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INTRODUCTION





1.1	The commonly held notion among older people and the wide spectrum of the community that the elderly are the greatest targets and victims of crime is not true.  Many people believe that older people have an overwhelming fear of crime.  However, recent crime statistics released by the British Home Office in conjunction with other foreign research illustrates that older people should worry less and do worry less than their younger counterparts.


 


1.2	 Spreading this message to the community, and especially older people, is integral in dispelling the inaccurate notions surrounding older people.  There are many methods to curb the so-called fear of crime among older people.  A variety of programmes ranging from Government action, to community involvement are necessary to tackle the issue. These false assumptions about older people must be dispelled to paint a more accurate picture of older people.  Removing the misconceptions will allow for the real needs of older people to be addressed.





REALITY BEHIND THE RHETORIC 





2.1	Crime data is a major way to dispel the stereotypes that surround older people.  The most recent British Crime Survey shows that on the whole, older people in England and Wales are the least victimised group of people according to age.  





2.2	Adults over 65 years of age have by far the lowest crime rates in the country.  For example, during 1999 and 2000, 1 in every 20, or 5% of adult males, were victims of violent crime.  This figure stands in stark contrast to the 0.4% violent crime victimisation rate for those aged 65-74.  A similar trend held for women and violent crime.  Overall, 3% of all adult women were victims of violent crime.  That figure dropped to 0.6% for females over 65 years old.  





2.3	For every figure listed in the survey, those over 65 had the lowest crime rate in each category.  Figures obtained by the Australian Institute of Criminology in a similar survey conducted in Australia, achieved the same conclusion as the British Crime Survey.�   





2.4	Another aspect of the British survey dealt with perceptions of crime among older people.  The survey asked adults of different ages a variety of questions to see if they believed it would be likely that they would be victims of various crimes.  Of the several categories and questions asked, those over age 65 appeared to be less afraid of crime than younger people.  In most categories, older people were less concerned with a variety of crimes such as car theft than were their younger counterparts. 





2.5	 In a few instances they shared equal concerned with crime as younger people.�  Walking alone at night for men and women, and mugging for men, were the only instances where older people were more worried than younger people.  Older people appeared to be twice as afraid of walking in the dark than younger people.  This was the only category in the British Crime Survey in which the elderly did not adhere to the trend of comparatively less concern that they have established.�  





2.6	The data regarding crime rates and anxiety over crime appeared to accurately match.  Younger people are more likely to be victims of crime and thus worried about it the most.  In the same way, older people are less likely to become victims of crime and worry about it the least.�  The data from the crime survey completely contradicts all stereotypes about older people.  They are not a group of victims paralysed by fear of crime, nor are they frequently targeted by criminals.  








THE RHETORIC BEHIND THE REALITY





3.1	Even though research and data paint a different picture, it is important to understand why older people are believed to be a frequent target and a scared group.  A major reason why older people are viewed in this way is the result of media coverage.  The media generally depict older people as frail and helpless.  Stories about crime against older people are often exaggerated.  Most of the time, the crimes against the elderly portrayed on television and in the newspapers are extremely rare, and only chosen for their shock value.  They are not at all indicative of average crime older people face.  The distorted picture that the media presents can cause older people, and members of the general public, to form a perception that is contrary to reality.�





3.2	The notion pushed by the media that the elderly are a constant target is detrimental to the quality of life for older people.  For many isolated older people, the media is their main contact with the outside world.  After hearing the same message that an older person needs to be fearful of crime over and over again, they will start to believe it.  





3.3	The consequence of this directly impacts older people through a change in lifestyle.  More fear means less activity outside the home and less contact with the outside world.  Decreasing contact with others, means that one becomes isolated.  This isolation reduces the fullness of life for older people, by reducing their physical and mental well-being.





