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Breaking the Silence Part Two

Breaking the Silence

Reaching out to adults at risk of abuse and neglect




by Trish Gauntlett

Part Two: How to help

“I’m worried but I don’t want to interfere.”

If an adult you know in your community is malnourished, unkempt, bruised, seriously depressed or apparently frightened of a relative, a caregiver or anyone else, please think about what you can do to help. Imagine if that person were your mother or father, brother or sister, your husband or wife or even your son or daughter. 

Everyone is vulnerable to abuse or neglect at certain times in their lives. Some people, those at high risk, are even more vulnerable than most of us. There is something you can do. There is something you must do. In a caring society, the responsibility to protect our most fragile members belongs with all of us.

Let’s talk about some of the concerns we all might have in getting involved.

The “none of my business”  concern.

The “other cultures do things differently” concern.

The “I’m afraid”  concern.

These are very real concerns. They are natural and reasonable. The fact that you are even asking shows you care and you would like to do something. But what should you do? Where should you turn?

First of all, let’s see if you have reason to be worried. Let’s talk about the abuse, neglect and self-neglect of adults. What are they and how can you tell they are happening?

Here are some definitions:

Abuse is the deliberate mistreatment of an adult that causes them physical, mental or emotional harm; damage to or loss of assets. There are many kinds of abuse - physical and sexual abuse, psychological, emotional and financial abuse, medication abuse and violation of civil/human rights.

Neglect is the failure to provide the necessary care, assistance, guidance or attention to any adult, resulting in serious mental, physical or emotional harm or damage or loss of assets. 


Self-neglect means that the vulnerable adult, through failure to take care of him or herself, causes his or her own physical, mental or emotional harm or danger to assets. 

We often think of seniors first in connection with these issues, but there are many more adults at risk in our community. People living with mental and physical disabilities, people with mental illnesses, people who are disadvantaged because of poverty or other difficult life circumstances - all are vulnerable; many are at high risk.

Let’s discuss the common concerns about getting involved. 


It’s none of my business.”  What if you are the only person who notices that something is wrong? People who are abused and neglected are often isolated as well. They don’t have much contact with the rest of the neighbourhood or community. You might be the only person who can help. 

Before you start calling for outside help, you might think about calling on the friend, neighbour or family member you are worried about. Don’t do this if your personal safety or theirs is at risk. We’ll discuss that issue later. But if you have no reason to fear, then make a friendly visit. While visiting, mention the things that are worrying you. Perhaps the person looks ill or under-nourished.  Maybe you’ve seen bruises or other physical evidence of abuse or neglect. Maybe a stranger is coming and going from the house. Or maybe you’ve heard something that worries you - someone crying or shouting. Ask the person directly if there is a problem. And ask if they need help. It is very important to respect the autonomy and decisions of the person at this point. If they are capable of making decisions, the choice is theirs. Ask their permission to gather some community resources so that you or they can make some calls for help. Tell them that you will keep their name confidential. If the person refuses, you may want to gather resources on your own behalf, just for your information. The phone numbers listed at the end of this article can help.

The next concern -“Other cultures do things differently.”  Let’s be really clear. Abuse and neglect are human problems, not cultural ones.  If the person you are worried about speaks another language or belongs to a different culture from yours there is help. Translation services are available in most communities. 


“I’m afraid.”  Trust your intuition on this one. If you’re afraid that the person is in immediate danger, either from another person or from their own actions, then don’t intervene personally. You might put yourself in danger too. This is the time for fast, direct action. Call the Police. Abuse and neglect are criminal acts. If it’s a situation that is emerging gradually, call one of the community agencies listed below. They will know what to do next. Don’t wait. Someone’s life could be at risk.


“I don’t know what to do. I might make it worse.”  This is a combination of all the other concerns. If you don’t know what to do, call the numbers below for advice. You definitely won’t make it worse. Most communities have excellent services for helping vulnerable adults once they have been identified and linked to sources of help. Reaching out to help a vulnerable adult who is being abused or neglected can only make things better for them and for the community in general.


Silence and isolation are the enemies. Break them! 

For more information about the ________________Community Response Network call: 

To report a case of abuse or neglect of an adult at high risk call:
