Recognizing and Interrupting Abuse of
Adults with Disabilities

Sadly, people with disabilities get abused, sometimes at the hands of people who help or care for
them. Care providers and personal assistants, including family members and service providers
(paid or unpaid) can be abusive. When abuse occurs, a disabled person’s personal health, safety
and emotional well-being may be at risk, along with their ability to engage in daily life activities.

Who uses help or Personal Assistance Service (PAS)?

10 million disabled and elderly people in the United States use personal assistance services
(PAS). PAS is one or more people helping a disabled person with tasks that they would do for
themselves if they did not have a disability.

Who provides personal assistance service (PAS) to people with disabilities?
79% receive PAS services from unpaid, informal providers.

11% receive a combination of paid, formal services and informal services.

10% receive exclusively formal, paid services.

(Rutgers University Bureau of Economic Research, 1999).

What is Abuse?

Abuse or mistreatment of a disabled person is any behavior that is unwanted, hurtful,
inappropriate, neglectful, frightening, insulting, or demeaning. It includes physical, sexual,
verbal, emotional or financial mistreatment by anyone in a “helping” role.

Types of Abuse
Does a family member, attendant, or helper:

o Get into personal stuff without permission?

o Yell, scream, threaten or say insulting things? Make negative comments about the
person’s disability?

Steal money, checks, credit cards, medication, or other personal belongings?

Show up for work drunk or high?

Neglect or ignore needs or withhold medication?

Pressure a person to eat fast or go to bed early so he or she can leave?

Prevent a person from controlling his or her wheelchair, phone or other equipment?
Control where someone goes, what they do, who they can see?

Gossip, threaten, blackmail or manipulate?
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o Unnecessary institutionalization is illegal under the Americans with Disabilities Act.
Disabled people who can manage their own care with reasonable support are legally
entitled to Independent Living.

How to Help Someone Being Abused
If you suspect a person is being mistreated:

e Approach the person alone in a relaxed setting (a confidential, safe space).

e Stay calm, don’t panic.

e Raise the issue by expressing your concern for their safety and well-being.

e Respect their right to autonomy and self-direction, and affirm their competence and
ability to live independently and with self-direction.

e Offer to support this individual in handling the situation in his or her own way. Your
primary resources include good listening, information about abuse prevention, and
referral to community resources.

e Offer to brainstorm resources, including different PAS support until the abusive situation
is remedied.

o Pressuring someone to act quickly, or a patronizing attitude, may undermine trust in you.
You need to be patient to allow the individual to learn to take control of his or her own
situation for the long range and develop new avenues of support. You may be challenged
to modify your own standards of care, in consideration of his or her right to autonomy.

If you are concerned for someone’s immediate physical safety or survival:

e If the individual appears unwilling or unable to take action on their own, or if the
individual has a significant cognitive disability or dementia, you may need to contact the
police or adult protective services without the individual’s consent.

If you are a mandated reporter, you are required by law to report an abusive situation. Certain
professionals are required by law because of their job or role to report suspected or existing
abuse.

o Be aware that immediate removal of a PAS provider with no alternative plan may
threaten a disabled person's survival.

o  Check out your own thinking with skilled resource people who have knowledge of
resources for the disabled community.






