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 Emotional Abuse 
Rule 
definitions 
OAR 411-
020-002 (b)  
 
No criminal 
statutes 

Emotional or verbal abuse means the intentional infliction 
of anguish, distress, or intimidation through verbal or 
non-verbal acts or denial of civil rights. 
 
 
Generally, law enforcement does not consider verbal abuse to 
be criminal. Menacing and harassment are treated as physical 
abuse rather than verbal abuse. There has to be some 
offensive contact or the victim has to be placed in fear of 
imminent physical injury-such as displaying a weapon. Law 
enforcement does respond to ‘domestic disturbances’ but can 
only give citations or make arrests if there is a criminal act 
such as assault. 

Application  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Denial of 
rights 
 
 
 

Emotional abuse is a perpetrator-related abuse. 
 
Emotional abuse can be a single incident or a pattern.  With a 
pattern, then the emotional abuse is domestic violence.   
 
Be careful to not underestimate the damage of long-term 
emotional/verbal/psychological abuse.  Overtime, verbal and 
psychological abuse can impact a person severely in the same 
way as a violent physical attack.  The person may have 
trauma- related behaviors such as seen in physical and sexual 
abuse.  
 
Denial of rights is included under emotional abuse as it can 
cause distress and feelings of loss.  Examples of denial of 
rights may include not being allowed to see people that the 
individual wants to see, not being able to use the telephone, 
never being able to go outside, or not provided any activity.  
 
Verbal abuse often accompanies most of the other types of 
abuse and neglect.  

Cultural values, beliefs, traditions and expectations play a 
significant role in how emotional abuse is manifested and 
how it affects its victims. Culture dictates roles and 
responsibilities toward one another, how people relate to one 
another, how decisions are made, how resources are 



                                                                                           Emotional Abuse Page 2 of 
10 

 

distributed, and how problems are defined. Culture further 
influences how a person copes with stress and determines if 
and when a person will seek help from outsiders. 
Understanding these factors can significantly increase 
understanding of emotional abuse.  NCPEA 

   
Emotional  
abuse and 
the 
APS 
Function  

The means to the conclusion is investigation.   
 
Asking emotional abuse questions: 

 Use a calm, objective approach. If the interviewer is 
straightforward and down-to-earth about the questions, 
then the reported victim will have more confidence in 
reporting abuse. 

 Sometimes the RV does not recognize emotional abuse 
because it has been normalized. The approach that 
works best is then to ask open-ended questions such 
as: Is there anything that you wish was different”. 

 
Investigation goals are to:  

• Determine the nature of the abuse; 
• Identify relevant witnesses and evidence; 
• Gather the minimum necessary evidence by means of 

interviews, documents, photographs, creating 
investigation aids, and physical evidence; 

• Document all relevant evidence; and  
• Analyze and determine the facts of the case; 

All in relation to proving or disproving the allegation.  
 
Frequent evidence: 

• Interviews, excited utterances.  
• APS observation and assessment 

 
To substantiate for emotional abuse, there must be a 
preponderance of proof that is harm or risk of emotional 
harm. 

• This should be determined from the reported victim’s 
perspective.  
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Sometimes, the reported victim denies that verbal abuse is 
abusive and there is a question to substantiate or not. To sort 
out if there is wrong-doing or not, apply:  

• Informed choice principle, and     
• The “reasonable person standard”.  

Consider these questions:   
• Does the RV have capacity to recognize abuse?   
• Does the RV have enough information to decide if it 

is abuse? 
• Does the RV have enough information to stop it if he 

or she wants? 
• Can the RV choose freely to be part of the verbal 

interactions? Or is there undue influence or some 
threat that coerces the RV to accept abuse. 

• Would a reasonable person with the same cultural 
background as the reported victim find the reported 
perpetrator’s behavior abusive if it was done to him 
or her?   

 
Often survivors do not recognize abuse because violence is 
normalized.  Free choice is limited by trauma effects and 
power and control tactics or they lack an outside view how 
it could be different. Most reasonable persons outside the 
relationship would recognize the abuse as abuse.  
 
On the other hand, in rare cases, what causes concern by 
outsiders is experienced as harmless communication within 
a social group.  Examples might be members of certain 
hardcore professions that use rough language or families 
that are comfortable with anger and let hard feelings go five 
minutes after the fight is done.  

 
Assessment goals are to determine: 

• Level of harm or risk of further harm; 
• Ability of reported victim to make informed choices 

about safety and  protect self from harm;  
• Dangerousness of the reported perpetrator to the 

reported victim and other vulnerable adults; 
• What personal resources and natural supports are 
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available to remove or mitigate abuse;  
• Reported victim’s level of functioning, and 
• Reported victim’s perspective on the abuse;  

All in relation to allegation of emotional abuse. 
 
