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Working Together to  
Tackle Elder Abuse 
An Interdisciplinary Approach 

This Compass Guide contains the elements of the November 2020 Featured Topic which 
was presenting the work of the Elder Abuse Service, Legal Aid NSW. The elements include 
an original article, the details of the webinar and resources that have been produced by 
the Elder Abuse Service team, Legal Aid NSW. 
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About Elder Abuse Service, 
Legal Aid
Legal Aid NSW has recently established a specialist Elder Abuse Service (EAS) at the 
Gosford office. The service has Commonwealth funding for 3 years under the Protecting 
the Rights of Older Australians Elder Abuse Service Trials.

Who we help: The service is focused on supporting older people at risk of or 
experiencing elder abuse.

To be eligible for this service clients need to:

• Live on the Central Coast

• Aged 65 years and over, or over 50 for our Aboriginal clients, and

• Be at risk of, or experiencing elder abuse

How we can help: Types of matters we can provide assistance with:

• Housing and granny flats

• Centrelink debts

• Family breakdown

• Informal loans

• AVOs

• Physical and sexual abuse

• Financial abuse

• Psychological abuse (bullying, harassment, isolation and neglect)
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Elder Abuse Service, 
Legal Aid NSW 
One Year of Service, A Snapshot

References
Ageing and Disability Commission Annual Report (2019–2020)

*We are in our first year of service and rely on referrals from stakeholders. We are continually expanding our referral pathways which has 
high impact on the type of matters and clients we see.

70%
of our clients 

are female

68%
clients reported 
financial abuse 

(ADC 30%*)

35%
clients reported more 

than one form of abuse

1%
clients reported 
physical abuse

1%
clients reported  

neglect

50%
clients reported  

psychological abuse 
(ADC 35%*)

(Aligns with statistics from the 
Ageing and Disability Commission)

50%

of abusers were  
adult children

Most common forms of abuse reported

Sexual Abuse

Physical Abuse

Financial Abuse

Neglect

Emotional/
Psychological Abuse
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Working Together to  
Tackle Elder Abuse
By the Elder Abuse Service, Central Coast, NSW

Why we need to work together to tackle elder abuse

Elder abuse comes in many forms – financial, psychological, physical, sexual and 
neglect. There are also various factors that can lead to elder abuse – ageism, 
inheritance impatience, family history of financial support or domestic violence, 
cohabitation, and the older person’s loss of capacity to name just a few.

So it should come as no surprise that there may be numerous and diverse ways to 
address elder abuse and that we need to be flexible in order to make sure that the 
solution considers the form of abuse, the factors that contributed to the abuse and the 
concerns of the client. 
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A strictly legal approach to an elder abuse situation will rarely address all the issues 
involved.  If we want to be effective, we must also consider social and health needs. 

The Central Coast Elder Abuse Service team uses an interdisciplinary approach which 
allows for the complexities in elder abuse to be supported and for the client to be at the 
centre of decision making. Elder abuse is a human rights issue and any intervention needs 
to balance the tension between promoting a life free from abuse but also acknowledging the 
older person’s right to self-determination.

What is an interdisciplinary team?

An interdisciplinary team is defined as a group of professionals from diverse fields who work 
in a coordinated fashion toward a common goal for the client.

In an interdisciplinary team, the team members work together to determine what the client 
wants and needs, what the various issues may be and how they affect each other. For 
example, the client may want the return of their money and to restore their relationship with 
the son who took their money. The service could start legal proceedings seeking the return 
of the money, however, the team recognises that doing this may prevent the older person 
being able to restore the relationship with the son as they wish. Pursuing an outcome for one 
part of the problem, may hinder the success of another outcome. The team can identify this 
and advise the client of their various options. 

Working Together to  
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In this way, the interdisciplinary team will plan how the various disciplines who make up 
the team can come together to help the older person. This is referred to as the client’s 
pathway through the service.

For clear pathways to occur, the team should have shared goals and values, need to 
understand and respect the competencies of the other team members, be open to learn 
from the other disciplines and respect their different views and perspectives. 

As well as each team member using their knowledge and best practice skills, they must 
work in collaboration with other team members to provide a solution tailored to address 
the client’s needs and wants. 

