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How does culture and language barriers contribute to the vulnerability of older adults in the UK of South Asian heritage to coercive abuse by their carers?
Chapter 1: Introduction
1.1 Introduction
Elder abuse is a concern in the UK, particularly as the population continues to age and care responsibilities increasingly fall within informal family settings (Age UK). Abuse can take many forms, including physical, emotional or psychological, sexual, financial abuse, and neglect (Patel et al., 2021). Research suggests that around 10% of individuals over 65 experience some form of abuse (Patel et al., 2021). Abuse in older adults is linked to increased hospitalisation and mortality, making early identification essential (Patel et al., 2021).
While policies and services have been developed to protect vulnerable older adults, not all individuals are equally visible or supported within these systems (The Royal College of Nursing, 2025). 
Culture and language play a critical role in shaping the vulnerability of South Asian heritage older adults in the UK to coercive abuse by their carers. Cultural norms, such as respect for family hierarchy, reluctance to challenge authority, and stigma around disclosing family issues, may discourage older adults from reporting abuse or seeking help (Wearehourglass.org, 2024). Additionally, language barriers can lead to social isolation, limit access to safeguarding information and services, and create dependency on carers, further increasing the risk of coercive control (Wearehourglass.org, 2024). Together, these factors may silence victims, hinder recognition of abuse, and reduce their ability to access legal or social support systems (Wearehourglass.org, 2024).

Understanding these cultural and linguistic dynamics is essential for developing effective, culturally sensitive interventions and safeguarding strategies that protect older adults in South Asian communities (Wearehourglass.org, 2024).
The subtle, controlling nature of coercive abuse, often devoid of physical violence, makes it particularly difficult to identify both for the victims and for professionals (Women's Aid, 2018). This risk is heightened when the older adult depends on carers for both daily support and communication with external services (Devon Safeguarding Adults Partnership, 2019). Moreover, there is a limited public and professional understanding of how coercion operates in culturally complex contexts, where certain behaviours are normalised or hidden behind familial roles (Patel et al., 2021).
The aim of this dissertation is to explore how culture and language barriers influence the vulnerability of South Indian heritage older adults to coercive abuse by their carers in the UK. The research also seeks to contribute to the education of professionals and wider society in recognising coercive abuse within culturally diverse communities, helping to improve safeguarding practices and policy frameworks for more inclusive protection.
1.2 Definitions and Terminology
To ensure clarity throughout the dissertation, several key terms and concepts are defined below.
Definition of South Asian (in the UK context)
In the UK, the term South Asian generally refers to individuals originating from the Indian subcontinent, including Indians (approximately 1.45 million; 2.3%), Pakistanis (approximately 1.17 million; 1.9%), Bangladeshis (approximately 451,500; 0.7%), and other Asian groups such as Sri Lankans, third-generation South Asians, individuals of mixed South Asian heritage, as well as people from Nepal, Bhutan, and the Maldives (Minority Rights Group, 2022).
This research project will specifically focus on South Asian older adults with heritage from the three main regions of the subcontinent that represent the largest South Asian communities in the UK: Punjab (in both Pakistan and India), Gujarat (India), and north-east Bengal (Bangladesh) while recognising the cultural and linguistic diversity that exists within and between these groups (Minority Rights Group, 2022). 
The primary languages spoken across these communities include Punjabi, Gujarati, Bengali (or Bangla), Hindi, Urdu, and English. While South Asians are concentrated in major cities and large towns across the UK, there are important cultural, linguistic, and generational differences both between and within these groups (Minority Rights Group, 2022). These differences are critical to this research, as they may shape how older adults experience vulnerability to coercive abuse and the barriers they face in seeking support (Minority Rights Group, 2022).
Safeguarding Adults
The Care Act statutory guidance defines adult safeguarding as, the process of protecting an adult’s right to live safely, free from abuse and neglect. It involves individuals and organisations working collaboratively to prevent and address both the risks and incidents of harm (Dudleysafeguarding.org.uk, 2025). Effective safeguarding not only focuses on protection but also promotes the adult’s overall wellbeing, ensuring that their views, wishes, feelings, and beliefs are respected when making decisions about any action (Legislation.gov.uk, 2014). This approach recognises that adults may have complex personal relationships and, at times, may feel uncertain, conflicted, or even unrealistic about their own circumstances, which must be considered in any safeguarding response (Legislation.gov.uk, 2014).
In adult social care, safeguarding frameworks are designed to prevent harm and promote autonomy, but they must also be sensitive to the cultural and linguistic needs of diverse populations.
Coercive Abuse
Coercive abuse refers to a pattern of controlling, degrading, isolating, or threatening behaviours used to dominate another individual. It may involve emotional manipulation, control of finances, social isolation, or restriction of access to services and support (Devon Safeguarding Adults Partnership, 2019). In the UK, coercive control was formally recognised under the Serious Crime Act 2015, initially in relation to domestic abuse, but it increasingly applies to other caregiving relationships, including elder care (UK Government, 2015).
Elder Abuse 
Elder abuse in the United Kingdom is defined as a single or repeated act or a failure to act, occurring within a relationship where there is an expectation of trust, which causes harm or distress to an older person (Age UK, 2024). It includes physical, psychological/emotional, sexual, financial abuse, neglect, and organisational or discriminatory abuse, and may also encompass self-neglect (WHO, 2024).
Acronyms and Abbreviations:
These terms will recur throughout the dissertation, providing a consistent framework for understanding the intersection of elder abuse, culture, and communication.
	Acronym
	Full Form
	
