empowered the older
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participants 1n the study to resolve interpersonal conflicts and stop abuse, although
prediction about 1t preventing future abuse is less strong, and its potential for challenging
structural abuse i1s shown to be weak. The thesis concludes with discussing the present
status and social value of mediation, the implications of the thesis for social policy, and

raises questions for further research to offset limitations of this present study.
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CHAPTER 1

THE SOCIAL CONVERGENCE OF ELDER ABUSE AND MEDIATION

Contlict equals challenge
but 1s gettin outta hand
started as complaining...
festering and festering
mego mego confrontation...
and feudin...and creatin fuss...
and threatening
and domination...
depersonalisation...

(Extracts from Ironing It Out 1995

Isha Mekenzie-Mavinga: mediator
Thanks to Greenwich Mediation Service)

Introduction

The 1999 Umnited Nations (UN) Year of Older People, and its focus on elder abuse,
coincides with the 50th anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the
passage of the British 1998 Human Rights Act, and the 1996 Family Law Act giving legal
recognition to the value of mediation 1n 1roning out distressed interpersonal conflicts, as a

progressive and remedial process 1n healing social relationships (Bush and Folger 1994).

These events reflect increasing contemporary concern for elderly persons harmed
by elder abuse, the incidence of which in Britain 1s just over 3% of people over pension
age, while its prevalence in the same population 1s much larger (McCreadie 1996). These
findings are consistent with statistics from America and other countries (Kosberg 1992),

although there are none which reflect the social exclusion of old people through ageism,



which denies them their human rights (Bytheway 1995).

It 1s timely, therefore, to consider whether mediation can contribute to stopping
and preventing the abuse of older people. As Giles Darvill (1997) has shown, the
convergence of events and 1deas invites reflection about their significance, and provides
practical opportunities for action research. Research has established that mediation results
in resolving conflicts generally i about 80% cases (Wright 1991), so it is appropriate now
to find out whether 1t can be of specific use to older people, especially in conflicts

assoclated with elder abuse.

How tar do they feel that it contributes to their empowerment and prevents the
suffering of elder abuse? (Johnson 1989). How, why and when does mediation work? Is it
an ntrusive or minimal social itervention? What are its stages? In what contexts does it
fail, and what happens then? Are its general effects on older people beneficial or harmful?
What positive practical difference can mediation make to elderly persons' lives when

confronting conflict or abuse?

Consideration must also be given to more critical aspects of mediation. Is
mediation a fair and socially just process? Does it have the potential to reduce the
initiatives of older people in asserting their political rights through alternative approaches
to contlict or abuse? Can 1t be manipulated to suppress rather than constructively confront

conflict? Is 1t second-class or genuine justice? (Abel 1982ab).

Although this study focuses on these principal questions in its literature searches

and data collection, 1t also shows awareness of the potential and limitations of mediation



for challenging ageism and social exclusion and, despite not being within the scope of the
research to examine these 1ssues in detail, raises questions about them. Does the rhetoric
of mediation as an empowering, non-coercive process of conflict resolution conceal any
discriminatory or exclusionary practices? Does 1t strengthen or weaken old people's

struggles against ageism and social exclusion?

An action research project designed to examine some of the principal questions
through the spectacles of microsociology, "a sociology of daily living' linked with ‘a
sociology of exclusion' (Phillipson 1998:138-9), 1s now introduced by this chapter. It
explains the genesis of the research, indicating its aims and the reasons why the study was
attempted. It describes next the social context and history of the study, outlining its legal,
political and economic aspects. Definitions of some of the main concepts used in the
research are then given, indicating how hypotheses were generated, and how the empirical

work and methodology was constructed to test these.

The social benefits, themes and structure of the study are outlined, and a summary
concludes the chapter. Throughout the study, its research has been conceptualised and
operationalised as an attempt at positive social action (Scratz and Walker 1995), but also as
a systematic collection of narrative evidence which speaks for itself through the integrity
of those who participated in contributing to it. The study was initiated from a concemn to

relieve the suftering of older people from elder abuse by an action research project based

on empowering them through mediation to challenge it.



The Social Construction of the Research

Ageism can be conceptualised through a "disaggregated set of world views' and “politics
of representation’, a phrase borrowed from John Gabriel 1n discussing racism (1998:16-7),
another aspect of discrimination. One of the ugliest faces of ageism is elder abuse,
representing competing professional, practitioner and public explanations based on
ditferent political perspectives and cultural approaches towards elderly people. This study
attempts to understand how these were socially constructed, while recognising that
because there 1s competition as well as consensus, there is no aggregated model of how to
represent these politically to produce remedial social action. One example of this came in
a recent social visit to America where the environmental battle against light pollution has
antagonised old people who want more nightlight for safety reasons, arguing that these
green policies are structurally unfair and ageist (Los Angeles Times 14.12.99). Another
example came from an elderly husband who adored his wife, but had to institutionalise her
against her will with Alzheimer's Disease: he knew this was not ageism, but was it elder

abuse?

The study also cntically considers the social construction of mediation,
represented as an alternative to civil and criminal law, and asks whether its theories have
been mampulated for social and political purposes to suppress rather than challenge the
mistreatment of old people (Freeman 1995). Another task was deciding on what basis the
research project should be constructed. Its concern has been to learn from those “studies

likely to be successful when they lay emphasis upon the meanings and interpretations

through which people make sense of their world' (Kelleher and Hillier 1996:4). Its aim was



to understand what older people themselves think and feel about elder abuse and
mediation, and encourage them to participate in a research project designed to empower

and benefit them.

Chris Philhipson, cntical social gerontologist and co-author of a practical
handbook, Understanding Elder Abuse (Phillipson and Biggs 1992), recently described

the need for such research.

This type of research, then, 1s partly about developing "a sociology of
resistance’, focusing on the way in which older people challenge situations
they are confronted with, but in what 1s often private rather than public

settings (Phillipson 1998:139).

Theretore this study has an emancipatory aim of assisting older people not only in
resisting the elder abuse of private settings, but also in communities and institutions where
financial exploitation and social exclusion are also suffered as aspects of ageism. It is
aware of the question about how far mediation, construed as a progressive and
empowering communication process (Wright 1982), can enable older people to resist
social mistreatment coming from the ‘structured dependency' (Townsend 1981) of the
dominant political economy (Walker 1990). Unfortunately, it is not within the scope of the

research to examine this adequately.

A primary aim of the research has been to examine mediation as a form of conflict
transformation, or conflict management and resolution, also known as alternative dispute
resolution or ADR (Mackie 1991), as applied to the issue of elder abuse. Here the study is

believed to be the first in its field, thus aiming to extend knowledge in the areas of elder
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abuse, and mediation. It also hopes to make original contributions to the two main
discourses 1n which elder abuse and mediation theories are situated, namely that of critical

social gerontology and ADR.

Reasons for research 1n these areas, linked with 1its aims, relate to urgent human
needs for developing services of accessible and acceptable assistance to older people who
suffer from, or who are vulnerable to elder abuse. Also the statistics show a demographic
rise of the older population, especially in those over 80 years, suggesting that elder abuse
may similarly increase, unless preventive and remedial social policies and plans are
devised to avert this. The number of people over pensionable age in the United Kingdom

(UK) 1s projected to increase from 10.7 million 1 1996 to 11.8 million in 2010. In 2021

there will be four times as many people over 10O as in 1996 (Age Concern 1998).

Social trends 29 (ONS 1999) confirms UK statistics of the last decade, showing
that 1n 1997 16% of the population was aged 65 years or over, this growth being projected
to nise to 20% of the population by 2021, and outnumber those aged 15 and under by
2016. The number of people living beyond 100 will have increased within 70 years from
6000 to 95,000. By the 2080s, 1t 1s estimated that some will live till 123 because of

rising health standards.

Another reason 1s the need to develop social attitudes and professional practices
among stakeholders in human services which will encourage empowering and non-

intrusive interventions in often sensitive and intimate relations within older people's



networks of families, friends and neighbours 1n the community (Wenger 1992). Despite the
study's focus on older people, it 1s also concemed for relational justice between all age

groups, linked to the common good (Burnside and Baker 1993).

What 1s the value of ecarly intervention in potentially abusive situations? The
concept of mediation as 'a mimimal form of alternative intervention' (Roberts,S.1986:25)
introduces another reason for researching its reliability in coping with the conflicts which
are often embedded 1n abusive personal relationships, before these escalate into violence.
Can mediation protect vulnerable older people? Is police, legal and court action more
helpful? Here 1t 1s recognmised that elder abuse comprises a range of mistreatment from
long-term systematic beating of an old mother by her alcoholic son, to that which occurs

when people threaten elderly neighbours.

A compelling reason for this research 1s the mmportance of inquiring whether
mediation has the potential to empower older people in developing safely a learned
resistance to the learned helplessness (Seligman 1975) which can accompany elder abuse.
The 1mage of powerlessness, publicly projected and personally introjected, can
‘pathologise all cultural deviations' in family relations, as noted in the area of ethnic
minority relations by Gabriel (1994:45). Do old people from ethnic minorities suffer from
elder abuse and lack of appropriate care disproportionately? Will they feel confident about

confiding i multicultural mediation services?

Bill Bytheway (1995) describes internalised ageism contributing to many old

people feeling oppressed, helpless and powerless. Can mediation distinguish between the



unintentional force with which a daughter toilets her difficult and doubly incontinent
mother, and that of deliberately excluding her to a locked bathroom? How far 1s 1t possible
for research to differentiate between changing perceptions of how old people experience

clder abuse?

A concluding reason for the research, among others which will emerge in the
study, relates to the powerlessness mentioned above. Critical research aims to expose
arcas of unequal power relations (Harvey 1990), and this mediation project aims to be
emancipatory through encouraging and enabling older people in empowering ways to

reclaim their powers (Guttman 1987), through participating 1n its action research.

This hopes to contribute to their self-identity, and sense of independence,
participation, care, self-fulfilment and dignity, which are the main UN Principles for Older
People ot Resolution 46/1991. However, 1f such positive life-shaping conditions' are to be
envisaged, there 1s a need to think about identity in complex, shifting and contextual

terms, rather than 1n abstract, absolutist formations', as Gabriel says in relation to ethnicity

(1994:47).

The Social Context of the Research

Research 1deas were generated when the 1991 UN Principles for Older People were
promulgated. Then the national voluntary network, Mediation UK, an umbrella
community organisation formed in 1984 for resourcing multiple mediation services, had a

secretary and other older members including the author on its management committee.



They suggested planning a multicultural peer project to empower other old people 1n
coping with their relational confhicts (Craig 1992). This added to Mediation UK's
established work iIn community, environmental and school mediation, as well as n

victim-offender reparation working mainly with young offenders (Wright 1977;1982).

The committee supported this imtiative, naming 1t the Elder Mediation Project
(EMP). Its acronym, EMP, represented the empowerment of older people through
encouraging and enabling them to cope with conflict. As suggested by a journal article
entitled EMPowerment: not empire building' (Craig 1995), 1t was determined that the
multicultural EMP developed with self-help grassroots 1deas of community organising
(Alinsky 1971;Castells 1983), committed to working with old people 1n vulnerable
relationships or deprived arcas. EMP volunteers had no fixed attachment to the project as
they also actively worked for community mediation services, which often supplied their
members to work on EMP cases, but a small core group of multicultural mediators
emerged of which the researcher was the only white member. The others included an
African-Caribbean Christian woman, an Asian Muslim Male, a Chinese Buddhist woman,

an Indian Sikh woman and a West African agnostic male.

EMP wished to be less of a self-perpetuating project and more of a pilot
demonstration model, encouraging other voluntary and statutory agencies, to which it
subsequently offered tramning, in developing mediation work with older people. It
followed 1deas in The Planning of Change (Bennis et al 1984) which argued for the

eventual practical implementation of research findings by social diffusion.



Based on EMP members' general experience of successfully mediating community
conflicts involving older people which otherwise threatened to become abusive, 1t was
suggested that the planned peer project might be similarly effective in preventing some
elder abuse at early stages. This earlier experience grounded emerging i1deas that EMP
could contribute to researching the area, although neither 1t, nor its voluntary workers

were to be the subject of the study.

A further factor contributed to the research immtiative. This was a collective
awareness that other grassroots groups and lay people were seeking to become more
knowledgeable and active 1n managing their daily lives, and that EMP could play a part in
this progressive social movement. For instance Judith Allsop and Annabelle May
remarked 1n the context of healthcare changes in the 1980s, that "(P)atients are becoming
less passive: self-help groups, community projects, pressure groups are all playing an
increasingly important part 1n the field of health care...' (1986:39). EMP's hope was to play
a part, through 1ts social action research, in what Maurice Castells later called ‘meaningful
social action' (1996:4), 1n his survey of a network society, where change was increasingly

promoted through grassroots community movements.

The Social Confluence of American and British Ideas

Mediation UK's networking with allied organisations in the United States of America
(USA) led to EMP developing contacts with the American Bar Association (ABA) which

was already nvolved in working for older people. Two American senior lawyers wrote a
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seminal report, Mediation: the Coming of Age (Wood and Kestner 1989), whilst also
working with the ABA's Standing Committee on Dispute Resolution, and Commission on
the Legal Problems of the Elderly. The ABA recognised earlier than Mediation UK that
mediation enabled older people to resolve disputes. However the ABA 1s the professional
representational body for lawyers and had no resources for a specific study on mediation

and elder abuse.

The impetus for a Bnitish study developed from an early literature search find of a
major book edited by America's leading social gerontologists, Elder Abuse: Conflict in
the Family (Pillemer and Wolf 1986), where respected academics and practitioners

showed that unresolved conflict featured in most cases.

Supported by EMP, 1ts voluntary co-ordinator, the researcher, consulted widely
and informally with older people, their representative organisations, social gerontologists,
relevant health and welfare workers and other stakeholders. They agreed that research here
should be attempted, but also that the American social context should be studied as 1t had
longer histories and more extensive literature of the subject, as well as elder abuse laws
which were absent 1n Britain. This research would be similar to a “study more of interest
in relationship between two countries than a comparison' (Gabriel 1998:6): 1t would not
undertake comparative investigations of American and British projects and legislation, but

through collaborative learning expand and share knowledge through forming research

relationships.

These positive consultation results encouraged the Centre for Policy on Ageing to
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fund preliminary research, later followed by charitable grants, university funding when
doctoral research proposals were accepted, and awards from the British Society of

Gerontology and Mediation UK.

These developments coincided with advances made by National Family Mediation
(NFM), the voluntary organisation founded in 1981 as the National Family Conciliation
Council, which influenced the Lord Chancellor to incorporate some of their activities in
the design of the subsequent 1996 Family Law Act. This legitimated domestic

interpersonal mediation.

The Social Significance of the British Legislative Framework

Mediation had already acquired legislative status in the 1971 Industrial Relations Act,
while the 1975 Employment Protection Act established the Advisory, Conciliation and
Arbitration Service (ACAS). The 1996 Family Law Act provided for mediation being
available for couples facing separation and divorce, and Part IV provided a single set of

remedies for people suffering from domestic violence.

The regulation of complaints 1n the statutory, voluntary and independent sectors
had developed variously, using mediation at early stages in resolving conflicts, and this
was endorsed by the Citizen's Charter Complaints Task Force (1994:5.5). The
recommendations of an influential government report, Access to Justice (Lord
Chancellor's Department 1996), that mediation should be developed in many areas,

suggested that 1ts existing National Health Service (NHS) use for patients' complaints
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should include those of medical negligence claims. This led to a related Department of

Health two-year mediation pilot project involving 30 such cases (Allsop and Mulcahy

1996; Polywka 1997).

Despite mediation being legally recognised in these Acts, and used in regulatory
procedures, there 1s no specific elder abuse legislation existing or currently intended
(Ashton 1994), although a current government consultation paper, No Secrets: the
Protection of Vulnerable Adults (Department of Health 1999) discusses developing
multi-agency policies. So there was no official legal framework in which the research
could be conveniently situated, although there was awareness of the legal discourse on the
subject. Some academic lawyers (Griffiths et al 1990; Hoggett 1991), supported by
representative organisations of older people (Greengross 1986), argued for specific elder
abuse laws. As children were protected through the Children Acts of 1975 and 1989, some
critical theorists viewed the legal lacunae relating to older adults as another form of social

exclusion.

Practitioners warned that adversarial aspects of the law can be counterproductive
in dealing with intimate interpersonal issues of elder abuse, and that constructive and
conciliatory ways of preventing and arresting it may be more effective (McCreadie 199]).
Cntical theorists suggested that if old people are socially excluded from remedial and

supportive services, this is a form of structural abuse (Phillipson and Biggs 1992).

Despite ongoing debates, the present social consensus in Britain is that approaches

should complement each other, and that endangered older people should be able to choose
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between easy access to general civil and criminal law, and the multidisciplinary services
concerned with elder abuse which are beginning to develop. Mediators suggest that their
service offers a free first step 1n resolving conflict; that it may be sufficient in preventing
abuse developing; or can provide a gateway for older people to make other choices.
However all mediators support people having free and greater access to legal redress, and

regard their own services as complementary and not antagonistic to the law (Craig 1998).

Thus the research project seemed socially significant at a time when mediation,
often construed as informal justice (Matthews 1988), had legal status in some spheres
although, like formal justice, not yet being judicially recognised as a useful contribution to
elder protection. How far could the study increase knowledge in this indeterminate area?

Earlier relevant studies, entitled The Politics of Informal Justice (Abel 1982ab),

suggested that mediation should be related to political contexts.

The Social Sites of Political and Economic Influence in Britain

As the EMP research project was situated at the microlevel of community life, its
grassroots members were mitially and experientially more preoccupied with poverty than
politics. When research networks developed at the mesolevel of academics, and mostly
middle-class professionals of the voluntary and statutory sectors, their interest in political
influence developed, although there was no government involvement at the macrolevel of

state agencies. As Phillipson noted in Capitalism and the Construction of Old Age

(1982), dominant politics deals with unemployment, inadequate resources and financial
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deficits, through early retirement policies and retrenchment in health, welfare, housing,
pension and insurance provision. There is a political construction of ageist and familist
ideologies projecting 1mages of old people dependent on kin, although critical

gerontologists point to elderly people's social exclusion in institutions.

There 1s also political valorisation of voluntary organisations as the best bodies for
implementing new forms of community care for older people, through the 1990 National
Health Service (NHS) and Community Care Act. Although critical theorists recognise that
voluntary organisations are needed i building social capital (Wann 1995), there is

reluctance to reduce government responsibility for providing essential services.

This reluctance 1s linked to population politics, or what Phillipson calls ‘the
politics of resentment’, constructed with an “apocalyptic demography' (1998:106), also
called Agequake 1n a book of that title (Wallace 1999). Critical gerontologists expose
spurious political accounting which suggests that population increases of older people
make them social parasites on younger workers whose taxes fund retirement provision.
Alan Walker, in The New Generational Contract (1996), criticised dominant political
pessimism constructed to offset sympathy for old people. He edited rebuttals from leading
British critical gerontologists who focused on higher financial costs of youth provision,
while pointing to positive reciprocal family support in integrating generations, and to the

intrinsic value of senior citizens.