This service design allows for the knowledge and expertise of the various team members 
to be shared and directed towards the elder abuse situation in a way that focuses on the 
client’s goals, while taking into consideration complexities of safety, self-determination 
and issues of capacity. 

Elder Abuse Service, Legal Aid NSW 

The Elder Abuse Service at the Gosford office of Legal Aid NSW is one of five Elder Abuse 
Services across Australia funded by the Commonwealth for three years under the 
Protecting the Rights of Older Australians Elder Abuse Service Trials.

The team consists of two solicitors and a social worker who provide a collaborative and 
integrated service consisting of legal remedies and social work interventions. 

The legal remedies may relate to housing, guardianship, powers of attorney, family law 
including domestic and family violence, credit and debt, and capacity issues. The social 
work interventions may include assisting with safety planning, support, case work, 
counselling and restoring family relationships.
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The team discusses the case to identify various issues that need to be addressed, what each 
discipline may offer, the affect various actions may have, what advice will be provided to the 
client and what support the client will require through the legal process. 

In practice this results in outcomes that might not have been achievable with just a legal focus. 

Working together

Take the case of one of our clients, Liz.

This 73-year-old grandmother had helped her granddaughter, Lauren, over the years by 
letting her stay in her home.

Lauren had struggled with mental health and employment issues and did not  
contribute financially.

Lauren lost her job during COVID and her behaviour deteriorated. Lauren became abusive 
and Liz was scared of her granddaughter, suffering depression as a result. 

Liz was connected to our Elder Abuse Service on the Central Coast. One of the solicitors on 
the team advised Liz on her legal rights in relation to evicting Lauren from the house. Liz was 
averse to taking any legal action against her granddaughter, increasingly fearful of Lauren’s 
outbursts.

The social worker on the team helped Liz develop a safety plan to minimise her risk with 
Lauren still in the house. They also discussed boundaries Liz could start putting in place for 
acceptable behaviour from Lauren. Liz was also put in contact with a counselling service 
to help her work through some of the abuse she had experienced, the breakdown of the 
relationship with her granddaughter and to help deal with her depression. 

Our lawyer was then able to draw up a formal cohabitation “contract” that formalised 
some of the boundaries Liz and the social worker had discussed. Our team supported Liz 
to have the confidence to stand up for what she wanted. Lauren eventually agreed to leave 
the house.
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In this case, effective measures to address the elder abuse required a lawyer, a 
social worker and a mental health professional. To provide only a legal response to 
Liz’s problem would have done little to ensure her ongoing safety and would not have 
addressed the effect the elder abuse had had on her mental health and wellbeing.

Multiple paths of referral

The importance of this approach is illustrated by the way most clients come to the service.

In the main, we get referrals from a range of community and government organisations 
who work with older people and are trained in identifying elder abuse risk factors. 

Although Covid-19 has complicated matters, we have used our first year in operation to 
get the word out that we exist, set up referral pathways with key stakeholders, develop 
our own framework, identify systemic issues, and raise awareness of elder abuse with 
our poster campaign Speak Up and our podcast series Age, Abuse & Justice.

Conclusion

It is important to recognise that approaching the issue of elder abuse from a single 
perspective or practice model is neither client-centered, nor does it provide a holistic 
response to the myriad of the client’s needs.

The multi-faceted nature of elder abuse lends itself to the need for a multi-skilled task 
force to address the various issues that present within elder abuse. 

The marrying of ideas and perspectives between lawyers and social workers further 
supports a shift in the paradigm of how we support vulnerable clients with complex 
needs within a legal setting.

In our first year of operation, we quickly came to value and appreciate the importance 
of an interdisciplinary approach to effectively assist older persons experiencing abuse.  
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Webinar

Working Together to  
Tackle Elder Abuse 

Watch the Elder Abuse Service, Legal Aid NSW team discuss how their interdisciplinary 
approach has enabled them to better understand, prevent and respond to elder abuse. 
The team consists of Mary Lovelock, Senior Solicitor, Tanya Chapman, Solicitor and Lynn 
McLennan, Social Worker. 

