" tionally irjuring;.

“abuse;
©. that ( )
. manner they. believe'to’be in the best interests of sick, el-

. derly. persons, the physicians are abusing their patients.

. i A T = L

At first thought it viould seem that no particular ethical
- issues areTaised by the abuse of the elderly. Abuse of any-
one is’

e is'wrong, and abusé of the elderly scems particularly
offensive. It is thisintuitive feeling of outrage about inten-

misusing, or wronging old people that
provides a clue as 10 what we really méan by the word
** In‘the ensuing discussion, T express the belief
ietitites when physicians employ their power ina

~ When one is old enough, kitchens, bathrooms, and even

** bedrooms are traps for failed memories and unsteady bod-

ies. Yet we do not consider ‘old persons to have been

- abused by a bathtub or a shower if they aré injured in

. them. Even the old-person who is attacked on the stréet
.. and beaten or mugged lias not been abused in the sense in

which we usually employ the term. We reserve the term

- abuse primarily for those situations in which a person, ob-
% ject, or relationship is wrongly used. This derives from the
- idea that to use something is to have a relationship with it. -

To abuse someoné means, therefore, to violate the terms

 of the relationship, to take advantage of the relationship,
" touseit to the advantage of the user and the disadvantage

of the used. The elderly aré abused when others in rela-
tionship to them use them to their disadvantage. -
Relationships of all types, whether with persons or med-
ical instruments, restrict our freedom. To be in a relation-
ship with another person is in somé sense to be responsible
to the person. To use an instrument is to be responsible for
the instrument, although to a different'degree than is un-
derstood in human relationships. In this era we have come

10 believe that we have enormous freedom of choice and

few restrictions on that freedom. But we have mistaken
our enormous political freedom as citizens—which has
given us rights and, therefore, power in relationship to the
state, its agents, and other citizens tHat would have been
unheard of even a generation ago—with freedom from re-

 sponsibility for persons, relationships, and objects. It is as

though the possession of our enormous individual power 10
make things happen, multiply the force of our muscles,
span distance and time, reduce inequities of personal en-
dowmient, increase the computational power of our brains,

From the Department of Public Health, Comell University Medical College,
and New York Hospital-Cornell Medicol Center, New York, NY.
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have access to knowledge and information, and defeat dis-
ease and death, entitles us to use this power without re
straint. _ S A
Tt is human nature for the individual and the group to be
more concerned with the exércise and extension of politi
cal and technologic power than they are with the restraint
of such power, When persons acquire power, they not only
want to employ it, but are jealous of it'and. guard against
intrusions or limitations. In the arena of individual free-
dom this translates, for example, into the use of law and.
lawsuits as instroments of personal aggression, dnd rejec-
tion of governmental authority no matter how benignly
(as in the United States) it had beén previously regarded..
In the same manner, a population composed of persons
intent each on his or her own individual power might be - .
expected to reject authority in general. It should be no

surprise that many of the abuses of the elderly stem from s

our concentration on our powers with neglect of the re-
straints imposed on us by the web of our relationships.

An examination of some of the kinds of abuse currently . vk

suffered by the elderly will make it possible 10 see how
these generalizations about individual power in the mod-
ern era apply to the problem. '

ABUSE OF THE ELDERLY BY THEIR CHILDREN

Reports of the physical abuse of old persons by their
children or other relatives are more common than one
might have thought possible. The elderly are sometimes
found to have been beaten regularly, tied to beds, or con-
fined to small spaces. They do not complain to authorities
because they are frightened of further physical punish-
ment and because they do not see alternatives to their situ-
ation. As with battered children, the awfulness comes not
only from the infliction of corporal punishment, but from
the lack of justification for any punishment for the of-
fenses described. Battering parents frequently cite the
child’s crying as the reason for the battering. In the case of
the elderly, their complaints about ill treatment are given
as the reason for the abuse. : r

How can a person beat up an old man or woman at all,
much less a mother or father? While parents may be per-
ceived as wicked and unloving to their children, with bad
memories and life-long resentments a natural conse-
quence, most would not find this to be a justification for -
retaliatory abuse a generation later. It was wrong when
done to the child, and it is wrong when done to the par-
ent,
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situation (for example, in trauma, 1o one would tran
a patient whose skull had been crushed Islujaply bnca
anemia’ls present). " RIEEET LD ST i

Traditionally, in emergencies and otherwise, three con-

dituons are met. The first of these is that a relationship

exists between the patient and doctar, in fact or in pystbm.
- In nonemergent care, the patient has become a patient by
choice and request, responding in some manner over time,

with the opportunity to end the relationship. (In emergen-

cies, the implicit expectation is that the patient would, if

able, desire the intervention and become a patient, and_ the i
doctor will feel responsible for and to the person no matter

what the state of consciousness. The emergency is expect-
ed to be over at some time, the recovering patient then
being able to respond to what was done on his or her be-
half.) The second condition is that in treatment the good
of the patient is intended. The good of the patient is not
automatically the same as the good of an organ or body
part. (Being equated with their body parts is universally.
disliked by patients.) The third condition is that some con-
ceptof the future is inherent in the treatment. It is possible
1o see the treatment of an episode of disease as an isolated
eyent, but to do so depersonalizes the event as surely as
treating merely the body depersonalizes the patient.
When the goal is the good of the patient, it is always im-
plied that no matter how bad the future may seem, it ex-
ists, and will be better with than without the intervention.