Critical social gerontologists campaign for government policies to increase

statutory provision for older people, while also supporting voluntary organisations which
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show 1nittative and flexibility in pioneering services and showing interest in EMP's work

and research. They stress that older people are increasingly active, and support self-help

peer groups.

Mediation, as a progressive voluntary process, became recognised by some social
gerontologists (Biggs 1993; Decalmer and Glendenning 1993) as having a potential for
proneer work 1n the area of elder abuse, although two lawyers called it second-class justice
(Cain and Kulcsar 1983). This 1s because although it is ostensibly free for everyone in
Britain, the poor are limited in having full access to the law. American poor old people
sutter more restrictions to what they anecdotally call assembly line justice or Geezer Law,
and the 1ssue was popularised in The Rainmaker where it it was said that ‘they are as
fearful of the lawyers as they are of the insurance companies, and the idea of walking into

a courtroom and testifying before a judge is enough to silence them' (Grisham 1995:97).

Issues about the relation of mediation to legal justice re-emerge in the next chapter
considering contlict resolution theory, but affected critical thinking about research
limitations. Mediators have always been ethically restricted from legalistic interrogations
into people's lives, from investigating their political ideas about wider social injustice,
from recommending social action against 1t, or imposing their own ideological views.
Mediation's essential aim is to understand and enable old people to challenge
constructively and overcome the discrete situational conflicts in which they are involved.
It was modestly hoped that the research might generate findings that could contribute to
preventing the suffering of some forms of elder abuse in specific situations (Craig 1997).

Mediators aimed to empower old people directly to deal with daily conflicts and abusive
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situations so that later they might be enabled indirectly to challenge other injustices, but it
was not within the scope of the research to test later developments. It was also realised that

clarity was needed 1n using concepts like abuse and injustice, so definitions are discussed

next.

The Social Construction of Definitions in Literature Searches

It was decided to define research concepts before developing a central hypothesis and
methodology to test it. These were based on extensive literature searches, consultations
with academics and practitioners working in the areas of elder abuse and mediation, and

conversations with other stakeholders and older people.

A critical approach to social definitions implies awareness of how the “politics of
representation’ and “language of contamination' (Gabriel 1998:17,22) shape ideas. If elder
abuse 1s given public images of victims' biological weakness, emotional powerlessness or
carer stress, responsibility can be individualised, and make people feel guilty about
personal failures. (Wolf and Bergman 1989). Elders internalise ageist ideas about being
burdens and are politically represented as such (Walker 1990). Young taxpayers may
represent old people as unproductive; doctors may represent them as excessive consumers
of health care; the media often represents them as funny or pathetic. Thus another political

aspect ot social definitions is their widening for purposes of ‘ideological marginalisation

(Gabriel 1994:41),

Elder abuse can be represented by victimological definitions, social attention being
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focused on the pathology of the perpetrators (Wolf and Pillemer 1989). Here the politics ot
labelling, as conceptualised in critical criminology (Taylor et al 1975) may determine
whether designated offenders, perhaps carers, are subjected to criminalisation or therapy.
The former is often used for the poor, the latter being generally reserved for the rich, so

Phillipson and Biggs (1992) prefer to consider people as survivors rather than victuns.

However if more older people suffer from social exclusion through ageism than
from the physical or verbal aggression which more overtly characterises it, should the
former also be defined as abusive? This discrimination is similar to that experienced by
other social groups, especially ethnic minorities, through structural njustice and

inequitable social deprivation. There is an ongoing debate about this led by critical social

gerontologists (Minkler and Estes 1991; Moody 1998a).

Another 1ssue which complicates constructing definitions 1s accurately reflecting
those of older people which are not reliably known. Perceptions, misunderstanding, words
and categories have no fixed boundaries, and there 1s a complexity of perspectives from
which people make sense of themselves and the world (Gabnel 1994:4). These
problematics apply particularly in defining mediation as a progressive communication
process. Literature searches through general linguistics and communication studies
focused on selecting references to British work on ageing, such as LLanguage, Society and
the Elderly (Coupland et al 199]) and American research in Communication and Aging

(Nussbaum et al 1989).

These show that mediatory processes of communication are essential in preventing
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intergenerational conflict, and 1n ensuring that old people's views are generally heard and
understood. They also show how misperceptions and misunderstandings develop through
changing social attitudes and physical and mental ageing processes (Giles et al 1990). This
study thus recognises ageing differences in communication capabilities of the old and
young but, recognizing difference and turning it into a source of strength’' (Kelleher
1996:79), suggest that mediation's everyday language may more empowering and less

confusing to elders than that of the law.

It 1s because mediation flexibly adapts its social definitions and language to
stakeholder and service-user needs that different concepts about 1t are continuously
constructed by them and by service providers from their diverse cultural life experiences:

all come from multiethnic groups and different income backgrounds (DeSouza and Craig

1998).

Another complication arises because academics also change definitions. New
Directions in Mediation (Folger and Jones 1994) foretells changes in The Promise of
Mediation (Bush and Folger 1994), which no longer defines mediation success as securing
firm agreements between people, but in terms of transforming relationships amicably.

Contflict resolution 1s increasingly replaced by the term dispute transformation (Felstiner et

al 1980/81).

Thus 1t 1s difficult to box definitions neatly. What are the benefits to older people,
theorists and the public of defining mediation and elder abuse narrowly or widely? How

can changing, fuzzy social definitions be integrated into reliably rigorous research? Does
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scholarly exactitude 1n contriving social definitions that serve methodological
requirements diminish, rather than describe fully, the thoughts and feelings of its subjects,

especially 1f they are old?

Qualitative research can explore communication processes such as mediation, but
analysis of conversations can produce just one set of social definitions and one version of
social reality, although failure to find and compare alternative interpretations (Kelleher
1996:6), leads to the dangers of imposing one's own assumptions (Gabriel 1994:4). These
may limit authenticity in reporting respondent conversations, but are offset by the
transparency and directness with which they argue out their difficulties. An advantage of
mediation 1s that its methods tend to uncover the alternative narratives of older people's

lives, rather than reproduce dominant ones about how wisely or well they perform.

Hence the consideration of social constructionist concepts in choosing working
definitions for research 1s qualified by recognising the limitations of i1ts own 1deological
stance which should not be restrictively advanced, overemphasised or used as a template
for the research. This should be as open-minded, although as widely read as possible. The
following sections attempt briefly to review seminal texts from literature searches before
constructing definitional frameworks for the present study which contribute to its
orounded theory (Glaser and Strauss 1967). Although this mainly refers to that derived
from one's own data collection, others' definitions make important impacts on developing

theory, contribute to secondary data, and suggest research strategies.
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Social Definitions of Elder Abuse

Elder abuse 1s the professionally agreed short definition for the mistreatment of elderly
people. Both terms will be used interchangeably throughout this research, as will others,
such as old, older, elderly persons or people and elders, which are similarly described 1n
the literature. Some cntical social gerontologists (Biggs 1996) suggest calling elderly
people older citizens to emphasise their political nghts. How do older people define
themselves? Earlier British surveys found that many liked the term senior citizen, while
Americans are generally called seniors, but this inference of superiority, although
empowering to elders, 1s considered potentially divisive by some British gerontologists
concerned to promote intergenerational equity. There 1s no agreed correct way to describe

people 1n later life, and this more neutral concept occurs 1n recent book titles (Brubaker

1990;Stephens et al 1990).

Elder abuse has been studied for 30 years. In Britain 1t was first defined as granny
battering (Baker 1975), and as granny bashing (Burston 1975). In America the battered
clder syndrome was 1dentified (Block and Sinnott 1979). These definitions reflected the

family setting of elder abuse and were promoted 1n the media.

Age Concern, the representative national voluntary organisation of older people,
considered that sensational defimitions should be replaced by more comprehensive
descriptions, commissioning two studies in which old age abuse was named (Cloke
1983;Eastman 1984). This definition extended research beyond the family, and the concept

of abuse linked the subject with other domains of interpersonal violence such as child and
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domestic abuse (Gelles and Strauss 1988).

The British Genatrics Society then produced a study, Abuse of Elderly People
(Tomlin 1989) which gradually led to the general use of the shorter term elder abuse
(McCreadie 1991). This was also used by American gerontologists (Pillemer and Woll
1986; Quinn and Tomita 1986;Steinmetz 1987) during their theoretical work on the etiology

of elder abuse.

Despite this consensus there 1s continuing debate as to what the definition means.
In 1991 an American three-year survey of the views of 63 specialists showed failure to
agree about 1ts types, boundaries, causes and best forms of protection and prevention:
some included intentional, accidental and self-neglect (Hudson 1991:1-19). Another expert
urged definitional clarification as a priority for "a national agenda for elder abuse and
neglect research' (Stein 1991:91-107), reinforced by the title of an authoritative American
journal entitled The Journal of Elder Abuse and Neglect (1989 - ). In Britain, a major
multidisciphinary mitiative was established 1in 1993 by Age Concern, named Action on
Elder Abuse (AEA). This widely representative body consulted extensively before

arriving at 1ts own social definition.

Elder abuse 1s a single or repeated act or lack of appropriate action
occurring within any relationship where there 1s an expectation of trust,

which causes harm or distress to an older person (AEA Bulletin 1995:1)

This definition incorporated ideas of neglect, without specifying it, through the

phrase lack of appropriate action', which includes failure of care, although "within any

relationship’ appears to exclude self-neglect, and points to another's responsibility for the
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abuse. Responsibility for the act 1s not construed in criminal terms, thus leaving open
questions about accident or intentionality for consideration in individual cases. As elderly
people are being cared for increasingly by relatives who are also old, some mistreatment
may be due to carer stress (Hudson 1986; Decalmer and Glendenning 1993). Mistreatment
has been defined 1n an American typology as unintentional as well as deliberate harm,
ranging from physical, psychological, emotional, mental, spiritual, verbal, financial,
material, sexual, medical, social abuse and neglect to self-neglect in many forms,

including suicide (Johnson 1989).