In the Compass webinar they provide an example of how their interdisciplinary team 
works together to provide the best solution for the client. An interdisciplinary team 
is defined as a group of professionals from diverse fields who work in a coordinated 
fashion towards a common goal for the client. 

Click to watch webinar on YouTube
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About the participants

Mary Lovelocck
Senior Solicitor, Elder Abuse Service, Legal Aid

Mary Lovelock is the senior solicitor for the Elder Abuse 
Service. Mary has worked in a number of senior positions in 
Legal Aid NSW for 13 years including 8 years working as the 
solicitor in charge of civil law services in south west Sydney. 
Prior to working in law Mary was a registered nurse. Since 
working with Legal Aid NSW Mary has always been interested 
in the intersection between health and law, having been 
involved in a number of Health Justice Partnerships.

Tanya Chapman
Solicitor, Elder Abuse Service, Legal Aid

Tanya Chapman is a solicitor in the Elder Abuse Service. She 
brings to the team four years’ experience specialising in elder 
law, retirement villages, and wills and estates. Before that, 
Tanya was the senior content developer for the College of Law 
Masters programs for several years. Tanya has a Bachelor of 
Arts/Bachelor of Law with Honours, Graduate Diploma in Legal 
Practice and Masters of Law.

Lynn McLennan
Social Worker, Elder Abuse Service, Legal Aid

Lynn McLennan is a social worker with the Elder Abuse Service 
at Legal Aid NSW. She comes to the team with over 15 years 
of experience in social work, the majority of which has been in 
NSW health. Within NSW health Lynn has worked in both general 
and mental health, including eight years in a rural hospital in 
which she learnt ways to provide more creative interventions 
to clients. Lynn has experience in developing pathways within 
services to improve a client’s journey, via processes which 
include collaborative multidisciplinary approaches, best practice 
interventions and collaborative goal planning.  
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Resources
The following featured resources have been produced by the Elder Abuse Service, 
Legal Aid team to raise awareness of, prevent and respond to elder abuse. For more 
information and resources about elder abuse, visit Compass Resources page.

Hard Conversations
Central Coast Elder Abuse Service has produced a series of episodes for the ‘Law 
for Community Workers on the go’ podcast. The series is called ‘Hard Conversations’ 
– it explores elder abuse in all its complexity. You will hear from lots of different 
people about their understanding of elder abuse, the ways they think about it in their 
communities and how we can start to address it together.

Click here to listen

Age, Abuse and Justice
Central Coast Legal Aid Service are producing short videos where they summarise 
elder abuse cases in order to demonstrate what elder abuse can look like and how the 
law deals with it. Trying to make the law around elder abuse easier to understand and 
more interesting.

Click here to watch

Elder Abuse Training Package: If You See Something, Say Something
Central Coast Legal Aid have a video training package which comes in 5 parts:  

Episode 1: What is elder abuse and the types of elder abuse

Episode 2: What are the signs of elder abuse and why don’t older people report abuse?

Episode 3: Brainstorming 3 case studies

Episode 4: Having conversations about abuse

Episode 5: Information, resources and where to go for help

They wanted to make the training materials accessible so that they can be given to any new 
staff or volunteers.

Elder Abuse E-Newsletter
Central Coast Legal Aid have a monthly e-newsletter which focuses on a different aspect of 
elder abuse in each issue. Each newsletter has a different theme and is filled with links to 
vulnerable resources, information about available services and interesting information.  

Click here to subscribe
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Organisations
To find other Organisations across Australia that also work to tackle elder abuse 
visit Compass’ Support Directory.

Speak Up Campaign 
The Speak Up advertising campaign was developed by the Elder Abuse Service, Legal 
Aid NSW for release across a part of regional NSW.

Elder abuse is a community problem. A new campaign in the Central Coast of NSW, by 
the Elder Abuse Service, Legal Aid NSW, aims to raise community awareness of this 
problem.

• The key messages of the campaign are:

• Be aware of what elder abuse is;

• Be able to identify when an older person is being abused – whether it is your 
neighbour, your parent, your client or yourself;

• Speak to an older person that you suspect is being abused, and;

• Assist the older person to get help.
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