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The purpose of this document is to highlight adults at risk who may be susceptible to abuse, what 

constitutes as abuse, and what abuse might look like. This is by no means a definitive list. 

Who is an adult at risk?  

Someone over 18 years of age who:  

a) Has need for care and support (whether or not the authority is meeting any of those needs) because 

of mental or other disability, age or illness  

b) Is experiencing, or is at risk of, abuse or neglect  

c) As a result of their needs is unable to protect themself against the abuse or neglect or the risk of it. 

What is abuse?  

‘….the violation of an individual’s human and civil rights by any other person or persons.’ (Department of 

Health, 2000).   

Abuse includes:  

• A single act or repeated acts  

• An act of neglect or a failure to act  

• Multiple acts, for example, where neglect as well as financial abuse take place  

• Any act or actions that causes harm or distress  

• Where there was no intent to harm or abuse  

Types of abuse include:  

• Physical abuse - includes hitting, pinching, deliberately misusing medication, or unlawful or 

inappropriate use of restraint, exposure to heat or cold and not giving adequate food and drink.  

• Domestic abuse - includes psychological, physical, financial, sexual, emotional abuse and so-called 

‘honour-based violence’.  



• Sexual abuse - includes rape, indecent exposure, sexual harassment, inappropriate looking or 

touching, sexual teasing or innuendo, sexual photography, subjection to pornography or witnessing 

sexual acts, indecent exposure and sexual assault or sexual acts to which an adult at risk has not 

consented to and / or may not understand including. 

• Psychological / emotional abuse - the wilful infliction of mental suffering by a person who is in a 

position of trust and power to an adult at risk. Includes threats of harm or abandonment, being 

deprived of social or any other sort of contact, humiliation, blaming, controlling, intimidation, 

coercion and bullying, verbal abuse, cyber bullying, unreasonable or unjustified withdrawal of 

services or supportive networks.  

• Financial and material abuse - includes theft, fraud, internet scamming, exploitation, coercion in 

relation to an adult’s financial affairs or arrangements, including with connection to wills, property, 

inheritance or financial transactions, and the misuse or misappropriation of property and/or 

possessions of benefits.  

• Modern Slavery - encompasses slavery, human trafficking, forced labour and domestic servitude. 

• Neglect and acts of omission - the failure of any person or authority that has responsibility for the 

charge, care or custody of an adult at risk to provide the amount and type of care that a reasonable 

person would be expected to provide. Includes ignoring medical, emotional or physical care needs, 

failure to provide access to appropriate health, care and support or educational services. 

Withholding of the necessities of life such as medication, adequate nutrition and heating.  

• Discriminatory abuse - exists when values, beliefs or culture result in a misuse of power that denies 

opportunity to some groups or individuals because of for example ethnicity, appearance, disability, 

religious beliefs, gender, age, sexual orientation.  

• Self-neglect - covers a wide range of behaviour neglecting to care for ones’ personal hygiene, health 

or surroundings and includes behaviour such as hoarding.  

• Institutional / organisational abuse - occurs when the routines, systems and regimes of an institution 

result in poor or inadequate standards of care and poor practice which denies, restricts or curtails 

the dignity, privacy, choice, independence or fulfilment of adults at risk. It can be thorough neglect 

or poor professional practice as a result of the structure, policies, processes and practices within an 

organisation. These are not mutually exclusive and many situations will involve a combination of 

types of abuse. In some cases it may constitute a criminal act. Incidents of abuse may occur to one 

person in a relationship or service context or to more than one person at a time. Abuse may be a 

deliberate act or it may be the result of a failure to act appropriately. It may be caused intentionally 

or unintentionally but nevertheless causes significant harm or distress to the adult of risk either 

temporarily or over a period of time.  

• Social Media & Technology Abuse (Also referred to as Digital Abuse) I- the use of technologies such 

as texting and social networking to bully, harass, stalk or intimidate a partner. 

Who might be the abuser? 

Abuse can take place within both personal and professional relationships. It can be carried out by 

another adult at risk or by people who deliberately form a relationship with an adult at risk in order to 

exploit them, including:  

• Family members   

• Professional staff  



• Voluntary workers  

• Friends and associates  

• Strangers who deliberately target vulnerable people  

• Other adults at risk  

Some signs of abuse:  

• Multiple bruising or finger marks  

• Injuries the person cannot account for  

• Deterioration of health for no apparent reason  

• Weight loss  

• Inappropriate or inadequate clothing  

• Changes in mood and / or behaviour (e.g. appearing withdrawn)  

• A carer who is unwilling to allow access to the person  

• An individual who is unwilling to be alone with a particular person  

• Unexplained shortage of money  

• Someone lacking goods or services which they can afford 

 

 