Context/Usage in Dissertation


	UK
	United Kingdom
	Geographic context of the research.

	NHS
	National Health Service
	
The main public healthcare provider in the UK, relevant for safeguarding and professional education.


	CQC
	Care Quality Commission
	Regulatory body overseeing health and social care in England.


	SCIE
	Social Care Institute for Excellence
	Provides guidance and resources on safeguarding and social care practices.


	WHO
	World Health Organization
	Provides definitions and global context for elder abuse.

	GOV.UK
	UK Government Website
	Source of demographic and policy data.


	RCN
	Royal College of Nursing
	Professional body referenced for safeguarding and elder care.



TO BE UPDATED AS I GO ALONG 
1.3 Rationale for the Research
The issue of ageing and safeguarding has become an urgent societal challenge, yet awareness and protective measures have not kept pace with the growing scale of the problem. Polling conducted by Hourglass demonstrates this gap, revealing that nearly a quarter of UK adults do not believe that the abuse of older people occurs within their communities (Wearehourglass.org, 2024). Many continue to associate elder abuse solely with care homes, despite evidence that the majority of cases occur in domestic settings, often perpetrated by family members or trusted carers (Wearehourglass.org, 2024).
In the past year alone, the Hourglass 24/7 Helpline received more than 16,000 contacts, and 75,000 individuals accessed the charity’s services. Cases ranged from physical violence to economic exploitation, sexual abuse, neglect, and coercive control (Wearehourglass.org, 2024). Yet these figures likely represent only the tip of the iceberg, with Hourglass estimating that almost one million older people experiencing abuse in the UK receive no support at all (Wearehourglass.org, 2024).
According to the 2021 Census, 5,515,455 people identifying as Asian live in the UK, making up 9.3% of the population (GOV.UK, 2022). Within this group, South Asian communities including those of Indian, Pakistani, and Bangladeshi heritage that represent a significant and growing demographic (GOV.UK, 2022). Many South Asian families first migrated to the UK in the decades following the Partition of India in 1947 (www.movingpeoplechangingplaces.org, n.d.). As a result, a substantial proportion of this first-generation migrant population is now aged 60 or over and may be especially vulnerable to issues such as abuse, neglect, and coercive control within domestic care arrangements.
This lack of awareness is particularly concerning for minority ethnic older adults, such as those from South Asian communities, who may face additional barriers to recognition and reporting of abuse. Cultural norms around family loyalty, stigma, and silence within close-knit communities, combined with language barriers and limited access to culturally competent safeguarding services, can exacerbate vulnerability and reduce help-seeking (SCIE, 2024).
Given these challenges, there is an urgent need to investigate how culture and language barriers influence the vulnerability of South Asian heritage older adults in the UK to coercive abuse by carers. By addressing this gap, this research aims to inform culturally sensitive safeguarding strategies, raise awareness, and ultimately improve equality in the protection and wellbeing to all older adults in the UK. 
1.4 Aim and Objectives
Research Aim:
To explore how cultural and language barriers influence the vulnerability of older adults of South Asian heritage to coercive abuse by their carers in the UK, and to raise awareness in society and among professionals about the need to recognise and respond to coercive abuse in culturally complex contexts.
Research Objectives:
· Objective 1: To examine the cultural beliefs and values that may affect the recognition, reporting, and experience of coercive abuse.
· Objective 2: To understand how linguistic barriers impact access to care, safeguarding information, and support services.
· Objective 3: To explore carer-older adult dynamics within the context of South Asian cultural expectations.
· Objective 4: To evaluate the efficacy of current policies in the protection of non-English speaking older adults.