The definitive treatment of acute cpisodes of illness in
the hopelessly sick, hopelessly incompetent elderly patient
meets none of these tests. The patient does not request the
treatment. The presumption that the patient would re-
quest the treatment if able is extremely doubtful, because
a significant number of persons would not wish to live giv-
en these circumstances. Treatment is possible but does
nothing for the underlying problem. It is difficult to know
if the treatment is doing good or harm. No restored indi-
vidual will emerge at the other end of the acute situation.
No relationship is involved at the time of treatment or in
the future. The doctor may feel some sense of responsibil-
ity but will be in conflict as to whether his or her treatment
discharges the obligations. The good of the person is not
necessarily intended, And the actions are largely in disre-
gard of the future,

MEDICAL THERAPY AS A FORM OF ABUSE

To abuse someone is to violate the terms of your rela-
tionship with them and to take advantage of the relation-
ship. The elderly are abused when others in relationship to
them use them to their disadvantage. The incompetent el-
derly are abused by treatments meant to keep them alive
in the face of the inexorable progression of their underly-
ing diseasc. It is difficult to apply the term *“abuse” in
these circumstances because, with rare exceptions, the in-
tent of physicians treating such patients is good. Why,
then, does the abuse come about?

_ There are three reasons. First, it is not primarily the
sick person that is being Lreated, but rather events that
happen to the patient. For example, the events of sepsis,
h)'pmcns:pn, renal failure, and carotid sinus dysfunction
are pereeived as separate occurrences, rather than as an
episode in the ongoing history of a sick person. Because of
this, there is no sense of a life that came before sickness
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pies are fitting; however, others are not, because these
treatments do not fit the story of the person's life and ter-
minal illness, Medical therapy that is oriented towards
events rather than patients is, in fact, an abuse of the per-
son, Pernicious effects stem not from fate but from those
who take care of the person when he or she is most de-
fenselessiir s By '
The second reason is that the treatment reflects what

- the technology of medicine allows physicians to do, rather

than what the patient requires. In this regard, the technol
ogy should not be seen as merely an inanimate tool, but
rather as an extension of the personal power of physicians,
We do not utilize technology because of what it will do,
but because of what we can do because of it. We do not
support failing renal function when it serves no long term
purpose because a dialysis device can do so, but because
the device extends our power to support the failing kidney.
Itis the inappropriate use of power that must be resisted,
not technology itself. , i

The third reason that elderly patients are often abused
in hospitals by physicians who have good intentions is that
if the proper restraint of power were exercised, physicians
would have to express their obligations and responsibil-
ities to the sick patient instead of merely to the patient’s
body, But what is good for the body is generally a straight-
forward matter, while the good of the patient may be un-
certain, difficult to ascertain, and ambiguous. There is lit- :
tle wonder that decisions are made on the basis of the
physiologic parameters that flow from labsheets and mon-
itors rather than the personal determinants. Doing the job
right requires careful history taking, intensive and diffi-
cult questioning, and painstaking mediation between fam-
ily members with differing opinions.

CONCLUSIONS

Abuse of the elderly occurs primarily because of the
exercise of power by others unchecked by obligation or
responsibility. Law and regulation are poor sources of re-
straint of the powers of others over the helpless elderly. In
general, it is the web of mutual obligations and responsi-
bilities that regulate the power of the partici pants in social
relationships. In medicine, it is the obligations and respon-
sibilities of physicians in relationships with their patients
that have regulated their actions over centuries. When no
actual relationship is possible, as with unconscious or
completely incompetent elderly patients, obligations and
responsibilities flow from the traditional and ideal coneep-
tions of the relationships developed over the centuries and
still current in medicine. When these arc forgotten or their
uncertainties and ambiguities forgone for the greater cer-
tainty and simplicity of purely technical medicine, then
the power of physicians over individual patients is left un=
checked, It seems to be in the nature of the human condi-
tion that in the absence of checks and restraints, power is
almost invariably abused. Based on the treatment of the
incompetent elderly, this seems true of medicine also, de-
spite the profession’s underlying benevolent purpose. Ob-
ligations and responsibilities to ill persons remain the pri-
mary defense against the abuse of the sick.
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