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ELDER ABUSE: SAFETY TIPS 
 

“For years I felt afraid living with my son and never told anyone.  I was so 

thankful when I finally got information on ways to protect myself.”  
— Molly, 67 year-old retired nurse  

 

This safety plan is for older adults who may be abused by or afraid of their 
spouse/partner, adult child, grandchildren, nieces, or nephews or other family 
members. It helps to plan in advance for how you will try to manage potentially 
dangerous situations. Choose only the suggestions listed below that make 
sense for your circumstances.  
 

What Safety Plans Can I Make to Help Protect Myself?   
 

If you are living with a family member who is hurtful it is important to make 
plans to protect yourself even if you do not think you will need to use them. 
Safety plans may include: 
 

• Ask a neighbor to call the police if they hear a disturbance coming from 
your home. 

 

• Devise a code word or phase with your neighbors, for example: 
Calling your neighbor and saying, “I need sugar” could be a signal that 
you are in trouble.  Upon hearing this, the neighbor will know to call the 
police.   
 

• Plan where you will go and what you will take with you if you have to 
leave your house or apartment in an emergency.  Think about where you 
will stay and how you will get there.  Also, think about how you will have 
your mail and phone forwarded to a new address.  

  

• Be ready to leave in a hurry if something dangerous happens.  Visualize 
how you would get out of your home safely and quickly, and practice that 
escape route.  Identify the best doors, windows, elevator, or stairwell and 
familiarize yourself with this route.  If something dangerous happens, you 
will be ready.    

 

• Have a packed bag ready with any important essentials (see the checklist 
below).  Keep the bag hidden and in a handy place so that you will be 
able to leave quickly.  Consider leaving the bag at a neighbor or a friend’s 
if the person abusing you routinely searches your home. 
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If you are not living with the family member who is hurtful it is also 
important to make plans to protect yourself even if you do not think you will  
need to use them. Safety plans may include: 
 

• Call your local police precinct and request that a community patrol 
officer come to your home to do a free home security survey. 

 

• Change the locks on your doors if it is at all possible the hurtful family 
member has access to a key. Buy additional locks and safety devises 
to secure your windows. 

 

• Consider installing or increasing your outside lighting. 
 

• Discuss a safety plan with those living with you who are not abusive 
(this could be children, grandchildren, or other dependents), e.g. 
where to go and what to do if a crisis occurs.  

 

• Inform neighbors and your landlord that the person abusing you does 
not live with you and that they should call the police if they see the 
abusive family member near your home. It is a good idea to show or 
give a photograph of the family member who is harmful to you to your 
neighbors, building superintendent, and/or landlord. 

 

How Can I Plan for My Safety When the Danger Level Escalates?  

 

There are several things you can do if you sense a situation may escalate to a 
dangerous level at home:  
 

• If you sense that you may become embroiled in an argument with the 
abusive person, try to remain calm and if you can, try to get to a room 
or area that has access to an exit, but not in a bathroom (which has 
mostly hard surfaces), and not a kitchen (which has knives), or 
anywhere near objects that can be used as weapons.  Try to stay in a 
room with a phone, a cell phone, or a lifeline button so you can call for 
help including 911, a friend, or a neighbor.  

 

• If you sense a situation is escalating to a dangerous level, try to get to 
a phone and call 911 before the crisis occurs.  If you have a 
Restraining Order/Order of Protection, be sure to tell the police that 
you have one. If you don’t have an Order of Protection or Restraining 
Order talk to a domestic violence counselor about obtaining one. 

 

• If weapons are in the home, when you call for help make sure to 
inform law enforcement about these weapons including the kind of 
weapon(s) and how many weapons are in the home. 
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• Trust your instincts and judgment. If the situation is very dangerous, 
consider any action you need to take to stay safe. For example, if you 
have to say something in order to avoid physical harm, do so and deal 
with correcting the statement when you are no longer in danger. For 
example, if you say to an abusive adult child, “Okay, I’ll give you my 
credit card,” then wait until you are safe and cancel the credit card. 

 

How Should I Use an Order of Protection or  
a Restraining Order?  
 

Orders of protection/restraining orders are civil orders from the court telling a 
family or household member who threatened or assaulted you not to harm you 
again or face serious legal consequences. Make sure to follow the instructions 
given to you by the Court on how to use this protection. Helpful ways to use an 
order of protection/restraining order may include: 
 

• Call the police if the person abusing you violates the conditions of the 
Restraining Order/Order of Protection. 

 

• Make copies of your Restraining Order/Order of Protection and 
distribute them to your local police precinct and trusted friends and 
family.  Keep an extra copy in a safe place in your home.  

    

• Keep your Restraining Order/Order of Protection with you at all times. 
(When you change your purse, this should be the first thing that goes 
into it.)  If it is lost or destroyed, you can get another copy from the 
Court office that issued you the restraining order.  

 

• Think of alternative ways to keep safe in case the police do not 
respond right away.  Remember your safety plan. 

 

• Inform family, friends, and neighbors that you have a restraining order 
in effect so they understand the seriousness of the situation. 

 

What Should I Consider When Planning to Leave  
an Abusive Situation? 
 

The following are ways to remain safe when preparing to leave your home if 
you are living with a family member who is hurtful: 
  

• Open a savings account in your own name to establish or increase 
your independence.  