AEA's phrase expectation of trust' has also been critically discussed because it
could exclude external relationships in the community where abuse takes place as a result
of unresolved conflicts. Jacki Pritchard (1989), a British social worker who has written
many books on elder abuse, describes cases of vandalism, harassment and neighbour

conflict which are experienced by older people as abuse, although defined by police as

crime (Craig and Woods 1993).

American gerontologists earlier 1dentified conflict as contributing to elder abuse
(Block and Sinnott 1979; Pillemer and Wolf 1986), while later British studies confirmed
this (Bennett et al 1997;Biggs et al 1995; Decalmer and Glendenning 1993). British reports
on institutional elder abuse also included 1n their social definitions references to conflicts
as contributory factors (Bright 1995; Royal College of Nursing 1992). However there i1s

additional dissensus about the process of social definition itself.

What 1s missing from existing literature and what 1s to be gained is a more
fundamental vision of the problem of elder abuse, a vision that transcends
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the fragmentation, a vision that precedes labels and classifications
(Blanton,P. 1989:29).

Other gerontologists construct more experiential descriptions following much
feminist writing on domestic abuse (Dobash and Dobash 1980), pointing to the

importance of understanding the feelings and thoughts of those mvolved.

The comprehensive term suggested here which might put us on more
common ground 1s ‘unnecessary suffering'....The term unnecessary' 1s an
important qualifier because sometimes suffering must take place to

preserve one's quality of life. Suffering, rather than harm, has been selected
because 1t implies a qualitative dimension (Johnson 1989:28-9).

Significantly Quinney, an American marxist sociologist, had similar 1deas when
arguing for a ‘non-violent criminology of compassion and service (which) seeks to end
suffering...' (1977:6). As noted earlier, elder abuse may have criminal causes, although few

criminologists review the subject.

Concern for the suffering of old people 1n 1ts social rather than personal dimensions i1s
marked by critical social gerontologists who see ageism and social exclusion as
structurally abusive (Biggs et al 1995; Phillipson and Walker 1986). However there is
concern to differentiate between cases when elderly people need urgent and immediate
remedies, and infrastructural equities and 1nadequate social provisions when they
deserve political attention. This research aims to narrow the gap between these personal
and social dimensions of suffering by exploring whether mediation can empower old

people 1n resolving microlevel conflicts of daily life so they are more able to challenge the

macrolevel conflicts of structural abuse.

24



Surveying these social definitions of elder abuse through literature searches has led
to constructing one for the present research. It excludes selt-neglect but includes
references to the hurt experienced by old pcople, and positively points to finding
appropriate remedies for the complex causes of elder abuse. It focuses on conflict because

those participating in the research will be seeking mediation to resolve their own.

Elder abuse Iinvolves acts which hurt older people, the prevention of
which depends on appropriate social intervention to remedy its
complex causes, including that of unresolved conflict

Social Definitions of Mediation

Mediation has a long history. In Biblical times Moses mediated tribal disputes. Later Jesus

was called a mediator, 1its Saxon word being healend, one who heals and saves (Craig

1999). Anthropologists describe its tribal settlement procedures as peacemaking (Merry

1982).

Mediation has since been continuously redefined. Reinterpretations and recychngs
of definitions are socially beneficial because they reflect constant common usage of
mediation, but are umtating for researchers seeking analytically clear categories. For
instance, as mediation 1s related to peacemaking in conflict, how can the buzz word,

peace, be concisely constructed so as to incorporate all the social meanings represented?

The Latin word mediare 1s defined as aiming to "form connecting links between;

intervene (between) two persons for purposes of reconciling them' (Concise Oxford
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Dictionary 1963:755-6). This definition recurs in literature searches where mediators are
considered to have a universal role as facilitators in conflict resolution. Mediation 1s also
used 1 cultural and social theory to describe the roles institutions play in bridging
relations between the State and civil society; the processes of representation and how
differences are constructed between different social groups, including the role of language

in relationship to the real world; and also as a concept 1n data analysis.

Mediation 1s defined as shuttle diplomacy in international relations when
supposedly politically neutral third parties offer conflict resolution to national groups
(Mitchell and Banks 1996). Such diplomacy i1s also seen as a necessary process in health
services, where 1n past professional conflicts the 'skilled manager played the role of
diplomat' (Allsop and May 1993:7). Many mediators prefer to call themselves independent
and impartial facilitators, as neutrality suggests repudiating the values of the process
which are against discrimination, injustice and violence, to be discussed further in the next

chapter.

Major books on conflict resolution defined mediation in terms of justice, while
stressing 1ts voluntary nature. Among the most influential are The Politics of Informal
Justice (Abel 1982ab), Justice without Law (Auerbach 1983), Managing Interpersonal
Conflict (Donohue and Kolt 1992), Informal Justice (Matthews 1988), The Mediation
Process (Moore 1986) and Justice for Victims and Offenders (Wright 1991). These
reflect defining mediation 1n relation to justice, also to be discussed in the second chapter.
There are many practical handbooks about mediation processes and skills (Acland 1990;

Fisher and Ury 1990; Mackie 1991) which also use similar social definitions.
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In texts where mediation 1s defined as informal or alternative justice it often relates
to ADR, the acronym for alternative dispute resolution, an umbrella concept for all
processes of conflict resolution outside the courts. Disputes are often defined as conflicts,
although most theorists recognise that conflict itself has wider social dimensions (Coser
[956;S1mmel 1955). ADR 1ncludes arbitration involving informal judgement; negotiation
means people bargaining together, possibly aided by advocates; mediation is a principal
process. ADR 1s increasingly defined as appropriate dispute resolution, reflecting free

choice for service users of whichever process they consider most suitable.

Mediation 1s often defined as concihiation, although some people reserve the

second term to describe nitial contacts made by telephone, letters and visits which may
help inquirers to deal with difficulties on their own without mediation. Another definition
refers to mediators as having expert knowledge and using directive methods, and
conciliators as having lay knowledge and using non-directive forms of facilitation, but this
referred to specific forms of medical negotiation (Debell 1997), and the distinction is not
observed generally, nor 1n this study. The majority of facilitators recognise that direct
mediation 1nvolves face-to-face meetings, and indirect mediation occurs when the

mediators shuttle between the disputants.

Throughout this study general common practice will be followed in using
interchangeably the definitions quoted, unless specific issues demand differentiating
between them. As mediation will be the term most used in the research, the task has been
to construct a working definition of it relating to the study's older participants and their

contlicts. One model attracted attention because it was constructed by family mediators
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subsequently recognised by the 1996 Family Law Act. NFM's training officer described

mediation as practised by them.

...a form of intervention 1n which a third party, the mediator, assists the
parties to a dispute to negotiate over the 1ssues which divide them...The
mediator has no power to 1impose a settlement on the parties, who retain
authority for making their own decisions (Roberts,M. 1988:5)

The NFM 1992 annual report noted that the parties' power lay 1n their authority and
responsibility for deciding the outcome of mediations, although mediators controlled the
conduct of the process. This definition excluded the concept of mediation meaning that
agreements must be reached, but included i1deas of outcome to indicate that other
beneficial results 1n relationships and situations could develop instead. That idea of
outcome was incorporated into the methodology of this study, to be discussed later.

A working definition of mediation specific to older people evolved, although only used as

a general guide 1n the research.

Elder mediation is a voluntary process encouraging and enabling
older persons to negotiate improved outcomes in relational conflicts,
through empowerment by trained independent peer volunteers who
protect participants' rights and interests

This age-descriptive definition 1dentifies the encouraging, enabling, empowering
and other aims of EMP, uses NFM's concept of improving outcomes, and points to peer
group services offered on a voluntary basis. The prefix elder was used to reinforce
traditional 1deas of older people as wise social guides, and provide the acronym, EMP for

empowerment. However there was no research aim to compare elder mediation with that
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of other age groups and services, and the short form, mediation, is generally used

throughout this study.

Social Definitions of Justice

Libraries are full of volumes defining justice, and this study cannot comprehensively
examine these. Postmodern critiques of universalism and grand theories (Giddens
1990;Lyotard 1974) prompt research reliance here on constructing a simple definition of

justice relevant to this study, faimess in personal and social relations: fair procedures.

Other related descriptive definitions include informal justice distinguished from the formal
justice of court enforcement (Abel 1982ab); relational justice, focusing on fair resolution of
interpersonal conflicts, a term of special relevance to this study (Burnside and Baker
1993); restorative justice involving reparation between victims and offenders (Wright
1977,1982,1991,1999); and social justice, that which maximises the good, involving
structural equity for citizens and the advancement of their rights (Rawls 1971), and which
can be conceptualised as macrolevel justice. Mediation offers opportunities for microlevel

justice in challenging the conflicts of everyday events and interpersonal relations.

It empowers people to order their lives informally instead of being burdened by
bureaucratic regulations, or endangered by vigilante attempts at social control, but can it
contribute to advancing human rights? The social discourse on rights is as voluminous as

that on justice (Freeden 1991), currently made prominent through the 1998 Human Rights

Act.
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Thomas Hammarberg, 1n a lecture on "The principles and politics of human rights'
(1999:6-7), stressed that human rights are about satisfying human needs and protecting the
dignity of the individual, and that there are no rights without remedies. Although it 1s the
State's duty to respect nights, prevent their violation and provide for their fulfillment, this
generally takes place through the 1nstitutions of civil society. "We are talking about a
constant process of developing informed judgement ...' (Hammerberg 1999:7). In this
respect mediation as a process of microlevel social justice relates to macrolevel social
justice, 1n that 1t affirms people's dignity and rights to fair settlement of conflicts,

satisfying human need for remedies, while aiming to prevent the violation of elder abuse.