3.4	Another reason why some older people are fearful of crime is a result of  other anxieties expressed by some of the elderly.  The great amount of social change that has occurred throughout the lives of older people can cause them to look upon the world with anxiety.  Huge changes that have altered almost every aspect of life can, in some older people, take away from their security.  Since the world that they were familiar and comfortable with has changed so dramatically, their lack of security often leads to fear.  This fear becomes manifested in other ways such as worrying about becoming a victim of crime.� 





3.5	The anxiety that older people have results from the fact that crime will have a greater effect against them than it will against younger people.  Physical violence is more of a problem for older people. Injuries sustained as a result of an attack, whether physically, or mentally, will be more severe.  Older people cannot recover from bodily injuries quickly and can suffer several age related complications as a result. Furthermore, the mental scars from an attack may never heal





3.6	Finally, the fear of crime may appear heightened because of financially vulnerable.  Most older people live off pensions and are on a fixed income.  Since their financial resources are thin, the loss of money or property has a proportionately larger impact on them than on someone who is younger and in the work force.�   





THE REALITY OF FEAR





	On average in England and Wales, one in five victims of crime are likely to 	become victims again.�  Many times these multiple victimisations come at the hands of a familiar assailant.  Often, these crimes occur in the neighbourhood close to one's home.�





	The financial plight of older people along with other factors leaves them open for 	the devastating consequences of consumer fraud.  This type of crime is the most 	popular against the aged.  Telemarketing scams and other type of frauds prey on 	the loneliness of older people and exploit it for gains.  Often, telemarketers and 	other scam artists will try to befriend the loneliest people who are looking for 	companionship. 





4.2	Distraction burglary is another type of crime that is a particular concern for the elderly.  The average age for a victim of this crime is 78 years. This crime also preys on the lonely.  Often someone dressed as a utility worker or repairman will come to one’s home and distract the victim from the crime.  Older people make far easier targets because of impairment, disability, or even a sense of apathy that can result from the stresses of age.  Criminals select the most vulnerable older people to become victims.  This has led to the high rates of consumer fraud against older people. �  





	However, due to the lack of ‘newsworthiness’, the media is far less likely to 	highlight crimes like these.  Infrequent crimes against, such as murder receive 	coverage and other important crimes that face older people like consumer fraud 	are sadly ignored.  This type of media coverage is harmful in that it does not 	inform older people that they are a target group for this type of crime.� 





REDUCING THE FEAR OF REALITY





5.1	Even though older people suffer the lowest crime rates of any other group, there are still measures that can help them alleviate their fears of crime and aid in its prevention.  There are a variety of options, ranging from simple checks by neighbours and friends to more expensive government run programmes that can make a major difference.  Preventing crime and making older people feel safer is not just and issue for older people.  Instead, it is one the entire community and all age groups to address.





5.2	Trying to influence one’s perception of crime is a difficult task.  There are a variety of things that can influence how one perceives their safety.  One’s environment is a major determining factor on how one views crime.  How people see their surroundings is a measure of the ‘Reassurance Gap’.  This gap is the difference between the public’s perception of crime levels, and the actual crime rates themselves.  





5.3	If for example, there is little crime in a neighbourhood, but the public believes that crime rates are high then there is a large ‘Reassurance Gap’.  A large ‘Reassurance Gap’ indicates little confidence in the neighbourhood by those who live there.  It is the job of the government and the leaders of a community to make sure that gap is as small as possible so the public may feel safer.�  





5.4	The way to decrease this ‘Reassurance Gap’ is to improve certain environmental conditions.  Factors that can rob someone of their confidence in an area such as litter, homeless people, vacant buildings, vandalised bus shelters or phone boxes and graffiti, are known as ‘Background Noise’.   Those in combination with ‘Fear Triggers’ such as intimidating behaviour by gangs of youths on street corners, people openly drinking, taking drugs or selling them also contribute to this fear. Inanimate objects such as vandalised homes, broken street lights or a perceived lack of police walking the beat are triggers of fear as well.  These ‘Background Noises’ and ‘Fear Triggers’ have destructive affects on an area and cause people to accept the decline in an area as part of life.�





