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The role of the independent Older People’s Commissioner for Wales is to protect and 

promote the rights of older people living in Wales. The Commissioner routinely scrutinises 

those policies and practices, with the potential to impact the rights of older people.  

Ending the abuse of older people in Wales is a key priority for the Commissioner. There 

have been concerns about possible increases in the levels of abuse experienced by older 

people, throughout the covid-19 pandemic. During this time, many older people were 

isolated from family and friends, and some also experienced reductions in their formal 

services. The loss of these support networks, is believed to have increased the prevalence 

of the abuse experienced by older people.1 

Controlling and coercive behaviour is often a feature of the abuse experienced by older 

people. The Commissioner therefore very much welcomes this opportunity to respond to 

the consultation on the ‘Controlling or Coercive Behaviour Statutory Guidance’. 

Comments on Sections 1 and 2 – The Purpose of the Guidance and Criminal Justice 

Responses 

Controlling and coercive behaviour is a form of abuse with often devastating impacts. It is 

often present within situations where there are also other forms of abuse 2.  Significantly, 

research tells us that controlling and coercive behaviour is a significant risk factor for other 

forms of serious harm3. There has been little research focused on the experiences of older 

people, who are victims of controlling and coercive behaviour. That which is available 

suggests that those over the age of 60 who have experienced coercive control from an 



 

intimate partner, are 8.5 times more likely to also experience physical abuse 4. Significantly, 

controlling and coercive behaviour is the most common antecedent to domestic homicide 5. 

Despite its seriousness, controlling and coercive behaviour is often overlooked by the police 

and other agencies  6. It is argued that incidents of coercive and controlling behaviour can 

often “go under the radar” 7 because of its sometimes, insidious nature and because 

agency responses, “especially those of the criminal justice system, have been designed to 

focus on discrete incidents” 8 9 

It is therefore pleasing to see that the guidance takes such a practical approach to raising 

awareness of the issue of controlling and coercive behaviour and provides practitioners with 

guidance on the sorts of questions to be asked (and the ‘evidence’ to be gathered), in 

highlighting incidents of controlling and coercive behaviour. It is positive that the guidance 

seeks to move agencies away from investigating discrete incidents, which fail to provide a 

complete picture of the risks potentially faced by an individual. A more holistic, relationship-

based understanding of a ‘victim’s’ circumstances and experiences is critical to ensuring 

appropriate actions and to the provision of effective support. 

The literature often highlights the ‘gendered’ nature of controlling and coercive behaviour 10 

(with women being the primary victims of coercive and controlling behaviour). Some 

commentators have argued, however, that this pattern is reversed when examining the 

prevalence of controlling and coercive behaviour amongst older people. Here, it is 

suggested that older men (rather than older women), are at notable risk of this specific type 

of abuse 11. The Commissioner has recently commissioned research into the domestic 

abuse of older men 12. The research found that many of the older men participating in the 

study, were subject to controlling and coercive behaviour as a feature of their experiences 

of abuse. For this reason, it is critically important that practitioners avoid making 

assumptions regarding the positions of ‘perpetrator’ and ‘victim’ when working within 

situations of controlling and coercive behaviour. 

 

Comments on Question 3  

The Commissioner is very pleased that the guidance specifically recognises that older 

people can be victims of coercive and controlling behaviour. The guidance quite rightly 

points out that the abuse of older people has far too often been overlooked because of 

ageist attitudes and assumptions. There is far too little recognition of the abuse affecting 

older people and it is all too easy for those professionals working with older people, to make 

incorrect assumptions around the possible causes of physical injury (putting such injuries 

down to falls, for example). Existing research mainly focuses on the experiences of younger 

people, at risk of controlling and coercive behaviours. The limited studies available, suggest 

that older people might be at particular risk of coercive and controlling behaviour. There can 



 

be changes in the nature of the abuse perpetrated and experienced as couples grow older; 

with psychological abuse and controlling and coercive behaviour becoming the predominant 

form of abuse experienced by older people 13 . As stated within the guidance, some older 

people may also find it difficult to disclose such abuse; particularly if they have lived with 

abuse for a long time or if, for example, they are dependent on a partner for care 14 

Illnesses like dementia might make it easy to ‘mask’ controlling and coercive behaviour; 

with perpetrators claiming that they are acting in the ‘best interests’ of an older person. For 

this reason, it is important that the guidance makes explicit the need for ‘decision-makers’ to 

provide evidence to legitimise decisions made in the best interests of others. In the interests 

of identifying coercive and controlling behaviour, practitioners should be familiar with other 

relevant statutory guidance (for example, the Mental Capacity Amendment Act 2019, which 

provides guidance around best interest decision-making).  

The criminalisation of coercive control is an important step forward in securing older 

people’s right to access criminal justice. The Commissioner has raised previous concerns 

about older peoples’ lack of access to criminal justice and has highlighted the ways in which 

those who perpetrate abuse against older people, are rarely held to account. There has 

been a longstanding tendency to conceptualise abuse of older people in terms of ‘elder 

abuse’. The term ‘elder abuse’ foregrounds a perceived problem of ageing and suggests 

that the abuse of older people is somehow related to the stresses of caregiving and to 

attending to the needs of an older person. Perceiving the abuse of older people as ‘elder 

abuse’, has often resulted in practitioner’s failing to recognise the criminal element of the 

abuse perpetrated against older people. To ensure that older people have the same access 

to criminal justice as those within younger age groups, all front-line practitioners must be 

aware of the criminalisation of controlling and coercive behaviour and of the requirements 

of this new, statutory guidance. 
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The Older People’s Commissioner for Wales 

The Older People’s Commissioner for Wales protects and promotes the rights of older 

people throughout Wales, scrutinising and influencing a wide range of policy and practice to 

improve their lives. She provides help and support directly to older people through her 

casework team and works to empower older people and ensure that their voices are heard 

and acted upon. The Commissioner’s role is underpinned by a set of unique legal powers to 

support her in reviewing the work of public bodies and holding them to account when 

necessary. 

The Commissioner is taking action to end ageism and age discrimination, stop the abuse of 

older people and enable everyone to age well. 

The Commissioner wants Wales to be the best place in the world to grow older.   

How to contact the Commissioner: 

Older People’s Commissioner for Wales 

Cambrian Buildings 

Mount Stuart Square 

Cardiff 

CF10 5FL 

Phone:  03442 640 670 

Email:  ask@olderpeoplewales.com  

Website:  www.olderpeoplewales.com 

Twitter:  @talkolderpeople 
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