· Objective 5: To develop recommendations for culturally sensitive safeguarding and intervention strategies.
· Objective 6: To contribute to the education of health and social care professionals and the wider public in recognising coercive abuse in culturally diverse communities.
These objectives will guide both the analysis of existing literature and the interpretation of secondary data to ensure that the research has both theoretical and practical impact.
1.5 Conclusion
This chapter has outlined the context, scope, and significance of this research project, which seeks to explore how cultural and linguistic factors contribute to the vulnerability of older adults of South Asian heritage in the UK to coercive abuse by their carers. It has defined key terms such as coercive abuse, safeguarding, and the South Asian population within the UK context, while highlighting the cultural and linguistic diversity within these communities.                                                                                 
This chapter has also demonstrated why this research is necessary. Although elder abuse is an established safeguarding concern, evidence suggests that awareness remains dangerously low, particularly for abuse occurring in domestic and family settings. This issue is especially acute for minority ethnic older adults, such as those from South Asian communities, who may experience additional barriers due to cultural norms around family loyalty, stigma, and language limitations. These barriers can reduce visibility, hinder access to support, and silence victims, leaving many cases of abuse unrecognised and unaddressed.
By focusing on the three main regions of South Asian heritage in the UK; Punjab, Gujarat, and north-east Bengal this study aims to provide a culturally informed understanding of how coercive abuse manifests in these communities. The research objectives outlined in this chapter will guide an exploration of cultural values, language barriers, carer–older adult dynamics, and the adequacy of current safeguarding policies.
Ultimately, this research is both timely and essential. It not only seeks to address a significant gap in current knowledge but also aims to inform culturally sensitive safeguarding strategies and raise awareness among professionals and wider society. In doing so, it has the potential to contribute to meaningful change, ensuring that older adults from South Asian backgrounds can live safely, free from abuse, and with access to equitable support and protection.
Chapter two will therefore build upon the conceptual and contextual groundwork established in this chapter by critically examining the historical evolution of elder abuse, theoretical perspectives, and the policy frameworks that inform current safeguarding practices. By situating these issues within both international and UK-specific contexts, this chapter will highlight the factors that shape professional responses to abuse, particularly in relation to the experiences of older adults from South Asian communities. This discussion will provide a clear analytical framework that will inform the subsequent methodological and analytical chapters of this research.




CHAPTER 2 – Background Information and Analysis
2.1 Introduction (150 words approx.)
The purpose of this chapter is to provide the historical, theoretical, and contextual foundation for this research project on the vulnerability of older adults of South Asian heritage in the UK to coercive abuse by carers. It will trace the historical development of elder abuse as a recognised issue, outline relevant theories and concepts, and examine both the international and UK-specific contexts that shape current safeguarding frameworks.
By situating this research within these broader contexts, this chapter will highlight how cultural norms, language barriers, and migration histories intersect with safeguarding practices. This contextual analysis is critical in understanding why older adults in South Asian communities may be disproportionately at risk of coercive abuse and why current policy and practice often fail to address these vulnerabilities effectively. This foundation will directly inform the subsequent methodology and analysis chapters, ensuring that the research is grounded in both evidence and context.