 

• Consider direct deposit of your paycheck or benefit check to ensure 
control over your money.  
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• Leave money, an extra set of keys, copies of important documents and 
extra clothes with someone you trust so you can leave quickly. 

 

• Determine who will let you stay with them or, if necessary, lend you 
some money. 

 

• Keep your community’s elder abuse program phone number close at 
hand and keep some change or a telephone calling card with you at all 
times for emergency phone calls. 

 

• Consider getting a cellular phone, if possible. These phones have 
come down in price, as have the monthly plans. Also, there are 
disposable phones available that you can buy with a predetermined 
amount of minutes, so you don’t have to buy into a monthly plan.  

 

• Contact your local Department for the Aging (or in New York City, dial 
311) to learn about eligibility for public and private benefits and 
services. This information can be very helpful in providing you with 
supportive benefits and services when relocating. 

 

• Review your safety plan as often as possible in order to plan the safest 
way to leave the family member causing harm. 

 

• Leaving can be the most dangerous time.  The person abusing you 
might feel like he or she is losing control, and may want to regain 
control by harming you.  If you feel unsafe when you are preparing to 
leave, call 911 and request a police escort.   

 

• If you have to communicate with the person abusing you, arrange to 
do so in the safest way possible (e.g., by phone, mail, or in the 
company of another person).   

 

What Should I Bring If I Leave My Home? 
 

Following is a checklist of some important items to bring with you if you have to 
leave:     

 Address book 
 ATM card 
 Birth certificate 
 Car keys   
 Check book 
 Credit cards 
 Driver’s license  
 Eyeglasses 
 Green card/ work 

permit/SS card   
 Hearing aid  

 House keys 
 Insurance cards 
 Jewelry 
 Lease, rental 

agreement, or house 
deed 

 Medical records 
 Medications 
 Money     
 Mortgage payment  
 Passport/Photographs 
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How Can I Plan for My Safety in Public Places?  
 

When out in public (for example, doing errands, at work, at social or 
recreational events or doing volunteer work), it is best to: 

 

•   Decide whom you will inform of your situation. This could include 
your office, senior center, building security, or places where you 
frequently shop or eat (if possible, provide these places with a 
picture of the hurtful family member). 

 

• Devise a safety plan for when you are out in public. Try to shop in 
different stores, and diversify your schedule of activities so that 
your routines are not predictable.  Use a variety of routes to go 
home.  If possible, have someone escort you to your car, bus, or 
taxi.  Think about what you would do if you encountered the hurtful 
family member while out. For example, stay in a busy store or on a 
crowded street while calling or asking someone for help.  

 

How Can I Keep Emotionally Strong?  
 

• Have positive thoughts about yourself and be assertive with others 
         about your needs. 
 

• Involve yourself in meaningful activities that are a source of 
strength to you.  

 

• Decide who you can talk freely and openly with, and who can give 
you the support you need. Seek support from social service 
agencies in your community.  For assistance, see the section 
“Where to Get Help.” 

 

• Plan to attend a women’s or elder abuse support group to gain 
support from others and learn more about yourself and the 
relationship. 

 

Where to Get Help 
 

National Resources 
 

National Domestic Violence Hotline.  Provides support counseling, crisis 
intervention, and safety planning for victims of domestic violence and 
provides referrals to helping agencies in every state.  The hotline operates 
24 hours a day, 365 days a year.  All calls are confidential.  Callers can 
also talk anonymously.  Phone: 1-800-799-7233.  
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New York City Resources 
 

CornellCARES. Weill Medical College of Cornell University, Division of 
Geriatrics and Gerontology provides an easily accessible Web-based 
directory of NYC mental health providers. Some of these providers 
specialize in elder abuse. Web site: www.CornellCARES.com  
 

New York City Department for the Aging, Elderly Crime Victims 
Resource Center.  The Center’s primarily bilingual caseworkers provide 
counseling services to abuse and neglect victims, as well as needed help 
or information to victims.  Calls are confidential. Callers can also talk 
anonymously. Phone: 1-212-442-3103 or 1-212-442-1000.  
Web site: www.nycagainstrape.org/resource_26.html  
 

Safe Horizon’s Domestic Violence Support and Hotline.  This non-profit 
organization with more than 80 programs throughout New York’s five 
boroughs provides counseling, support groups, information about legal 
rights, advocacy with the police and the courts, assistance with NYC 
Housing Authority emergency housing applications, transportation to 
appointments, emergency cash, food, and referrals. The 24 hour, toll-free, 
all-language Domestic Violence Hotline can help victims of domestic 
violence find appropriate support and shelter services.  All calls are 
confidential, and callers can also talk anonymously.   
Domestic Violence Hotline: 1-800-621-4673.  
Web site: www.safehorizon.org  
 

Weinberg Center at the Hebrew Home for the Aged at Riverdale. 
Provides shelter and support to persons over the age of 65 experiencing 
any type of abuse or neglect by a family member, friend, or caregiver 
including self-neglect.  
Phone: 1-800-567-3646.  
Web site: www.hebrewhome.org  
 

The material in this handout has been adapted by CornellCARES.com and 
New York City's Department for the Aging, with permission from the 
Wisconsin Coalition Against Domestic Violence, 307 S. Paterson Street #1, 
Madison, WI 53703.  
 

This resource provides brief, general information about this health care topic. It does not 
take the place of specific instructions you receive from your health care providers. For 
answers to other questions consult your physician or other health care provider. 
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