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Elder abuse is a serious problem in Australia. A recent 
study found that one in six Australians over 65 years  
old experience abuse.1 Elder abuse is an intentional  
act, or failure to act, by a caregiver or another trusted 
person that causes harm or distress to someone who  
is 60+.2 Adult children and family members are most 
often the perpetrators, and psychological abuse is  
the most common type of abuse.3

In 2019, the Commonwealth Government funded a 
series of Elder Abuse Service Trials under the National 
Plan to Respond to the Abuse of Older Australians  
2019-2023. As a recipient, Eastern Community Legal 
Centre (ECLC) established two Elder Abuse Response 
Programs, both using an integrated practice model 
combining lawyers and other community service 
professionals including advocates and financial 
counsellors. 

ECLC commissioned an independent evaluation  
of these programs through RMIT University and  
the National Ageing Research Institute.  The recent  
mid-term evaluation looked at the effectiveness  
and efficiency of the response programs in their  
first two years. 

It found that the programs were implemented 
successfully, were “highly valued by both clients and 
professional stakeholders”,4 and resulted in “clients 
overwhelmingly reporting their needs had been met”5 
despite being rolled out in the midst of COVID-19  
and ongoing lockdowns in Victoria.  

This document provides an overview 
of ECLC’s Elder Abuse Response 
Programs and key lessons learned 
from a recent mid-term evaluation. 
More broadly it demonstrates the 
value of integrated practice in the 
elder abuse context. 
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ECLC acknowledges the Wurundjeri peoples of the Kulin Nation, the Traditional Owners of the land on which the Centre community  
lives and works and pays deep respect to Elders past, present and emerging. ECLC also acknowledges those Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples, including Elders, who came to live on Wurundjeri land as a result of dispossession from their homelands and in more  
recent times through choice. ECLC deeply appreciates and celebrates the people, stories, traditions, culture and strength of Aboriginal  
and Torres Strait Islander peoples and is honoured when they work together with the Centre. ECLC recognises that colonisation is the 
significant cause of disadvantage experienced by Aboriginal peoples, and that justice cannot be realised without ensuring the human  
rights of all Aboriginal peoples.* 

* ECLC acknowledges Oonah as the basis for key elements of this statement, used with permission.

1 in 6
Australians over 65 years 

old experience abuse

ECLC is a multidisciplinary legal service that works  
to prevent problems, progress fair outcomes, and support 
wellbeing and resilience of communities and community 
members in Melbourne’s East. The Centre has had a strong 
focus on elder abuse work for more than 15 years and on the 
primary prevention of and early intervention into elder abuse,  
as well as response.

ECLC acknowledges the strong partnerships with Eastern Health and Oonah to  
develop and implement the ELSA and ROSE programs over the recent years.

ECLC, Eastern Health and Oonah acknowledge the funding support of the Australian 
Government under the National Plan to Respond to the Abuse of Older Australians  
(Elder Abuse) 2019-2023
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Program overview 

KEY OBJECTIVES 
The key objectives of ECLC’s Elder Abuse  
Response Programs are that older people: 

• feel supported and services meet  
their needs  

• receive justice and legal restitution  

• are satisfied their issues have been  
resolved appropriately  

• respect and trust services
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ECLC’S ELDER ABUSE  
RESPONSE PROGRAMS

The integrated practice model recognises 
that legal problems do not exist in a vacuum 
and that often, when a client is experiencing  
a legal issue, they are also experiencing 
other complex social, emotional, or financial 
issues that they need assistance with. 

Integrated practice provides clients with a 
holistic service that allows them to address 
complex issues from multiple angles. 

ECLC’s Elder Abuse Response Program has two integrated 
practice teams ELSA and ROSE. 

Both teams provide legal advice, psychosocial support 
and assistance, financial counselling, secondary 
consultations (ie. information and referrals), and 
education. 

ELSA is a ‘health justice partnership’ (HJP) with  
Eastern Health. It includes a partnership co-ordinator, 
community lawyer, advocate and financial counsellor  
and provides a holistic response to older Eastern  
Health patients at risk of or experiencing abuse. 