2.2 Historical Background (450 words approx.)
The recognition of elder abuse as a social problem is relatively recent. Early discussions on abuse and neglect of older adults emerged in the 1970s, with Baker (1975) being among the first to draw attention to “granny battering,” a term initially used to describe physical abuse of older people within families (Ojp.gov, 2025). Over time, the concept of elder abuse evolved to encompass not only physical harm but also psychological, financial, sexual abuse, and neglect (World Health Organisation, 2002). This broader understanding has since shaped safeguarding legislation and policy internationally.
Key organisations such as Age UK have played an important role in raising awareness of elder abuse in the UK and advocating for stronger protections for vulnerable older adults (Age UK, 2024). Similarly, the Royal College of Nursing (2025) has issued guidance for health and social care professionals, recognising that abuse often occurs in hidden, informal care settings. These contributions have influenced public discourse, professional training, and the development of multi-agency safeguarding protocols.
Research by Pillemer and Finkelhor (1988) further established the prevalence of elder abuse in domestic settings, challenging the misconception that abuse predominantly occurs in institutional care environments. More recent studies have highlighted how coercive control, a legally recognised form of abuse under the Serious Crime Act 2015, is increasingly relevant in cases of elder abuse where dependency relationships exist (Devon Safeguarding Adults Partnership, 2019).
For South Asian communities in the UK, the historical context of migration also plays an important role. Many families from India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh arrived in the UK following the Partition of India in 1947 and subsequent waves of economic migration during the 1950s–1970s (Moving People Changing Places, n.d.). This first generation of migrants has now largely reached older age, making them a key demographic in understanding culturally specific risks of abuse and the barriers to seeking help.
This historical trajectory demonstrates how the issue of elder abuse has shifted from a largely hidden phenomenon to a recognised safeguarding priority. However, awareness remains disproportionately low in minority ethnic communities, where cultural norms, family expectations, and language barriers continue to shape vulnerability and limit access to protective services (Bowes & Sim, 2006).
These historical developments, combined with cultural and linguistic barriers, require a theoretical framework that explains how these factors intersect to increase vulnerability, an issue explored in the following section.
2.3 Theoretical Background (500 words approx.)
Theoretical Frameworks for Understanding Elder Abuse
Elder abuse and coercive control can be understood through several interconnected theoretical frameworks, each offering a unique lens for examining abuse in family caregiving contexts. The ecological model by Bronfenbrenner (1997) examines abuse at multiple levels; individual, relational, community, and societal, providing a comprehensive framework for analysing the interplay between personal, cultural, and structural risk factors. Within this model:
· Microsystem: The immediate caregiving environment, such as family relationships, often involves strong intergenerational ties in South Asian households. While these ties can foster support, they can also create dependency, which may heighten vulnerability to abuse when carers exert coercive control.
· Mesosystem: This level captures the interaction between family units and external services. Language barriers, cultural stigma, and mistrust of statutory agencies often prevent elders of this demographic from seeking support, reinforcing isolation and dependency.
· Exosystem: Broader social structures, such as healthcare and safeguarding systems, influence how abuse is identified and addressed. Limited culturally tailored services in the UK have been shown to exacerbate the invisibility of abuse among minority ethnic elders (SCIE, 2021).
· Macrosystem: Cultural norms, legal frameworks, and societal attitudes play a pivotal role. In South Asian communities, values such as family loyalty and respect for elders can sometimes discourage disclosure of abuse, especially when doing so risks bringing “shame” to the family (Bowes & Sim, 2006).
