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From theory to practice: Toward advocacy in so-
cial work practice to better address abuse of 
older people in developing countries  
Charles Kiiza Wamara  

Introduction  
Abuse of older people is a violation of older people’s rights that under-
mines their right to a good quality of life. It also disregards the core prin-
ciples of human rights and social justice that underpin social work. Abuse 
of older people has encompassing, severe and lasting implications for indi-
viduals and society. For example, it is a potential risk factor for the hospi-
talisation of older people (Dong & Simon, 2013a). In addition, World 
Health Organization (2002) suggests that abuse of older people causes 
injury, isolation, despair and premature death. Consequently, it threatens 
peaceful co-existence between younger and older generations as well as 
successful aging. Abuse of older people is rifer in developing countries 
(United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2014). 
Witchcraft accusations are usually cited as the foremost form of abuse in 
African and Asian countries (ibid). Statistics indicate that 41 older people 
were killed in Kenya (Aboderin & Hatendi, 2013) and 2585 older women 
were killed in Tanzania over witchcraft accusations from 2008 to 2009 
(see, Legal and Human Rights Centre Report 2009). In Bangladesh, 88% 
of older people experienced mental abuse, 54% economic abuse, and 40% 
physical abuse while 83% experienced neglect (Help Age International, 
2014). These scary statistical facts not only indicate how deep-seated the 
problem is but also justify more robust and concerted action. 

The emphasis on abuse of older people in developing countries does not 
deny the existence of this social problem in developed countries as well. 
Studies show the prevalence rate to be 3% in the UK, 4% in Canada, 19% 
in Israel, and 29% in Spain (Yon, Mikton, Gassoumis, & Wilber, 2017). 
In Sweden, the prevalence rate is reported to be 4%, with women more 
affected than men (Anhlund, Andersson, Snellman, Sundström, & Heimer, 
2017). Paradoxically, the fact that knowledge of abuse of older people 
remains low could heighten its occurrence. It is vital to emphasise that 
older women are more affected by this social ill than are older men be-
cause of the gender inequalities and social customs that marginalise wom-
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en across the globe. Abuse of older people is associated with the collapse 
of the family system and the current crisis of neoliberal capitalism.  

Whilst cases of abuse of older people are increasing in number, there 
seems to be limited social work action tackling this social ill. Most inter-
ventions for older people are embedded within conventional approaches 
such as remedial, maintenance, counselling and case management models 
that do not adequately address social problems of a structural nature. To 
that end, this chapter argues that such approaches cannot address abuse of 
older people because they can only address symptoms of the problem ra-
ther than the root causes.  

In view of the limitations of conventional social work approaches, I ad-
vance the need for social work to adopt advocacy to effectively address the 
problem of abuse of older people in developing countries. Advocacy in 
social work strives to influence the behaviour of decision-makers and im-
prove their responsiveness to the needs of marginalised groups (see Allan, 
2009). It involves working with or on behalf of the disadvantaged groups 
to influence decisions that concern them. It also involves interventions that 
aim at practice and policy change or development. Social work advocacy 
is appropriate when a certain social group is discriminated against and 
abused by privileged social groups. Unlike traditional social work ap-
proaches, advocacy improves the human capabilities of marginalised 
groups to act on their own behalf and hold decision makers to account for 
their actions and inactions. 

Toward advocacy in social work practice 
Advocacy has been at the core of social work practice right from its incep-
tion. Social work professionals have a value system that prompts them to 
perform advocacy tasks to achieve social and political change for individ-
uals and groups who cannot undertake such advocacy for themselves. 
Quite often social workers are called on to adopt non-violent strategies to 
advocate for people on the margins of life and to challenge injustice (see 
Sewpaul, 2016).  

Given the previous extensive work on the concept of advocacy, this 
chapter will not explore it in detail. It is more concerned with discussing 
the role of advocacy in addressing the problem of abuse of older people. 
Richan (1973) provides a succinct definition of advocacy as deliberate 
actions taken on behalf of an aggrieved individual, group or class of indi-
viduals who are in most cases subjected to discrimination and injustice. It 
includes providing a voice to those who do not have one themselves and, 
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second, challenging social stratifications and demarcations that perpetuate 
discrimination and injustice in society.  

As stated earlier, for social work to retain its identity and remain rele-
vant in a changing world, it should engage in advocacy to address struc-
tural and power issues. Social workers should engage in advocacy work 
targeting policy makers to promote appropriate policy action and the en-
actment of anti-discrimination laws and policies. There are several ways in 
which social workers can effectively advocate for the rights of older people 
and, in particular, eliminate the abuse of older people. Social workers 
should facilitate the formation of stronger older people’s associations and 
think tanks to provide platforms for advocacy and raise older people’s 
voices against abuse. Equally, social workers should work with existing 
older people’s organisations to improve their capacities to advocate for 
and demand observance of the human rights of their primary targets. 
Likewise, social workers should promote dialogue between government 
and older people to discuss human rights issues. Addressing abuse of older 
people requires a dialogical praxis approach as a stepping stone in pro-
moting the rights of older people in developing countries. It will equally 
facilitate a process for policy makers to understand and appreciate the 
existence of abuse and make relevant policies and strategies to end this 
injustice.  