This study consistently shows awareness of the links between mediation as
microlevel justice, and macrolevel justice concerned with the social integration of old
people; and 1s supportive of general political theory which suggests that building social
capital and grassroots microlevel pressure for justice is the safest way of achieving radical
structural change (Field 1989). However this research 1s necessarily restricted to detailed
examination of mediation 1n relation to elder abuse, and although ageism and social

exclusion recur as themes in the study, does not extend to examining these in any depth.

Social Definitions of Empowerment

The “discursive power' (Gabriel 1994:185) of academic and social usage of the term
empowerment 1n influencing public opinion has led to it becoming a popular word in the
dominant political order, where statutory health and social service providers promote its

self-help potential to their users, especially those receiving community care (Stevenson
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and Parsloe 1993). The social definition of empowerment 1s that of increasing individual
autonomy, choice, dignity, independence, participation and self-fulfilment, which also fits

in exactly with the 1991 UN Principles for Older People (Resolution 46/1991).

Literature specifically concerned with empowering older people includes that of a
major book, Empowering Older People (Thurz ¢t al 1995), and studies with similar titles
by Peter Lloyd (199]) and Daphne Nahmiash (1999). Ideas of empowerment echo
throughout all gerontological literature as being necessary in promoting the well-being of
older people, and helping them control their lives as long as possible (Myers 1995).
Meredith Minkler, 1n an age-appropriate metaphor, suggests that definitions of

empowerment should restrict, not expand the "hardening of the categories' (1996:472).

It will thus be useful for the present study to explore whether mediation
contributes to empowering older people. Does it increase their sense of well-being? Does
1t enable them to control conflicts in the relationships and situations of daily life? Does it
contribute to increasing their autonomy, choice, dignity, independence, participation and

self-fulfilment?

In the context ot elder abuse, what 1s the relevance of empowering older people?
Gerontologists point to unequal power relations 1n the etiology of elder abuse: generally it
1s the old person who feels helpless, although sometimes abusive actions result from the
perpetrators' pathology, perhaps from their perceived powerlessness as addicts, especially

to alcoholism, but also through family and financial dependency (Wolf and Pillemer 1989).
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Is it possible to remedy interpersonal power imbalances through mediation? Is
empowerment only short term? Is 1t merely superficial? Could this prevent deeper
psychological healing of relationships, or obscure and delay essential protective services?
From the standpoint of critical theory, how far are social definitions and policies of
empowerment constructed to mask oppressive social structures? (Harvey 1990:11). Peter
Beresford and Suzy Croft (1986) acknowledge this danger, and that the notion of
empowerment can 1itself reinforce a sense of powerlessness. Nevertheless, as foremost
British workers 1n social empowerment and ‘the politics of participation’' (Croft and
Beresford 1992:20), they encourage both to promote active citizenship and social

integration.

Another approach 1s described in Liberation Theology: Empowerment Theory
and Social Work Practice with the Oppressed (Evans 1992) which 1s based on the

conscientizacion theories of Paolo Friere (1970). It 1s suggested that there are three major

enabling processes of empowerment: skill-building; enhancing feelings of self-efficacy;
consclousness-raising. Taken together these processes have been described as developing
a sense of critical consciousness' (Evans 1992:143). Mediation aims to do this through its
empowerment processes. This study thus aggregates some of the definitions noted above

to produce 1ts own, incorporating i1deas from the 1991 UN Principles for Older People.

Empowerment encourages and enables people to increase their

autonomy, dignity, independence, participation, well-being and self-
fulfilment, and aims to develop their critical consciousness.
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Other Social Definitions

Identity, whether individual or collective, has been conceptualised as the result of the

dialectical process between internal and external opinions about people, synthesised

through the contluence or conflict between self-identification and outsiders' designations.
Fundamental to the maintenance of identity characterised by feelings of self-actualisation

(Maslow 1976) are the values of autonomy, defined as freedom for self determination;

independence defined as being able to choose and give consent freely; and control,

defined as capability 1n directing one's life, but sub-divided into self control as the ability
to modify one's behaviour, and locus of control as competence in controlling one's

physical and mental activities (Canary and Stafford 1994). Mediation aims to help people

control the outcome of their conflicts. Control is also related to domination by others, the
wider discourse on social control (Cohen 1985) and to debates about the benefits and

restrictions of control in protective services for older people with mental health problems.

Mediators are tramed, independent and impartial workers who confidentially

collaborate with people to resolve their conflicts. They are often called bridge-builders,

brokers or agents of reality, and facilitators. Judith Allsop, in the context of health service

primary care, provides useful definitions which are equally applicable to general
mediation. She quotes Shorter English Dictionary definitions of the aims of facilitation
as promoting and helping forward social developments, suggesting that ‘facilitators are
change agents', acting as bridge-builders of relationships and networks (Allsop 1990:8).

An associated description of this role in a similar context is collaboration, 'working

together... perceived as the means for promoting a high degree of integration' (Allsop and
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May 1995:199).

Many mediators work as volunteers although often being professional members of
occupational groups in commerce, education, law, social work, etc. Some have certificated
accreditation from college or community mediation courses; others are members of
professional bodies such as the UK College of Family Mediators, the British Association
of Legal Mediators, the Academy of Experts, and others. Mediators may or may not be

paid, but none of these or other distinctions are considered to affect the work of mediators

explored n this study.

Patients and residents are terms ascribed to older people in institutional care. The

former has been used traditionally when people receive medical or nursing care, and the
latter when they are 1n sheltered housing or registered care homes. Some old people resent
being labelled as patients and are thus called residents. This study uses whichever term is

In common currency in different contexts.

Process 1s defined as ‘the unfolding of patterns'. Discourse is understood to

‘comprise a repertolre of assumptions and beliefs, recurring images...! which contribute to

the construction of knowledge and debate about its significance to diverse social groups

(Gabriel 1998:4.8)

Protfessionals and practitioners tend to be variously defined. The former are

generally members of professional associations with ethical codes and disciplinary

requirements, while the latter are workers who may or may not have qualifications or
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training, but who are expected to have practical experience of the areas where they
operate. They often feel that they work professionally, without professionalisation.
Professionals may also work as practitioners, and both may be 1n statutory or voluntary

sectors, acting 1n retired, lay, paid or unpaid capacities.

Reflexivity 1s the foundation for critical self-appraisal about the effect of the

presence and views of the researcher on the research process (Salmon 1992;Schon 1983)

and praxis 1s defined as knowledge-based practical action resulting from the research

activity. Thus both are important constituents of participative action research. Ideology is

defined as class or power-based views tending to hide the interests of dominant social

groups (Harvey 1990:1,23-4).

Theory 1s seen as little more than a set of working concepts or hypotheses by

which observations may be classified and ordered' (Rex and Mason 1989:1-2), based on
believing that there are 'many truths, many realities ..no monism or dualism... but
dialectical exchange' between many theories (Downes and Rock 1979:61-4). After
consldering those relevant to this study in the next chapter, it aims to settle in the middle

range of grounded theory.

T'he Social Generation of the Hypothesis and Empirical Work

It 1s a collective task 1n social gerontology to generate hypotheses asking questions about
how the well-being of older people can be improved and elder abuse prevented. In Britain,

the major discourse has taken place through the academic meetings of the British Society
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of Gerontology, Age Concern and Action on Elder Abuse (AEA), supported by public
debate 1n the press, and discussion with other stakeholders. The Gerontological Society of
America, National Aging Resource Center on Elder Abuse and the American Association

of Retired People conduct similar discussions.

In this context, through research networking with these bodies, through
discussions 1n conferences, seminars and workshops, and by writing articles in academic
journals and the practitioner press (Craig 1992,1994,1995,1996) the study's main hypothesis

was constructed, criticised and continually reconstituted.

This process of continuous reconstruction was consistent with the recommended
recycling aspect of most approaches suggested in the literature search of research
methodology. Naturalistic Inquiry (Lincoln and Guba 1985), Human Inquiry in Action
(Reason 1988) and Applied Research Design (Hedrick et al 1987) were texts that

strengthened the study's framework.

The ongoing iterative process of recycling, linked with ‘cybernetic thinking'
(Phillips 1976), led to discovering Patricia Maguire's Doing Participatory Research
(1987) which became a formative influence, as will be discussed in detail in the chapter on
methodology. The important work of William Whyte (1984) on participatory action

research was also noted, as was that on sensitive topics (Harding 1987;Lee 1993;Renzetti

and Lee 1993).
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Gradually the hypothesis was formulated:

Can mediation empower older people to resolve interpersonal conflicts
which lead to elder abuse, and thereby contribute to preventing it?

Contlict was narrowly restricted, as social and structural conflicts were not being
investigated, although concerns about these feature in the study. Further consultations
provided advice and assistance about developing appropriate empirical work based on
qualitative methodology and ethnography, using case studies of EMP mediation cases
involving older people, which followed and was influenced by participant observation of
relevant projects in America. This involved studying the work of specific mediation

services there, and also that of mediation practised 1n multidisciplinary contexts.