ROSE has a community lawyer, elder abuse advocate  
and financial counsellor and provides a holistic 
response to older people experiencing or at risk of 
abuse. ROSE accepts referrals from organisations  
and individuals mainly in Melbourne’s East and works
in partnership with Oonah, an Aboriginal Community 
Controlled Health Organisation. Program elements 

HOLISTIC AND  
CLIENT-CENTERED 
ROSE and ELSA take a holistic, client-centered, 
rights-based approach, which empowers clients with 
knowledge, respects their rights to choose what action  
to take (if any), and supports clients to achieve their 
goals. The model was found to be valued highly by 
clients, professional stakeholders, and team members.6  

We love ROSE because of the case 
management [and] their holistic 
approach ... you can refer someone 
there and they would be assessed in 
terms of the legal support ... their 
rights, as well as the psychosocial 
elements ... and financial counselling 
as well. So, I think it’s really amazing... 
we love it, if people can be supported 
with ROSE.7  (ROSE stakeholder) 

“

“
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In the two year period, many clients wanted to  
maintain relationships with the perpetrators of abuse  
(for example, adult children or intimate partners) and 
some did not wish to take strong legal action against  
them at that time. This is consistent with other studies  
on elder abuse and reflective of the broader cycle of 
family violence, where a victim/survivor might or might  
not take action over a long period.8  

Accordingly, ROSE and ELSA explored the diverse  
range of options available with clients and often 
pursued ‘softer’ legal action on behalf of clients  
as well as a range of social and financial actions. 
Ultimately, the holistic approach taken by ROSE  
and ELSA resulted in an improvement in goals set  
by the client and access to justice.9

Common actions taken by ROSE and ELSA on behalf  
of clients included: 

• providing legal advice and assistance, including: 

- dispute resolution and negotiations, for example,  
 formally requesting that perpetrators stop abusive 
 behaviour, move out or repay money, 

-  advice and assistance with Family Violence   
 Intervention Orders,

-  advice regarding safeguarding against future 
 abuse, including asset protection, future planning 
 including estate planning, and financial safeguards,

-  preparing documents such as enduring powers 
 of attorney and appointments of medical 
 treatment decision makers and

-  advice regarding housing and property rights

• providing social and financial advice and support, 
including ongoing risk assessments and safety 
planning with clients 

• seeking housing solutions for clients  

• seeking debt waivers or reduction in bills on 
compassionate grounds (particularly where financial 
abuse was present) 

• providing information and linking clients with other 
support or specialist services, for example, mental 
health supports or social workers to assist with 
aged care assessments.

As shown in Figure 1, ROSE and ELSA clients  
most commonly presented as having experienced 
financial and psychological abuse.

ACCESSIBLE 
ROSE and ELSA were found to be accessible to people  
from diverse backgrounds, experiences and diverse 
range of ages.11 The teams worked with: 

• male and female clients who were experiencing  
or at risk of elder abuse (Figure 2) 

• clients from Culturally and Linguistically Diverse 
backgrounds, with ROSE having strong links to  
the Chinese community.12

• clients who were experiencing social isolation, 
with ELSA’s partnership with Eastern Health found 
to provide an “ideal space” to engage with socially 
isolated people.13

• clients living with disabilities or mental health  
issues, with 72% of ROSE and 92% of ELSA clients 
having at least one disability or mental health  
issue 14 (Figure 3).  

Clients had safe and convenient access to ROSE and 
ELSA over the two year period. Clients could attend 
appointments either in person, by phone, or online,  
and for ELSA clients - even from a hospital bed.16  
The ROSE and ELSA team worked closely with clients  
to ensure they could attend appointments safely.

Figure 2 shows the gender demographic across 
both the ELSA and ROSE Programs, highlighting that  
while ELSA clients reflect the gender demographics of  
the catchment for over 65’s, ROSE has worked primarily 
with women.17

“

“

...both ROSE and ELSA attempted  
to resolve issues without resorting  
to litigation or court orders wherever 
possible” (Mid-term Evaluation)10

Figure 1 - Abuse by type and subtype
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Figure 2 - Clients by gender (%)
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Figure 3 - Clients with disability by impairment (%)
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“The [ELSA] health justice partnership is 
clearly providing increased access to 
justice for people who are otherwise 
isolated from support services. 
(Mid-term Evaluation)15 (p 17)

“
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COLLABORATIVE  
AND EDUCATIVE 
ROSE and ELSA engaged in collaboration and 
community or professional education. Both teams: 

• Built strong partnerships, 

• Offered secondary consultations (ie. information  
and referrals), and 

• Provided education sessions about elder abuse  
and related topics.