5.5	There are many crime fighting tools that communities can use to help older people feel safer.  All of these measures require spending sizeable sums of money but do produce real results.  Options such as CCTV, adding more street lights (or replacing broken bulbs quickly) and increasing the amounts of public phones can help to alleviate fears and the ‘Reassurance Gap’.  These tools have not only a functional purpose but a psychological one.  They send the message out to the public that the area is being cared for and that people need not worry as much because they have a means of protection.  These resources have a value that goes beyond the simple reduction of crime statistics. It provides peace of mind, something that is invaluable.�  





5.6	In Australia for example, a massive lighting initiative was launched to add street lights to dark and dimly lit sections of the community.  The lighting project was very popular with older people in that they overwhelmingly reacted to it by saying that they felt safer as a result of the lighting.





5.7	One other way in which older people can feel safer is through providing safe access to facilities for the elderly.  Locating community and day centres, government facilities and other points of interest in accessible areas that do not arouse much fear can be extremely effective in adding to the security of the elderly.  Farsighted planning on behalf of the Government, and community leaders who deal with older people is an important procedure that should be taken into account more in the future.  Providing accessible facilities for older people that they will not be afraid of also helps to foster a greater sense of trust in the community.�





REDUCING FEAR IN THE STREET





6.1	Police officers are important in that they not only enforce of the law, but help people feel safer in their homes and communities.  Obviously, more police in an area will reduce crime.  However, increasing the numbers of officers on the force takes time because of the training process.  In the meantime, there are ways where communities can utilise their police resources more effectively. 





6.2	A more involved and active police force, allows officers to become more prominent members of the community.  Local law enforcement officers known by the public help to put a familiar face on the anti crime force.  When people see police officers as friends, they will trust them more and feel more confident in their local law enforcement.  





6.3	An effective programme in Australia that is relevant to the UK is the ‘police outreach programme’.  In this programme, police officers visit lonely senior citizens and evaluate their homes.  Officers discuss security measures to safeguard older people and their possessions.  Older people not only benefited from the free crime prevention audits but also benefited from the contact that reduced their isolation and loneliness.  This programme proved to be very successful and popular because it benefits older people in many ways far beyond crime prevention.  In other places in Australia, at risk older people receive special files from the local police.  These files receive special priority in order that they are not ignored by the police.�





6.4	There are several programmes established in the United Kingdom that have proved successful.  Projects designed for the general public, such as the Reducing Burglary Initiative launched by the Home Office, and the Neighbourhood Watch associations, have been useful for older people as well.  Neighbourhood Watch groups in accord with the Home Office, have provided important links between Government and community.   They provide extra attention that benefits the whole of community as well as older people.    





6.5	One special programme aimed in particular toward older people, is the Distraction Burglary Taskforce.  This program targets a crime that mainly effects older people.  What the programme does, is allow for free or low cost security services including, locks and alarm systems.   Setting up twenty-four hour monitoring systems has been an important aspect of this programme that has helped not only to prevent future distraction burglaries but also to ease older people’s fears.  





6.6	Even private initiatives have grown out of this Distraction Burglary Task force. For example, utility companies now provide a password for older people for when workers come to the home.  Programmes like these, allow older people to know via the password which people are legitimate workers and which are frauds.  Simple measures like these go a long way toward inspiring security.� 





REDUCING FEAR IN THE HOME





7.1	Personal alarm systems are one option that has proven popular in many areas in the UK and in places such as Australia.  These systems involve wearing emergency alarm systems worn around the neck or wrist.  At the touch of a button, these alarms call police, fire, ambulance services or even doctors.  Alarm systems are connected to a control centre where there are operators who are there to monitor the clients.  A majority of local governments have the systems as part of their programmes to aid older people.  A reduced rate is offered to members who cannot afford to pay the full price, along with private customers who can afford to purchase these systems.  