In order to use multiple methods in the research as recommended in Data
Collection in Context (Ackroyd and Hughes 1981), Research Design (Hakim 1987),
Social Research (Phillips 1976), Real World Research (Robson 1993), and the
transdiciphnary research of Theories of Women's Studies (Bowles and Klein 1983), it
was decided to use a video as a research instrument in surveying British social attitudes to
mediation. It was considered important to understanding these and their relevance here to
affecting social policy 1n the real world, which is the aim of critical research. These three
different approaches to data collection enabled the British research to learn from and be
compared with earlier American observations, while the findings of both studies could be
correlated with those resulting from the video survey. These different approaches aimed to

strengthen the action research and promote its social benefits.
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The Social Benetits, Themes and Structure of the Study

The Social Benetits of the Study

In making an original contribution to existing relevant research this thesis hopes to
produce three main social benefits as well as having been undertaken for the reasons
already given, 1n an attempt to examine another remedy for elder abuse, as well as to
explore a less traumatic process of early crisis intervention. It aims to extend knowledge in
the theory of academic literature, provide an mnovative action research demonstration
project for practitioners, and empower older people to challenge conflict and contribute to
building social capital. This action research is particularly useful to society at this time

because of increasing social concerns to prevent, and find remedies for, elder abuse.

The Importance of Increasing Knowledge

As shown 1n the next chapter reviewing relevant existing theories, this is the first study in
mediation hiterature considering elder abuse, a gap which this thesis begins to fill. There is
a similar gap in gerontological literature where no research has focused on mediation and
clder abuse. Social gerontology can be advanced by new knowledge about the suffering of
older people from interpersonal conflict and abusive situations, especially as the study
addresses those of neighbour relations, which have not been researched before, as well as
those arising 1n institutional contexts. The study also comprehensively supplements the

few references i social work and social policy literature regarding the usefulness of

mediation for older people (Craig 1998).
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The Value of a Demonstration Mediation Pilot Project

EMP 1s not only a source of cases for the study's empirical work, but is also a new British
social model, influenced by projects observed in America, for practitioners and
stakeholders who have not previously considered using mediation for helping older people
in relational and abusive conflicts. This fills a gap in social action research, which is of
current importance as statutory and voluntary agencies are seeking to expand their use of

volunteers, many of whom are retired, and to promote self-help groups.

These are part of wider new social movements which are valuable because they
empower people to understand life and its conflicts, in relation to their own experiential
knowledge as an alternative to professional frameworks of knowledge (Castells
1983;Habermas 1987). EMP 1s a group member of Mediation UK, which advertises the
socially progressive process of mediation as part of a new social movement towards
alternative dispute resolution and community justice (Marshall 1990). EMP's contribution
through 1involving older volunteers in associated activity 1s doubly valuable because most
come from multicultural communities, areas in which social policy is encouraging

progressive positive action.

Similarly research in America explores mediation working in wide cultural
contexts and practised by multidisciplinary workers, thus raising awareness among British
service providers about the value of using the process themselves instead of always
referring cases to external mediators. This fills a gap in practitioner experience through

the social ditfusion of mediation ideas into areas of public concern for older people and
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elder abuse, for which facilitators have responsibilities.

Building Social Capital

An associated aspect of the research is its basic concern that older people, through
empowerment by mediation and its self-help processes, should be encouraged and enabled
to communicate more effectively about their rights to social integration, and to challenge
ageism and social exclusion. Older citizens have valuable contributions to make in
building social capital through their stores of life experience, time-tested knowledge,

abilities and skills, and mentoring care of younger generations.

Mediation aims to encourage, enable and empower them iIn managing
interelational personal conflicts constructively, and to prevent, resist or overcome elder
abuse 1n as many sttuations as possible. Elder abuse is especially erosive of social capital
because old people have traditionally been i1ts most respected age group, supplying many
temporal and spiritual leaders: mistreating them discredits and detracts from democratic

society.

Although governments try to achieve a healthier social capital through mitigating
the biological deficits of ageing, and prolonging the welfare of old people through
multidisciplinary services, there is a gap among these which mediation could usefully fill,
especially as empowerment 1s central to it, as is its commitment to promoting social
dialogue. The gap exists mainly because British social attitudes to mediation, especially

that for older people, have been so far relatively unformed due to inadequate knowledge of
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1ts potential, consequently leading to little public demand for 1t. Hence the value of the
video survey in exploring how far these attitudes are positive towards mediation in the

contexts shown.

Although 1t 1s recognmised that the mediation project with older people is situated
within the less publicised area of self-help groups, critical theory has pointed to their value
in complementing academic frameworks of knowledge "because they create an alternative
way of helping people to understand what has happened to them, and to address moral and
practical questions which concern them' (Habermas 1987:138-39). This encourages people,

especially the old, to feel that they are able to be partners in building the society they want.

An even more vital task for future healthier, older people 1n building social capital
1s In contributing to the challenges of millennial society. Here the global informational
network society of cyberspace, online retailing, mobile telephony and digital technologies
will depend on good communication, long-life experience to make connections with the
past, and time-tested ways of resolving conflicts constructively in order to maintain
personal identity despite automated anonymity (Castells 1996). Elders, as active home-
based mediators 1n the electronic continent, could resume traditional roles as sources of
wisdom and peacemaking, in the social collisions between the old millennium and the

INCW.
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The Themes of the Thesis

As the main themes of the thesis have already been identified, they are here summarised as

questions on which the research will bear.

Mediation Leads to Empowerment? Empowerment 1s of overarching significance because

it 1s through emancipation from feelings of powerlessness, or being ignored as helpless,
that old people are enabled to take stronger steps towards struggling against the social
injustices which threaten them. These steps often include being encouraged to work their
way through mediation processes of confronting or naming conflicts, apportioning
elements of blame, and claiming their rights to fair resolution of contentious 1ssues in what
has been called the transformation of disputes (Felstiner et all 1980/81). However
empowerment of one person 1s not based on disempowering others, and unequal power
relations are balanced in mediation through ensuring that none dominates: aggressive
people are encouraged to assert their views and rights without domineering; destructive

energy can be transformed 1nto creative activity. Can mediation contribute to this mutual

empowerment of people?

Mediation 1s a Fair but Minimal Social Intervention? It has been noted that mediation aims

to be a just process, a subject further explored in the next chapter, which can offer an
immediate, voluntary and confidential process where older people can participate actively
in challenging conflict and abuse. The process is non-coercive, non-intrusive and non-
paternalistic: an intervention which 1s minimal compared to deeper therapeutic

examinations, or longer health and welfare investigations. However necessary these may

42



be at times, there 1s a concern that social interventions should be as restricted as possible
In sensitive human relations (Darvill 1997;Donzelot 1980). Does mediation fulfil these

criteria’?

Mediation Resolves Interpersonal Contlicts Leading to Elder Abuse? This 1s a problematic

theme 1n the study, as each case 1s uniquely different, and generalisations are speculative.

However research aims to explore how far mediation intervention can stop abuse, and

empower old people to resist or overcome 1t 1n the future. Do they experience mediation in

this way?

Mediation 1s Informal and Relational Justice? This 1s a central theme in the study, already

noted, and to be discussed further in the next chapter. Old people can experience
mediation as informal and relational justice when 1t 1s offered to them after, too often, the
formal justice of legal and police services fails to respond, or do so inadequately.
Mediation can also be a form of restorative justice for old people, returning respect and a
more peaceful life to those who feel they had lost 1t (Wright 1999). It can also contribute to
social justice if settlement of microlevel conflicts empowers them to challenge macrolevel
contlicts, such as the structural ones of ageism and social exclusion. Justice is thus placed
at the interstices between the three main themes of the research and those of ageism and

social exclusion which cannot be adequately studied here. Does mediation enable old

people to challenge these?

Mediation 1s Anti-ageist? Ageism, based on negative, prejudicial

stereotyping of old people, discriminates against their interests and needs, whereas
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mediation aims to affirm their autonomy, choice, dignity, independence, self-worth and
self-determination and empower them to assert their rights to full citizenship. EMP's work
with older mediators exemplifies this. How far can mediation reverse internalised ageism

and enable old people to struggle against external ageism?

Mediation 1s a Challenge to Social Exclusion? Social exclusion can be linked with the

social 1solation about which older people anecdotally complain. This can be due to the
selfish behaviour of others, or their own, when they seek survival in offputting ways.
Mediation can arguably decrease isolation by enabling them to communicate more
constructively and promote dialogue over problems but can this thereby empower them

towards greater social integration?

These themes have emerged from considering the social convergence of ideas
about elder abuse and mediation and, as will be seen 1n the next two chapters, from the
contluence ot theoretical perspectives which contributed to grounding the empirical work
of the study. The themes were not constructed aprior1 with the aim of selecting cases to

1llustrate them, but derived from the study's narratives.

The Structure of the Study

Following this introductory chapter the next deals with the theoretical perspectives of the
study, to which literature searches contributed, with particular attention being given to
those of elder abuse and mediation. The legal framework is briefly noted, as is the

relevance to the research of communication and relationship studies.
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The third chapter describes the empirical work of the study, and how its
methodology has been chosen, adopted and adapted to fit the subject of the research.
These 1nitial three chapters form the first part of the study, showing how its various
elements have converged and combined to offer opportunities for a socially useful piece of

participative action research based on grounded theory.

The second part of the study begins with the fourth chapter focusing on the
participant observation of specific mediation services involving older people in America

arranged by the Justice Center of Atlanta and the Kansas Mediation Service for Older

Adults.

The fifth chapter considers the Californian social context of the participation
observation work carried out around San Francisco in multidisciplinary settings. These
included a long term care ombudsman's (LTCO) office, nursing home, public hospital and

community agencies where mediation processes and skills were used.