ELSA’s partnership with Eastern Health was found  
to be “very robust”.18  ELSA provided 144 secondary 
consultations and 57 educations sessions to Eastern 
Health staff over two years.19 ELSA’s Partnership  
Co-ordinator - a long-term secondee from Eastern 
Health - was found to be “one key element to the 
success” of the health justice partnership. This was  
partly because she had an intimate understanding  
of - and was trusted by - both organisations.20 

ROSE provided 218 secondary consultations to 50 
different organisations, and 31 education sessions with 
20 different organisations over two years.21 ROSE’s 
partnership with Oonah provided an opportunity to 
connect with the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
community.22

Feedback about education sessions provided by both 
ROSE and ELSA was, ”overwhelmingly positive” and 
education was seen to be a “successful and integral  
part of ROSE and ELSA”.23

EMPOWERING

Lisa’s story  
Lisa was referred to ROSE after calling an elder abuse helpline. Lisa wanted advice  
after having experienced years of psychological abuse from her adult daughter, Kate. 
Kate had moved back in with Lisa and refused to leave. She would constantly put Lisa 
down, make offensive and derogatory remarks, and try to control her movements. 

In a confidential appointment with the ROSE community lawyer and advocate, Lisa 
explained that she wanted Kate to move out (and had asked her to do so), but she was 
deeply concerned where Kate would go, given that she had no money and experienced 
mental health issues. Lisa emphasised that it was important to her that she maintained 
her relationship with Kate. 

The ROSE advocate did a risk assessment and established that Lisa did not fear for  
her physical safety. The ROSE lawyer advised her of her options, including sending  
a letter asking her daughter to leave or seeking a Family Violence Intervention Order.  
The advocate shared information with Lisa about some supports that her daughter  
could access.  

Lisa decided she wanted to send a letter. The community 
lawyer worked closely with Lisa on the wording, and 
after it had been sent, the advocate spoke with Lisa to 
ensure she felt safe and provide emotional support. 

Ultimately, Kate moved out, and now Lisa is 
comfortable and peaceful in her home. Lisa and 
Kate have maintained their relationship. Lisa said 
she felt that her “life had changed for the better” 
since she received ROSE’s assistance. She was grateful 
that ROSE took a “holistic” and “insightful” approach 
and took into account not only her needs, but also  
her daughter’s needs. 

“I’ve got not a complaint in the world. 
It was absolutely brilliant what they 
did. They were nice, they were kind, 
and they went out of their way to help 
you. You can’t ask for anyone better 
than that. (ELSA Client) 24 

Clients were highly satisfied with ROSE and ELSA.  
Client interview feedback was “overwhelmingly positive” 
and almost every client reported improvements in their 
circumstances.25  

Clients were empowered to understand and establish 
rights within their families and achieve their goals. 
Clients also experienced improvements in knowledge 
and information,26 and 78% of ROSE and 100% of ELSA 
clients felt supported or very well supported.27 

“
144         ROSE

218         ELSA               

57           ROSE

31            ELSA               

secondary consultations

education sessions

EASTERN COMMUNITY LEGAL CENTRE7



 

BARRIERS TO RESOLVING ELDER ABUSE
There were a number of barriers to seeking help and resolving abuse that were identified through the evaluation  
to date.

Barriers to seeking help

Barriers to resolving abuse 

Barriers to seeking help in the elder abuse context 
that were identified include a hesitancy to take action 
on the part of the older person; issues with cognitive 
capacity; stigma; fear of retribution; cultural attitudes; 
communication issues; and lack of awareness of  
elder abuse.27

ELSA and ROSE responded to these barriers by, 
amongst other things: 

• Building trust with external stakeholders, communities 
and individuals so they knew they could speak to  
ELSA and ROSE if an elder abuse issue arose 

• Providing secondary consultations and referring 
people to appropriate services

• Raising awareness of elder abuse and related  
issues through education, and engaging in primary 
prevention work.

Ongoing work is needed to address these barriers and 
ultimately to make it easier for older people - and others 
who have concerns about elder abuse such as loved 
ones and professionals - to seek help when it is needed.