Conducting an in-person assessment with the reported victim 
is required.  
 
Intervention goals are to remove or mitigate the verbal threat 
and provide support for recovery. 
 

Perpetrator 
Dynamics 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Domestic 
violence  
vs. 
caregiver 
stress 

Who emotionally abuses?  
 
For domestic violence, in adults under the age of 65, it is 
mostly male abusing females. Crime statistics show the 
percent ranges are 92% to 98% of abusers are male and 
females are in the 90 percentile for victims.  However, in 
populations of older Oregonians and Oregonians with 
disabilities, male victims are 36% and females are 64%.   
 
Close persons or family members more than other groups are 
likely to be perpetrators.  
 
Most elder abuse is not due to caregiver stress.  That is a 
myth. 
• Most willing and able caregivers do not alleviate stress by 

harmful acts. 
• Research shows that caregivers that do not abuse have the 

same amount of stress as caregivers that do abuse. 
 
Much of perpetrator neglect and abuse is due to power and 
control or offending.  
 
When power and control is treated as caregiver stress: 

• The RV is blamed for being dependent 
• The RP gets attention and support 
• The RP’s power is increased 
• The RV’s power is diminished.  
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How to tell caregiver stress from power and control:   
• Language: In power and control situations, the RP 

blames the RV and focuses upon the outcome to RP 
rather than the RV. In caregiver stress, the RV takes 
responsibility and often shows genuine concern about 
the RV’s feeling and care. The RP is concerned about 
outcomes to the RV.  

• In caregiver stress, the RP is genuinely remorseful and 
change their behavior, often accept services. 

• Importantly, in caregiver stress, the abuse stops. 
 

Intervention  
 
 
 
 
Safety 
Planning 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Leaving 
abuse is a 

It is imperative that the survivor be given the opportunity to 
increase their power and control and to make choices about 
how to handle the matter.  The survivor is in the best position 
to assess their safety and what they want for an outcome.  
 
Abuse may escalate; there is often retaliation.  Leaving is 
often the most dangerous time for a survivor of domestic 
violence.  

• Planning should be used to prevent further harm when 
making contact with the reported victim and 
perpetrator.  

• Work with your local domestic violence (DV) 
organization, as they have the expertise in safety 
planning.   

• Engage the reported victim in safety planning when 
ending the abuse or doing anything that reduces the 
perceived power of the reported perpetrator. 

• Safety planning may be different if the person has 
physical disabilities. Often medications and assistive 
devices are needed when getting out.  

• Older woman may not have their own identification. 
Domestic Violence Organizations and Central Office are 
available as resources for safety planning.  
 
 
For a survivor, leaving an abusive situation is usually a 
process rather than an event.  Survivors often leave and 
return several times before there is a total break from the 
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process 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Legal 
interventions 
 
Restraining 
orders ORS 
124.005 to 
124.040  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Law 
enforcement 
 
 
 
 
Social 
interventions 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

abuser.  Protective services should encompass the survivor’s 
rights to choose to remain or return.  For intervention to be 
effective, the survivor must know that he or she may receive 
assistance over and over again.  
 
 
Restraining order for Elderly Persons and Persons with 
Disabilities Abuse Prevention Act (EPPDAPA).   
Gives the right for elderly persons and persons with 
disabilities to petition the court for a temporary restraining 
order for significant emotional harm.  Restraining orders are 
available from:  

o Your local circuit court, either on-line or at the 
courthouse;        

o State Court Administration, on line at: 
www.ojd.state.or.us/osca/cpsd/courtimprovement/famil
ylaw/ElderlyDisabledPersonsAbusePreventionActFor
ms.htm 

  
 
There are not any direct criminal statutes that apply to 
emotional abuse. Legal remedies are civil.  
However, evictions and trespass can be used to prevent 
contact of the abuser to the RV.  
 
 
• Harm Reduction (see self-neglect).  

o Anything that breaks the isolation such as home 
delivered meals or agency contact can give power 
to the RV and lead to the reported victim leaving 
the abuse in the future.  

• If the perpetrator is a caregiver, replace the perpetrator. 
• Provide supports other than just the perpetrator so to 

reduce harm or threat of harm. 
• Build rapport and trust, so the reported victim may be 

more receptive to options. 
• Best Practices comes from your local domestic violence 

Organization. Network with them. 
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Support 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How much 
to intervene? 
 