The sixth chapter deals with the work of the British project EMP, and has
ethnographic studies of selected mediation cases mvolving some of the 50 older
participants in the research, 25 of whom complained of abusive situations. The mediation
process 1s outlined, as 1s the role of the mediators, and verbatim extracts of discussions are
given. The third part of the thesis starts with the seventh chapter which analyses the data
produced by the study, describes its findings, how these relate to the theories and themes
discussed 1n the study and whether the results of the action research benefit its participants

as well as substantiate the thesis. It evaluates the research in terms of how far it justifies
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the thesis, adds reliably to knowledge, 1s useful to policy makers and contributes to

relieving the suffering of old people.

The eighth and final chapter widens the evaluation to review social attitudes to
mediation 1n relation to social policy and planning on elder abuse in the current political

context. It suggests where theory, especially that of critical social gerontology, needs to

advance by further study, and indicates the many questions which remain for future

research to answer. Appendices, including agency contact addresses, references and a

bibliography complete the study.

Summary

This introductory chapter described the social convergence of ideas about elder abuse and
mediation, and the history, aims and reasons influencing the action research study planned

to contribute to the increased well-being and social integration of vulnerable older people.

The social construction of the study was discussed, as was its location in EMP, a
multicultural grassroots group of older people who were volunteer mediator members of

the national voluntary organisation, Mediation UK. Critical social gerontology was briefly

introduced as a background to developing the construction of the research.

The social confluence of British and American ideas and experience about elder

abuse and mediation was indicated, and the context of the legislative and politico-

economic framework 1n Britain was discussed.
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The construction of definitions was considered and the main terms used in the study were
defined, followed by an outline of how the hypothesis was generated and the empirical

work and methodology chosen to retlect its participative action research aims.

In conclusion the social benefits of the action research were suggested, the themes
recurring 1n the study were discussed and a short survey of 1ts structure of the study was
given. It should be pointed out that although critical perspectives have been a feature of
the study, the limitations of the principal research question of the thesis have minimised

the focus on critical theory.

These hmitations have been stressed throughout this chapter, pointing to the
study's narrow focus on the interpersonal conflicts leading to elder abuse rather than the
structural ones, and that 1t 1s not within its scope to examine closely many of the themes
and problems noted, nor study the work of EMP, its volunteers or mediation services in
general, including those in America. Another limitation 1s that the research findings can
only be evaluated 1n relation to their implications for British and not American social
policy. A more serious concern 1s that the empirical work was time-limited, so the
reliability of the research would be greatly enhanced by a long-term study of the effects of
mediation, and the variables not here considered in depth. However the study is an original
and mitial attempt to explore hitherto uncharted areas, and constructs useful social markers
for future research concerned to relieve and safeguard older people from the suffering of

elder abuse 1n later life.
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CHAPTER 2

THE SOCIAL CONFLUENCE OF THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES

Introduction

Elder abuse, a pathological process 1n interpersonal relations, and mediation as a remedial

communication process of conflict resolution, have so far been mainly theorised in
different discourses. This present participatory action research 1s the first in the field to
relate these discourses in theory and praxis, and thus attempts to extend knowledge 1n

these areas.

Which theoretical perspectives can contribute to exploring views about elder abuse
and mediation? How are the relevant theories constructed, deconstructed and
reconstructed? Do any or all of these offer the necessary and sufficient support for

suggesting that mediation may contribute to the prevention of elder abuse? What is the

general critical research perspective on which this chapter 1s based?

Its perspective 1s based on David Kelleher's view of social research which ‘can
help 1dentify what people see as their problems, and what they see as relevant in the day-
to-day management of their relationships, and contextualising these within the political
and economic structures which shape their lives' (1996:88). It considers the “discursive
power' of social constructions by asking how far older people's lives and identities have

been shaped by 1deologies of old age, similar to the ways in which those of racism affect

attitudes to others (Gabnel 1994:185).
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As elder abuse theory 1s situated 1in the domain of critical social gerontology, this
chapter focuses first on trying to 1dentify and outline some of the main relevant sites of
this discourse. It asks: why have these been constructed? It also aims to make
deconstructive attempts to ask: what has been the impact on older people of any
sociological ‘contested interpretations' and “public, pathologised versions' (Gabriel
1994:45)? As Kelleher notes, this helps to "deconstruct the certainty which 1s implicit in

categories used 1n most epidemiological research' (1996:76).

The chapter then focuses on elder abuse theory in more detail. After this it
considers at greater depth the subject of mediation, which 1s prominent among theories of
conflict resolution or alternative dispute resolution (ADR), all of these being situated in
the wider discourses of justice. This leads on to indications of how some British legal
theorists have responded to the social problem of elder abuse, and notes the importance of

communication and relationship studies to the present research.

The chapter concludes with a brief summary of how the literature search has
resulted 1n the adoption and adaptation of 1deas useful to the theoretical grounding of the
present study. However the hterature search for this survey has been necessarily restricted

because of the wide dimensions of its subjects.

The Limitations of the Literature Search

There 1s no examination of the relation of these discourses and theories to the concept of

postmodernity (Bauman 1992;Lyotard 1974). Apart from seeing the study as situated in
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what has been called "the periodicity of postmodernity’ especially in gerontology (Day
1996:677), and while supporting postmodern critiques of universalism and essentialism,
this present research will be merely mindful of these dangers in developing ifs own
theoretical perspectives. It does not attempt to join the wider debate about postmodernism

and 1ts implications for social policy (Hillyard and Watson 1996).

Similarly, there 1s no review here of specific theories of ageism (Bytheway 1995)
and social exclusion (Levitas 1996), although the discourse of critical social gerontolgy 1s
closely linked with these concepts 1in the context of the suffering of older persons from
discrimination when powerlessness threatens their human rights. However ageist and
social exclusionary practices are discussed 1n the empirical work of the study and referred

to 1n the next part of the chapter on critical social gerontology theory.

There are also shortcomings in integrating the language of theory, and its formal
references to academic studies, with attributions to knowledge gained from continuous
conversations with old people 1n the context of participatory action research. Can the
conceptual language and dialectics of sociological and gerontological learning be related

to the lay language which they perceive to be based on everyday commonsense use?

Although the relation between lay and expert knowledge has changed, and
increased value has been attributed to the former (Giddens 1990), 1s 1t possible to use
commonsense language without it becoming a contaminated and naturalised form of
ideology (Oliver 1990)? Or 1s it misappropriated by theorists "1imposing or projecting both

a history and a political outlook onto others whose experiences and perspectives are very
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different from (their) own' (Gabriel 1990:4)? How can academic discourses be
incorporated into lay discourses, while validating and discerning the different values,
sources and objectives of each? What 1s the relation of professional gerontological

knowledge, however "critical’, to "ordinary wisdom'? (Davies et al 1999).

Thus this research recognises the problematics and discontinuities of style in a
study which attenpts to explore old people's experiences of elder abuse, and practitioners'
descriptions of mediation, when described by them 1n everyday language. In researching
the explanatory potential of mediation, as a commonsense communication process, with
an emancipatory aim of contributing to ‘community strategies of resistance' (Gabriel
1998:10), similar linguistic difficulties arise, especially in the participant observation and

cthnographic studies.

Nevertheless, despite these disclaimers, the chapter now briefly considers the
construction of relevant research sites by critical social gerontologists. It then makes a
deconstructive attempt to 1dentify, unpick and analyse some of the 1deological influences
which have affected resecarch in the area, and older people themselves.Subsequently 1t
looks at ongoing reconstructive theorising 1n the discourse, and suggests that the present

rescarch can contribute to this.

Constructing, Deconstructing and Reconstructing Critical Social Gerontology

Gerontology 1s ‘the sociology of old age', and Phillipson in Reconstructing Old Age

(1998), describes its development from the postwar medicalised theories of geriatrics, to its
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current concern with establishing critical social gerontolgy and 1ts exposure of elder abuse,
ageism and social exclusion. The early medical theones ot old age, like those of 1ll health
described by Judith Allsop, were followed by crnitical research involving a “professional

dominance critique... political economy critique..Marxist critique...socialist feminist

critique' (1984/95:141-148).

Chris Phillipson's Capitalism and the Construction of Old Age (1982), together
with the structured dependency theory of Peter Townsend (1981) and the social
construction of welfare theory of Alan Walker (1981) developed into an influential
deconstructive discourse which was joined in America by Carroll Estes (1981), Meredith
Minkler and Carroll Estes 1n their Critical Perspectives on Aging (199]) and Harry

Moody (1992b) 1n his study of gerontology and critical theory.

This discourse showed how capitalism had tried to solve its unemployment
problems by early retirement policies and retrenchment in health, welfare, housing,
pension and insurance provision, constructing an ageist and familist version of old age as
clders dependent on their kin. The economic migration of young families, their dispersals
and departures from nuclear lifestyles with increased separations, led to growing numbers
of old people hving alone (Healy 1997), or becoming homeless (Hawes 1997). This can
contribute to their being vulnerable to elder abuse, and to their suffering from social
exclusion based on ageism, with the additional “triple jeopardy' (Norman 1985) of class,
gender and race affecting poor women from ethnic minorities who endure the worst
housing, health and welfare provisions. Phillipson et al (1998) add that even though 60%

of older people are home owners (Age Concern 1998), their housing stock tends to be
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poor, too costly to repair, and now at additional jeopardy of being sequestrated by local

authorities to pay for residential care.

Intergenerational Conflicts

However age differentiation and social stratification mean that constructing age as a
unitary concept 1s stereotypical, and that generational equity can be maintained, as
reflected 1n the title of Walker's The New Generational Contract (1997). This shows that
despite extremes of poverty and riches, health and illness among older people, their
generational propensity for saving, and supporting their families through parenting and
grandparenting, attracts reciprocal caring from younger cohorts, even 1f they live apart, as
noted above. This standpoint offsets the oppositional discourse which politicises the
increasing longevity and declining birthrate forecast in recent population projections (ONS
1999), 1n which 11.5 million pensioners will outnumber 11.4 million children 1n 2008, and

are said to be increasing financial burdens on tax-paying workers.