· Chronosystem: The dimension of time highlights how historical and life-course factors shape vulnerability. For example, many first-generation South Asian migrants in the UK now in later life, face challenges linked to declining health, limited English proficiency, and increased reliance on family caregivers.
This multi-layered approach allows for a holistic understanding of elder abuse, recognising that it emerges not from individual behaviour alone but from the interaction between personal, relational, cultural, and systemic factors.
While the ecological model highlights structural and cultural risk factors, coercive control theory provides a lens for understanding how abuse manifests within these relational contexts.
Coercive control theory (Stark, 2007) complements the ecological model by explaining how abuse often manifests through non-physical means such as isolation, financial control, and manipulation. While this theory was originally developed to examine intimate partner violence, it has since been applied to caregiving relationships, where carers may exploit an elder’s dependency to dominate and control them (Devon Safeguarding Adults Partnership, 2019). Within South Asian families, this form of abuse may be particularly difficult to identify, as cultural expectations of deference to family members may mask controlling behaviours that would otherwise be recognised as abusive.
Additionally, cultural theories of elder care provide further insight into the dynamics of abuse in these communities. Collectivist family structures, hierarchical relationships, and the emphasis on family honour may discourage elders from challenging carers or disclosing abuse (Bowes & Sim, 2006). These cultural norms, while fostering strong familial bonds, may also create an environment where abuse remains hidden.
These theories have been widely applied in previous research. For example, the ecological model has been used to investigate how socio-economic disadvantage and language barriers intersect with elder abuse (SCIE, 2021). Similarly, coercive control theory has informed professional safeguarding training, enabling practitioners to better identify non-physical forms of abuse (Women’s Aid, 2018).
However, these frameworks are not without limitations. The ecological model has been criticised for insufficiently addressing cultural stigma and the role of language in minority communities (SCIE, 2024). Likewise, coercive control theory requires adaptation when applied to intergenerational caregiving, as it was originally conceptualised within intimate partner violence. This research addresses these gaps by focusing specifically on South Asian communities in the UK, where cultural, linguistic, and systemic factors converge to shape both the experience and recognition of elder abuse.
These limitations highlight the need for research that specifically examines how these frameworks operate in the context of South Asian elders in the UK, a gap this study seeks to address.
2.4 International Context (400 words approx.)
Globally, elder abuse is a significant public health and human rights concern. The World Health Organization (WHO, 2015) estimates that 1 in 6 older adults worldwide experience some form of abuse each year, with the majority of cases going unreported. Internationally, there is increasing recognition of coercive control and psychological abuse as forms of elder maltreatment, though policy responses vary.
In countries such as Canada and Australia, culturally tailored safeguarding initiatives have been developed to support minority ethnic older adults, including interpreter services, community outreach, and training for culturally competent care (WHO, 2015). In contrast, many European countries, including the UK, have only recently begun to integrate cultural sensitivity into safeguarding frameworks (SCIE, 2021).
Case studies from the United States highlight the value of community-based elder abuse prevention programmes that specifically engage minority communities. These programmes demonstrate that collaboration with cultural and faith leaders can reduce stigma around reporting abuse and improve access to support (WHO, 2015). Such approaches are particularly relevant to the UK, where South Asian communities may face similar barriers to disclosure.
However, challenges remain. This under-recognition of coercive abuse, even in countries with advanced safeguarding frameworks, underscores the importance of adapting UK policy to better reflect cultural and linguistic diversity. This suggests a need for international knowledge exchange to inform best practice and ensure that safeguarding frameworks adequately address cultural and linguistic diversity.