 
 
 
Continuum 
of 
interventions 

For clients who cannot state what they want because they 
have advanced dementia or cannot communicate reassurance 
and a watch for behavioral difficulties should be arranged. 
 
Natural supports: Normally, the reported perpetrator has 
managed to isolate the reported victim from the reported 
victim’s natural support system. Connecting with people, no 
matter how limited, may loosen the reported perpetrator’s 
power and control.  
 
As a responder, your advocacy, attitude, and support can 
contribute to healing and minimizing further trauma.  
 
The survivor of emotional abuse needs calm, reassuring, 
unwavering, non-blaming support. There should be frequent 
reassurance of 

 The abuse was not her/his fault. 
 She or he is believed. 
 Feelings, not matter what, are a normal part of healing. 
Mood swings, confusion, memory loss, betrayal, anger 
are normal. Survivors frequently question about how 
fast they heal and how they heal. 

 
 
 
Weigh the individual’s abilities to make decisions against the 
degree of risk from the abuse or from future abuse. Protective 
services should be proportionate to the balance between risk 
and informed choice.  A continuum follows that illustrates 
how determine how much to intervene.  
 
 
Protective services are based upon providing the least 
restrictive intervention available. In responding to allegations 
of emotional abuse, the APS Specialist must employ a 
continuum of options from the least to the most restrictive: 
 
• Engage the individual in discussing the abuse. Facilitate 

the individual in understanding that the violence will 
continue unless the survivor separates from the abuse.  
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Helpful phrases to share with the RV: 
• I am worried about your safety. 
• You have the right to safe.  
• You have the right to peace.  

• If the individual chooses to remain, engage in safety 
planning and harm reduction.   

• Provide resource information about different community, 
domestic violence, and agency supports that respond to 
physical abuse.   

 Offer home delivered meals, visitors, or any small 
connection with people that breaks isolation.  Breaking 
isolation often opens opportunities for change. . 

• Seek ways to enhance and if possible restore the 
individual’s capacity.  

• Locate family who may offer support and assistance to 
break isolation and give support to the RV, respecting 
confidentiality and the RV’s wishes. Often, family 
members have become emotionally cut-off due to the 
abuse, and it may take some engagement.  

• Engage natural supports such as neighbors, faith 
community, and community resources respecting 
confidentiality and the RV’s wishes.  

• Connect the reported victim with domestic violence 
organizations. 

• When the individual declines services, determine if an 
emergency with grave risk exists and the individual has 
capacity to consent to or decline services. 

• If the individual has capacity and there is no grave risk, 
exhaust voluntary options for the individual.  Keep the 
door open with the individual.  

• If an emergency with grave risk exists and the individual 
has capacity then staff the case.   

• If the individual does not have capacity and there is an 
emergency with grave risk, then involuntary action may 
be necessary such as involving law enforcement, or 
guardianship, conservatorship, mental health commitment 
for protection.   

• Within involuntary interventions, the least restrictive 
alternatives must be chosen.  
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• Even with involuntary placement or a substitute decision 
maker, many interventions are still voluntary.  The client 
retains their human rights.   

 
Difficulties 
in 
investigation 
and 
intervention 

• Verbal abuse is sometimes a “he said-she said” situation 
and there is not enough collaborative evidence to 
determine wrong-doing.   

 
• The reported victim may love or have attachments to the 

reported perpetrator, so the RV may want to preserve the 
relationship. However, it is unlikely the abuse will stop 
while there is contact between the reporter perpetrator and 
the reported victim.  This can be true in any abuse or 
neglect situation.  

 
 

Risk 
Factors  

As a group, victims of physical abuse do not differ 
significantly from adults who are not abused. 
 
However, there are certain vulnerabilities that limits options 
to protect self ability to leave: 
 

• Dependency. 
• Loneliness.  
• Isolation, social or physical, or by violence. 
• Easy access to reported victim by reported perpetrator. 

 
Potential  
Indicators 
Of  
emotional 
abuse  

Abuser indicators 
• Anger, frustration, exhaustion 
• Isolates AV 
• Unreasonably critical, dissatisfied with social and 

health care providers, changes providers frequently 
• Uses language that appears to put the reported victim 

on a pedestal that is not congruent with how the 
reported victim is treated.  

• Refuses to apply for additional services  
• Shunning, ignoring 
• Glares, stares,  
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Behavioral Indicators 
• Observed in the AV: 

o Emotional distress 
o Withdrawn 
o Unable to recognize abuse that most other 

people would recognize easily.  
o Confused and disoriented 
o Fear of reported perpetrator 
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