Even this limited selection from critical social gerontology's long list of the
dominant negative representations of old age indicates the similar effects they have on
older people who resent feeling dissmpowered and disposable (Kuhn 1977). This discourse
also has 1ts critics. Selfish Generations? (Thomson 1996) asks: what about the
gerontocratic power of older leaders, the financial power of some, and the tyranny which a

few elderly parents exercise over their children?

Phillipson (1998) agrees that retirement 1s a publicly contested 1ssue, in which it 1s
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argued that the reduced employment of what Maurice Castells (1996) calls the
informational society suggests that the common good 1s best constructed by giving jobs to
young people. In response to this, and to the critical lobbying of Age Concern and the
National Pensioners Convention, major representative bodies of older people, the British
government produced guidelines (Department of Education and Employment 1999) though
not legislation, recommending discretion in reducing early retirement requirements. This

fell short of demands that ageist retirement practices should be regulated by law.

Critical social gerontology 1s also criticised by some voluntary organisation
fundraisers and stakeholders. Government privatisation of welfare has unloaded onto them
increased responsibilities for the community and residential care of older people, and they
are now anxious about the critique of capitalism offending rich donors. Another concern 1s
voiced by some elder abuse workers who resent 'very derogatory comments about
"practitioners who cannot theorise or conceptualise™ (Pritchard 1999:9). Further reliable
research 1s needed to illuminate these and other 1ssues, which are raised but not directly
dealt with by this present study. Nevertheless the reconstructive aim of this present

research, as already indicated, 1s to base 1t on the integration of the main discourses.

Social and Spiritual Exclusion in Old Age

Moody, 1n his Aging:Concepts and Controversies (1998a:15) extends the discourse of
critical social gerontology by discussing dying and death adding to the ‘multiple jeopardy’
of old age, sometimes 1n abusive situations. He states that suicide 1s one of the top ten

causes of death 1n old age, and argues that this not only results from the social exclusion of
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many old people from material necessities and comforts, but also through spiritual

exclusion from the social environments which confers meaning and value on their lives.

An example of the former 1s discussed 1n Daniel Callahan's Setting Limits (1987).
This argues for the age rationing of health interventions to improve or save life, in the
prolongation or compression of morbidity, but which 1s being vigorously contested by
Age Concern (1999) which says that such deprivation 1s unethical and harsh. Moody
contributes to the discourse by deconstructing earlier disengagement theory (Cumming
and Henry 1961) which suggested that age decline leading to a retreat from life 1s natural,
and he argues that old people deserve health support to maintain active lifestyles, re-

evalue and complete their life cycles creatively (Erikson 1982).

Moody stresses elsewhere that he 1s not arguing for any scenario', but just
pointing out that ‘resource allocations depend on different 1deas about the meanings of
life' (1995:181). He believes that that there 1s a need to have shared social understandings
about legitimating old age, so that the greater use by older persons of health and welfare
resources 1s not manipulated by those forces which distort free communication, such as
advertising, professional hegemony and the elite control of technologies' (Moody
1992a:38). Moody's stress on conditions of ‘systematically distorted communication,
which serves to frustrate free and open deliberation' 1s connected with his support for
mediation which aims to encourage 'the "ideal speech" condition...(to)...empower older

people to make decisions about their lives' (1992a:39). He borrows further from Habermas

(1975).
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Instead of freedom, we have the "colonization of the life
world" of old age...The control of health care decisions by

third party payers...rather than social support for patient
decision-making (Moody 1992a:39).

Moody 1s concerned that old people are excluded by poverty from care homes and
hospices where they can enjoy their life world memones, and peacefully conclude their
experiential search for fulfilment and serenity. He also considers that elder abuse occurs if

elite survival technologies are imposed, or withdrawn, against their wishes (Moody 1995).

Moody believes that reconciling conflicts with kin 1s often a final heartaching task
in the spiritual growth of old people with which the gentle communicative potential of
mediation can help. Extensive references are given to research studies which show the
beneficial effects of enabling old people to resolve these, their conflicts with health and

social care providers, and their own spiritual conflicts (Moody and Carroll 1998).

Thus Moody's own reconstructive contribution to critical social gerontology has
been to provide its materalist base with existential foundations. His "future forecast' about
a Wisdom Corps' of older people mediating conflicts (Moody and Carroll 1998:359)
provides a link with this present research. Moody appears to see mediation as contributing
to the ‘cognitive prosthetics' which some older people may need to prop up their
autonomy, enabling them to negotiate their contlicts, and atfirm their nghts', especially at
the end of hife when they are most vulnerable to mistreatment (1998b:124). A final quote
from Moody illustrates his wider concern that old people are empowered to develop fully

and freely throughout the ageing process and that this should be the aim of critical social

gerontology.
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(This) must also offer a positive 1dea of human development, that is,
ageing as movement toward freedom beyond domination...Without this
emancipatory discourse (1€ an expanded image of ageing) we have no

means to orient ourselves 1n struggling against current forms of
domination... Moody (1988:32-3)

A Sociology of Exclusion

Phillipson sees the most urgent task in expanding images of ageing as developing a
sociology of exclusion' (1998:138), which also points to the emotional needs of older
people for social integration as has Moody (1998b), but especially stresses their
ideological, economic and political exclusion. In a salient article, Community care and
the social construction of citizenship', Phillipson (1994) deconstructs exclusionary
1deological images of the aged and dependent who are scapegoats for rising welfare costs.
He argues, as do other critical social gerontologists like Simon Biggs (1996), that older
people should be represented actively as citizens, because, as young taxpayers, they paid

for their retirement costs.

Phillipson (1994) allies ageist 1deology to economic exclusion, through
deconstructing long-term care and pension policies which stage-manage demographic
crises to promote reliance on the private purses of older people rather than the public
purses of the State. He argues that government policies promote private pension plans to
supplement State ones and avoid public funding of long-term care of increasing duration.
These are accompanied by political rhetoric representing the virtue of independence rather

than the image of welfare status for old people.

Political exclusion takes various forms of social restrictions, as when old people
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are compelled to leave public office at certain ages, but 1s also linked to what he calls the
curtailment of civil rights in zones of separation from the social world by isolated living,
institutionalised care and retirement communities. This, he argues 1s why social exclusion
needs to be studied in a ‘sociology of daily living...the world of micro-sociology', as a

‘sociology of resistance’, as noted in the introductory chapter (Phillipson 1998:139-40).

Here again it can be seen how the present research project can extend this area of
knowledge by exploring how far mediation as a process can empower older people to
resist elder abuse through the challenging to which Phillipson (1998) refers. Moody's
‘positive idea of human development (1998a:32), and Phillipson's ‘reconstructing old age'
(1998:106) to include emphasis on their human rights to full citizenship, equally pont to
the need for the empowerment of older people 1in confronting the challenges of old age.
These, with recurrent associated concepts of independence, choice, participation and selt-
determination, are the essential elements of critical social gerontology 1n 1ts formation of

positive projections of ageing, as they are in critical perspectives of elder abuse.

Critical Perspectives of Elder Abuse

What kind of concepts of elder abuse have been constructed? Have academic and

professional definitions of elder abuse served the interests of older people 1n general, and
the victims in particular? How reliable are the research statistics which iform theory

development?

In the introductory chapter to this study, which discussed definitions of the terms
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used, it was pointed out that elder abuse has relatively recently become a special topic 1n
cerontology. As a socially constructed problem it emerged and was professionally
legitimated as an object of study in the 1980s, while mobilisation of resources and
formulation of social interventions did not develop until the 1990s in Britain, although
these came a little earlier in America. Views about ¢lder abuse have developed in many
directions, although there is a consensus that it has complex causes which continually

change in various ways, and at different levels.

Debate about Different Levels and Types of Elder Abuse

[t can be argued that the alleged fraud and theft associated with the inappropriate use of a
dependent elder's pension money can be conceptualised as elder abuse at three levels. At
the microlevel of personal financial deprivation and interpersonal relations, the old
person's sense of trust and confidence can be fatally undermined and destroyed. At the
mesolevel, old people in institutional care may have their pension entitlements wrongly
sequestered by management staff, probably causing additional personal fear to the victim,
who may dread retaliation if a complaint 1s made (Pillemer and Wolf 1986). However, at
this level, there is an additional aspect to the abuse in that 1t is an act done by a member of
a social agency accountable for good care. At the macrolevel, this same type ot abuse can
be conceptualised as connected with structural factors. Any relative stealing pension
money may have had long-term unemployment, or an undiagnosed personality disorder or
untreated mental illness. A culpable care assistant may be poorly paid, overworked and
untrained 1n a private care home, registered under the 1984 Registered Homes Act, but

inadequately inspected and badly administered. At this level, accountability for elder
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abuse 1s even more complex, as owners, managers and senior staft may be ultimately

responsible for mistreatment (Beech House Inquiry 1999).

While all gerontologists conceptualise elder abuse causes at micro and mesolevels,
it has mostly been critical social gerontologists who have, in addition, wrntten
challengingly about its causes at the macrolevel. As has been noted above, they have
pointed to the inadequate infrastructural care of vulnerable older people and their social

exclusion from appropriate protective services (Phillipson and Biggs 1992; Walker 1996).

Other theorists, while generally agreeing about worsening effects of “socially
inflicted deprivations', do not conceptualise these as forms of abuse on the grounds that
abuse 1s an action perpetrated by someone known to the victim' (McCreadie 1996:14).
There 1s, however, recognition that older people living at home alone are potentially more
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