2.5 National/Local UK Context
UK Perspective
In the UK, safeguarding adults is a statutory responsibility under the Care Act 2014, which emphasises the protection of adults at risk of abuse, neglect, or exploitation (Legislation.gov.uk, 2014). The policy framework promotes a person-centred approach that respects autonomy, cultural diversity, and the individual's right to live free from harm. However, research indicates that minority ethnic older adults, particularly those of South Asian heritage, face unique barriers in accessing safeguarding services due to cultural and linguistic factors (SCIE, 2024).
The South Asian population in the UK, estimated at 5.5 million (9.3% of the total population) according to the 2021 Census (GOV.UK, 2022), is demographically significant. A large proportion of this population consists of first-generation migrants who arrived in the decades following Partition (1947) and who are now aged 60 or older (Moving People Changing Places, n.d.). These individuals often have limited English proficiency and rely heavily on family carers for communication and daily support. This dependence can create an environment where coercive abuse may go unnoticed or unreported.
Policy and Regulation
Safeguarding in the UK is underpinned by national policies such as:
· The Care Act 2014 – establishes the duty to protect adults at risk and ensures local authorities collaborate with agencies to prevent harm.
· The Serious Crime Act 2015 – recognises coercive control as a criminal offence in domestic abuse cases, a concept increasingly relevant to elder abuse in family care contexts.
· The Equality Act 2010 – mandates culturally competent services and prohibits discrimination based on race, ethnicity, or language.
Despite these protections, significant gaps exist. Many safeguarding services lack interpreters or culturally tailored outreach, leading to reduced awareness among South Asian elders (SCIE, 2024). Furthermore, fear of social stigma or damaging family reputation within close-knit communities often prevents reporting abuse. This is compounded by limited professional training in recognising coercive abuse in culturally diverse settings.
While these national policies provide a strong legal foundation, their practical implementation varies significantly at the local level
Local Context
At the local level, regional safeguarding boards such as the Devon Safeguarding Adults Partnership (2019) and the Leicester Safeguarding Adults Board (2023) have recognised the need for culturally sensitive safeguarding strategies. Some councils have piloted community outreach programmes involving faith leaders, bilingual advocates, and targeted awareness campaigns within South Asian communities. However, such initiatives remain inconsistent across the UK, with urban areas often better resourced than rural regions.
Dudley’s adult safeguarding framework aligns with the Care Act 2014 and is structured around six core principles outlined in statutory guidance: empowerment, prevention, proportionality, protection, partnership, and accountability (Social Care Institute for Excellence, 2024). A central feature of this framework is Making Safeguarding Personal (MSP), a person‑centred approach that ensures adults at risk are actively involved in decision‑making processes affecting their safety and well‑being (tri.x, 2022). However, without culturally tailored outreach, many South Asian elders in Dudley and similar areas remain at heightened risk of coercive abuse.
Local policy emphasises preventing harm, stopping abuse wherever possible, supporting individuals’ choices, improving quality of life, raising public awareness, and addressing the root causes of abuse (Dudleyci.co.uk, 2025). Safeguarding enquiries under Section 42 of the Care Act 2014 are triggered when an adult with care and support needs is experiencing or is at risk of abuse or neglect and is unable to protect themselves as a result of those needs (Dudleyci.co.uk, 2025).
Partnership working is fundamental to Dudley’s approach. The Dudley Safeguarding People Partnership brings together statutory, voluntary, and independent sector organisations to ensure collective accountability and continuous improvement in safeguarding practice (Dudley.gov.uk, 2018). This partnership is supported by mechanisms for data monitoring, workforce training, policy development, and multi‑agency learning to enhance transparency and effectiveness (Dudley.gov.uk, 2018).
The interaction between culture, language, and safeguarding within the UK highlights a pressing need for tailored safeguarding frameworks that reflect the lived experiences of South Asian elders. Without such adaptations, many remain at heightened risk of coercive control within family‑based care arrangements and may remain invisible to existing safeguarding systems.



2.6 Conclusion
This chapter has provided a comprehensive overview of the historical, theoretical, and contextual background underpinning this research. It has outlined how the legacy of migration, particularly following the Partition of 1947, has shaped the demographic profile of South Asian communities in the UK. These communities now include a substantial number of older adults who may face heightened vulnerability to abuse due to cultural expectations, language barriers, and reliance on informal family-based care.
Key theories on elder abuse and coercive control have been discussed, highlighting their relevance in understanding abuse within culturally complex caregiving relationships. The international context demonstrated how other nations have addressed elder safeguarding within diverse communities, while the national and local UK perspectives revealed both policy frameworks and the existing gaps in culturally competent safeguarding practices.
These findings underscore the urgency of addressing safeguarding gaps for South Asian elders, who face unique cultural and linguistic barriers that remain insufficiently addressed in current UK policy and practice.
Introduce next chapter whenIi start chapter 3. (reminder for myself)
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