Social work can advocate for the enactment of laws and policies pro-
tecting and promoting older people’s rights. In most countries where the 
incidence of abuse of older people is high, there are no such older people-
specific laws protecting and promoting the rights of older people 
(Aboderin & Hatendi, 2013). Social workers can address this lack by col-
laborating with social workers in positions of authority and in parliament 
to promote the enactment of laws and policies to address the challenge of 
abuse of older people. However, social workers should not stop at advo-
cating for these laws but also sensitise older people about them. In coun-
tries that have enacted such laws, social workers need to increase their 
efforts and advocate for the enforcement of such laws. Furthermore, social 
workers need to advocate for the integration of critical social values in all 
policies addressing older people. They need to stand up and demand poli-
cy reforms when policies address only the needs of older people. Social 
workers need to espouse values such as citizenship, respect for diversity 
and personhood in policy documents. The point often overlooked is that 
older people in developing countries constitute a smaller percentage of the 
national population than they do in developed countries. This implies that 
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they are too small a group to constitute a vocal constituency. Therefore 
social workers should work with older people in advocating for inclusive 
policies.  

Social work practitioners ought to empower older people to raise their 
voices against abuse. Substantial research indicates that empowerment of 
older people enables them to challenge injustice and gain control of the 
affairs that concern them (Butler & Webster, 2004). Through empower-
ment, older people will gain power, articulate their rights and further 
speak out against macro-structural challenges such as corruption, poverty, 
poor service delivery and poor governance that exacerbate their abuse. 
Social work can achieve this through designing face-to-face community 
sensitisation programmes for older people, participating in radio pro-
grammes emphasising the rights of older people and their value in society 
and presenting advocacy drama in communities, conveying messages on 
the rights of older people.  

Theorising the abuse of older people in contemporary society 
No single theory can cogently account for the abuse of older people. 
However, I will attempt to explain its existence by using the political econ-
omy theory of aging. According to this theory, abuse of older people stems 
from the role of the state and post-industrial capital, which together pro-
duce structures and social processes that lead to the marginalisation and 
domination of older people (Estes, 2001). Post-industrial capital is closely 
linked to globalisation, which drives privatisation (transferring govern-
ment services and assets to the private sector), competition, rationalisation 
(shifting national priorities) and an emphasis on technology. Such struc-
tural forces construct old age and aging as a period of non-productivity, 
countering humanistic principles of personhood, citizenship and respect 
for diversity and leading to ageism, a potential vehicle for abuse of older 
people. Scholars have also underscored the “capitalist quest” for profit as 
a predictor of ageist attitudes that consider old age “non-productive and a 
period of social redundancy” (see Phillipson, 1982). Consequently, older 
people remain at the periphery of the labour market, which depicts them 
as a societal burden.   

Capitalist forces place great emphasis on the reduction of state expendi-
tures, which implies that older people have to become self-reliant and 
consequently active players in the market. Responsibility for wellbeing and 
security remains in the hands of older people, which makes them more 
vulnerable to abuse. They have to be consumers, hardworking and above 
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all enterprising. It is based on such individualistic philosophies that con-
cepts such as “successful ageing”, “active ageing” and “positive ageing” 
come to the fore. Moreover, in such a context, the market “ensures that 
everyone gets what they deserve” (Monbiot, 2016). Indeed, this disem-
powers, disadvantages and disenfranchises older people, which exacer-
bates ageism, leading to the abuse of older people.  

Capitalism has also had far-reaching effects on the social work profes-
sion. It has stripped the profession of its operating space though neoliberal 
and managerial policies and structures (Jones, 2014). For instance, neolib-
eral and managerial practices keep social work practitioners occupied with 
record keeping, assessments and monitoring for public services. Hence, 
social workers have less time for the relational and person-centred tasks 
needed to safeguard older people from abuse. Relatedly, such policies 
continue to restrict social workers to a controlling role, to maximize se 
profits, rather than being agents of social change. With the commodifica-
tion of ageing services, social workers are constructing older people as 
consumers and responsible citizens. This not only disempowers older peo-
ple but also challenges their citizenship. As Jones (2014) rightly puts it, 
due to the impact of capitalism, the social work profession has “lost its 
autonomy and ability to define itself” (p. 487). In its current practice, one 
wonders whose interests social work serves, those of the paymaster or the 
service user. Furthermore, capitalist practice undermines the principles of 
citizenship and personhood that define social work. Subsequently, this 
devalues older people and eventually society develops fewer qualms about 
disregarding older people’s rights, which exacerbates abuse. Moreover, the 
erosion of citizenship is increasing marginalisation and forcefully turning 
older people into passive objects of decisions made by others.   