“The evaluation team identified 
many barriers to referral 
arising from the context of 
elder abuse. 28

“
Hesitancy to take action  
In the trial period, some ROSE and ELSA clients did  
not wish to take any action in relation to the abuse  
they were experiencing, and others did not wish to  
take strong legal action, either because they wanted  
to maintain a relationship with the perpetrator or  
were afraid of the repercussions.  

Many clients expressed a desire to maintain 
relationships with the perpetrators of the abuse, 
particularly when they were their children. For  
example, 76% of ELSA clients wanted an ongoing 
relationship with the perpetrator.29  This sometimes  
led to a hesitancy to take action. 

Clients also expressed concerns or fears about 
repercussions if they chose to take action, either  
because they were concerned about the welfare of  
the perpetrator, or were concerned about their own 
safety and wellbeing (including being fearful of 
retribution). 

Lack of viable legal options
Sometimes, limited viable legal options presented a  
barrier to addressing abuse. For example, it was not 
always viable for a client living with a perpetrator to  
take out an Intervention Order; and it was not possible  
to commence legal proceedings if there wasn’t  
sufficient evidence. 

ROSE and ELSA responded to these barriers by exploring 
social, financial, and legal options with clients and 
respecting their autonomy, agency, self-determination 
and dignity of risk – even if that meant that the abuse 
may not be resolved at that point in time. At times this 
was challenging for staff and supporters to accept, but 
the programs consistently respected the older person’s 
choices. 

“My immediate reaction was,  
“No, I don’t want her here.” But she’s 
our daughter. She would have been  
a bag lady; she had no job, no money. 
(ROSE Client)30

Now, look, (Adult Child) did attack 
me years ago… physically bashed 
me... I didn’t want that to happen to 
me now that I’m older… in the back 
of my mind is, “If I do cut off her  
bill, what will she do to me? 

(ROSE Client)31

“

BARRIERS RESPONSES

Things that prevent people 
from seeking help in relation  
to elder abuse include:

•   lack of awareness of elder  
 abuse in the community 
 
•   hesitancy to take action  
 on the part of the older 
 person 
 
•   not knowing where to go  
 to seek help

Raising elder abuse awareness through information,  
secondary consultations and education

Raising awareness of elder abuse response programs  
and services

Building trust with the community and external stakeholders

Linking people in with appropriate referrals

Partnering with organisations that work with priority groups

BARRIERS RESPONSES

Things that prevent the 
resolution of elder abuse 
include:
 
•   broader structural issues, 
 such as a lack of affordable 
 housing options

•   hesitancy on the part of the 
 older person to take action

•   lack of viable legal options

Making elder abuse response programs safe and accessible

Providing a holistic service through integrated practice  
with a lawyer, advocate and financial counsellor

Pursuing softer or more creative legal options

Advocating for improvements through systemic advocacy  
and law reform work
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Opportunities 

The mid-term evaluation developed interim 
recommendations regarding: 

• improving equity of access for priority groups 

• collecting additional data 

• deepening partnerships 

• contributing to engagement in systemic  
advocacy.33

Conclusion  

The Mid-term Evaluation 
demonstrates that the integrated 
practice model used within ROSE  
and ELSA works in reaching the 
desired cohort and is successful at 
achieving possible outcomes in the 
complex context of elder abuse.  

Despite the barriers noted, the integrated practice 
model appears to be effective and efficient, with clients 
consistently reported improvements in empowerment, 
choice and control in making their own decisions.  

This knowledge should be used as a launching pad for 
more integrated practice models to be implemented  
in responding to elder abuse in Australia. 

Broader structural issues
Broader structural issues were found to act as a barrier 
to addressing or resolving abuse. For example, the lack 
of affordable housing options for older people often 
resulted in clients being unable to leave their homes in 
circumstances where abuse was occurring at home at 
the hands of family member. 32

ECLC continues to address structural barriers through 
systemic advocacy and law reform work. However, some 
of the structural issues such as lack of affordable housing 
and lack of supports for older people experiencing abuse 
are highly ingrained.
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Box Hill VIC 3128
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Manningham and Whitehorse 
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communities of Knox and 
Maroondah 
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Yarra Ranges: serving the  
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