7.2	Alarm systems vary in price a great deal.  Many require a one time, initial fee along with a weekly service charge.  Service charges can vary in Britain from 17p a week to £2.15.  The coverage also varies.  There are simple units that can attach to the telephone line where a senior in need can press a button on their pendant or wrist and automatically dial emergency services.  There are monitoring systems that are available with mobile phone technology that are considerably more advanced as well as expensive.  





7.3	More advanced technologies are not feasible in all areas because of budget constraints.  For example, Sutton provides only basic services where Islington allocated £1.5 million for the advanced systems.  Alarm units sold individually to the public can range from £200 to £400 a unit, not including weekly monitoring fees.  When ordered by the Government, the prices are determined on a case by case basis.�  





7.4	The community also has a major role to play in the well being of older people.  There are a variety of areas they can address.  One of which, is establishing standards by which the community can measure their progress on addressing ‘Fear Triggers’ and ‘Background Noise’ on a yearly basis.  These standards are useful to judge whether or not they are effectively combating the issue at hand.   Yearly evaluations of things such as lighting, trash, graffiti, dilapidated houses and other ‘Fear Triggers’ can be vital to see if the communities can make positive strides toward eliminating them.�  





7.5	Community involvement is also important in outreach programmes. Older people who are more active and connected with their community are less fearful of crime.  Visits by community members to lonely and isolated older people not only brightens their day, but improves mental well-being, establishes contact with the outside world, and in the long run, eases fear and anxiety. 





CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMENDATIONS





Dispelling the commonly held fears and misconception about crime for older people is important in that it will positively benefit their lives.  An age group that is not paralysed by fear of crime is one that has a more enjoyable life.  The Government must take more steps toward the reduction of fears.  There are, however, numerous examples to follow in order to further improve the situation that older people face. 





The Government must take notice of older people and their special needs and concerns in order to formulate a more effective anti-crime campaign.  All crime reduction actions must be created with special consideration for older people.  Planning adapted to the needs of older individuals shows that governments and communities are interested in the welfare of older people.  This consideration will increase the trust and confidence between older people and their community.  In the end this will lead to a greater sense of security among the elderly. 





While, eliminating graffiti, replacing broken street lighting, adding more police benefit everyone, there are methods that must be used to help the elderly.  Making facilities accessible to the needs of older people by installing appropriate lighting, easy to read signs with large lettering, ramps, CCTV and even toilets makes a large difference toward creating public areas that are more inviting and elderly friendly.  These will help assure older people that they are being looked after and will inspire more confidence in their surroundings and help them to feel safer.  


 


The Government must join with the community to  educate the general public.  Establishing  information campaigns in the media and community centres to inform young and old of the truth about this issue will make a huge impact.  Better promotion of actual crime statistics will work to eliminate misconceptions and unnecessary fears.  They will inform the mislead that they need not be fearful.  Information on elderly specific issues such as distraction burglary and repeat victimisation must be distributed in order to raise awareness of the dangers so that older people may protect themselves. 





Future programmes must be developed in conjunction with the police that serve the needs of older people. These programs must factor in the financial and physical difficulties that may be present in some older people and tailor a response around them.  Older people must be assessed to determine if they face a high risk for crime.  The ones that face a particularly high risk must be given special protection to make sure that they do not become victims.  Visits by officers and extra patrols if needed must be established to aid those with the possibility of becoming a victim more than once and those in areas that have high crime rates. 





Existing programmes must be expanded and given more funding.  The crime centres that handle the personal alarm programmes must be maintained and expanded to meet the increasing needs of the elderly population.  National standards for uniform funding to each local monitoring centre need to be established to ensure that every centre across England and Wales has enough resources.  This funding must be used to hire adequate numbers of staff and provide the latest technology to protect older people.  With this, the elderly will be as safe as possible in all locations.    





Despite the fact that older people as a whole are not exceedingly fearful of crime, removing harmful stories and stereotypes ensures that unfounded fear will not grow to a point that it will harm the elderly community. By dispelling the myths and fears that surround the issue of crime and older people, the elderly will live more enjoyable and confident lives.    
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