From the African perspective, the abuse of older people is largely a 
product of the social impacts of globalisation and capitalism. For instance, 
capitalism embedded in individualism and competition has eroded the 
collectivist social values of mutual respect and togetherness that under-
pinned the care for disadvantaged people (Rankopo & Osei-Hwedie, 
2010). Indeed, Sevenhuijsen (1997) presents a succinct and convincing 
argument that capitalism vilifies dependence and regards interdependence 
as inimical to individual and societal growth. The invaluable principle of 
reciprocity through which older people were guaranteed oversight and 
care has been left behind in the past. Moreover, globalisation, which is 
acutely characterised by migration, has had perilous effects on the family 
system, leading to an epidemic of loneliness, resurgent old-age poverty and 
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isolation, which are potential pathways for the abuse of older people. 
Based on the above context, I argue that social work advocacy is a more 
ostensibly committed approach to addressing abuse of older people in 
developing countries. 

The paradox of social work in dealing with abuse of older people  
in developing countries 
While the social work profession has the right skills, knowledge and ethics 
base to advocate for improved conditions and the welfare of oppressed 
and vulnerable groups, it is silent on the abuse of older people. I maintain 
that the main dilemma in dealing with abuse of older people emanates 
from the consistent use of conventional social work approaches, such as 
counselling, cash grants and case management. A considerable body of 
social work literature criticises such approaches for failing to address the 
social impacts of globalisation and other social problems such as land 
conflicts, family disintegration, domestic violence, wars and poor service 
delivery that are predominant in developing countries (Mmatli, 2008). 
Indeed, it is often mentioned in the social work literature that current 
social work in developing countries is “amorphous” in structure and that 
its functions are not fit to tackle structural social challenges (see Arnold, 
2012).  

Conventional social work approaches largely promote psychosocial 
functioning and also aim to raise individual incomes without devoting 
much effort to addressing macro-level structural problems. This, in reality, 
maintains the status quo. Broader advocacy of the collective interests of 
older people is absent from social work practice. As a result, social work 
advocacy of the observance of the rights of older people is lacklustre. Ar-
guably, social work’s reluctance to implement advocacy initiatives contra-
venes professional obligations that require social workers to advocate for 
and promote human rights and social justice. The negation of this essential 
role is also a taint on the history and identity of the profession. It is clear 
in the literature that the social work profession originated as a voice advo-
cating for the oppressed in society (Brown, Livermore, & Ball, 2015). By 
implication, social work since its inception has been destined to bring 
about social change though advocacy initiatives. However, the reluctance 
to carry out this advocacy role could be because social work, especially in 
the global north, is under state capture. Social workers still assume that 
advocacy is against their professional ethical values and they are afraid to 
annoy their paymasters. In developing countries, where the majority of 



FORNAME SURNAME Title of the thesis (or part of title)  15 
  

social workers are employed by non-governmental organisations, advoca-
cy is also limited. This suggests that several reasons account for social 
work’s inability to engage in advocacy for older people.  

The fight against the abuse of older people is further bogged down by 
limited government action. Interventions addressing abuse of older people 
and other social problems in developing countries are mainly implemented 
by non-governmental organisations. Such interventions are limited in 
scope to address such a widespread problem of abuse. Relatedly, there is 
no political will to invest resources in programmes that aim to improve the 
welfare of older people due to the lack of “economic consideration and 
outright prejudice” from the policy makers (Wamara & Carvalho, 2019). 
In addition, older people are perceived as people with unmet needs rather 
than people with rights and values. This dents the positive image main-
tained by other groups in society. Corruption remains one of the biggest 
challenges in the fight against the abuse of older people. This accounts for 
the increased land and property grabbing from older people who, by vir-
tue of their marginalisation, cannot receive fair hearing in the courts of 
justice. Therefore, adopting an advocacy-based social work approach 
should be seen as a top priority if social work is to achieve better welfare 
outcomes for older people in developing countries. This is not solely be-
cause of the severity of abuse but also due to the structural changes, cul-
tural shifts and constant change in a gradually globalising and technologi-
cal world where family ties and other traditional care systems are progres-
sively eroding.  

Conclusion 
Abuse of older people remains a cardinal challenge affecting the rights and 
wellbeing of older people in developing countries. I have argued through-
out this chapter that social work urgently needs to shift from traditional 
social work approaches and adopt advocacy in its practice if it is to re-
main relevant to older people. I have also argued that advocacy is better 
suited to addressing such abuse because it can lead to the enactment of 
laws and policies that can substantially lead to successful resolution of this 
public and health concern. Moreover, this chapter has suggested what 
social work can do to make advocacy work in effectively addressing the 
challenge. Social workers can facilitate the formation of stronger older 
people’s associations and think tanks to provide platforms for advocacy, 
promote dialogue between government and older people to discuss human 
rights issues, collaborate with social workers in positions of authority and 
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in parliament to influence the enactment of laws and policies, empower 
older people to speak for their rights, and advocate against structural chal-
lenges that exacerbate abuse.  
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