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Summary of Research

Acts of cruelty, abuse and neglect of animals, crimes in themselves, also frequently indicate concurrent or future acts of
interpersonal violence. This “Link” was first correlated between child maltreatment and animal abuse, with early interest in
the propensity for children who harm animals to escalate into interpersonal violence in adulthood. Later, the nexus between
domestic violence and animal abuse gained wide recognition that pets are threatened and harmed as an effective means of
coercive control to intimidate battered woman and force them to remain in abusive environments to protect their animals.
Most recently, the inter-species Link has been described in elder abuse and raises several concerns:
Elders with financial, mobility, transportation, or cognitive constraints may neglect their animals. Other elders may spend
their limited funds on their pets, resulting in self-neglect. 92% of APS caseworkers found animal neglect co-existing with
clients' inability to care for themselves.
Emotional bonds with pets are vulnerabilities that may lead to coercive control and financial exploitation by children
ransoming parents' pets to extort money. 35% of APS caseworkers reported that clients' pets were threatened or harmed.
Animal hoarders are typically older, often socially isolated persons with excess numbers of animals in inhospitable living
environments. Animal hoarding requires long-term multidisciplinary responses including mental health counseling and social
services, which to date have not proven to be effective.
Delivery of services may be compromised if caregivers are reluctant to enter residences due to the stench, animal waste and
vermin associated with excessive numbers of animals, or dangerous pets that threaten their safety. Pre-established lines of
communications with animal care and control agencies can resolve animal issues more creatively and expeditiously. 75% of
APS caseworkers reported that pet welfare issues complicated the process of providing services to older adults.
The death of a beloved pet can be particularly emotionally stressful if the animal was a link to a deceased spouse or a
motivator for a client's social interaction and physical exercise. Elderly pet owners may defer entering hospitals or long-term
care until their animals pass away or their care is assured.
Elders and disabled individuals who are dependent on service animals may find spouses or caretakers jealous of the affection
shown to these important animals and ill-equipped to respond to their needs.

This research summary is part of a series sponsored by the National Adult Protective Services Association (NAPSA)
and the National Committee for the Prevention of Elder Abuse (NCPEA) joint Research Committee. The purpose of
this research summary is to provide direct access to findings in order to enhance practice and clarify policy choices.
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Include questions about the number, health, welfare, dangerousness, veterinary care, and grooming of pets in hotlines, intakes,
interviews, and assessments. Because people enjoy talking about their pets, clients may disclose animal abuse more readily
than their own abuse. This icebreaker can develop a relationship of trust and uncover patterns of abuse and control that informs
investigations and interventions.
Establish a policy for dealing with suspected animal abuse. Develop MOUs with animal control agencies for cross-reporting.
Because abused animals may be outdoors, neighbors may report animal maltreatment that uncovers cases of elder abuse which
would otherwise go unreported. To report animal abuse, see the National Link Coalition’s National Directory at
http://nationallinkcoalition.org/how-do-i-report-suspected-abuse
Identify veterinary and animal shelter support services, such as pet food banks, low-cost spay/neuter programs, pet-friendly
domestic violence shelters, pet foster care and rehoming options, veterinary social workers, and pet loss grief counseling.
When planning for transitions, identify pet-friendly housing for clients needing to relocate, pet foster care programs, and
long-term care and hospitals with therapy animal visits.
Treat client’s grief over pet loss as a potentially serious emotional concern.
Promote laws mandating animal control officers to report elder abuse, and APS caseworkers to report animal abuse, with
immunity from civil/criminal liability. Promote laws defining animal abuse intended to intimidate or punish elders as elder abuse.
If client is capable, suggest acquiring a pet or volunteering at an animal shelter to gain physical exercise, social outreach,
companionship, and sense of responsibility.
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