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Trauma is common

Traumatic events cover a broad range of experiences. Some, 

like a car accident, are one-off, sudden and unexpected events, 

while others (such as childhood sexual abuse) can happen 

repeatedly over a long period of time. Both cause emotional 

distress for most people. The chances are high that an older 

person who accesses aged care services will have experienced 

at least one traumatic event in their lifetime.

Any exposure to a distressing incident has the 
potential to be traumatic. While most people will 
recover, for some the effects are long-lasting.

35%

27%

13%

having someone close to you die unexpectedly

witnessing severe injury / death / a dead body

experiencing a life threatening car accident

8%
4.8%

experiencing a natural disaster

experiencing a man-made disaster

The most common traumatic events for Australians are:

Older Australians can also be affected by: 

• Historical trauma,  

such as child abuse

• Sexual assault

• Trauma at work

• Family violence

• Intergenerational trauma

• Severe accidents

• Exposure to combat and/or war

• Elder abuse

• Being removed from one’s 

community or home as a child,  

and forced adoption

• Discrimination based on culture, 

race, gender or sexual identity

Trauma in Older Australians
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“ Dad never used to be affected by memories about 
his time serving. Now he’s too scared to go to sleep 
because it’s all coming back for him. It’s wrecking 
his quality of life. And he’s angry with everyone.” 

  Richard, older person’s family member

Trauma and ageing

The effects of trauma can be complicated by stressful life 

events that are more common in older people:

• Loss and bereavement

• Acute and chronic physical health problems

• Social isolation

• Increased rates of dementia

• Transitioning into residential aged care

There are also many losses associated with ageing:

• Loss of routine

• Financial strain

• Forced relocation from home

• Acquired disability

• Loss of health, mobility or cognitive capacity

• Social losses – community, culture and traditions, pets, family 

(including loss of role as family matriarch/patriarch)

• Loss of independence, autonomy and identity

Multiple stressful events and losses can have a cumulative 

negative impact on wellbeing. While each of these are not 

necessarily traumatic, they often combine with trauma to affect 

a person’s mental health and wellbeing.  

As people age, traumatic memories can re-emerge and cause 

emotional and behavioural problems. For many older people 

these effects can be highly disruptive and a significant barrier to 

good sleep, general functioning, and quality of life. 

Trauma in Older Australians

Older people who have experienced trauma are at 
higher risk of developing mental health problems, 
such as depression and anxiety.
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Age-related deterioration of mental functions can make it 

harder to manage or suppress painful memories of past trauma. 

This can cause higher rates of agitation and aggression in 

older people who have experienced trauma, or cause them to 

withdraw from people, refuse care, or not engage in activities. 

Transition into aged care and trauma

Some of the events in the lead-up to entering residential aged 

care can be potentially traumatic, such as a sudden loss of 

spouse due to illness (including COVID-19) and serious injury 

(particularly falls). 

These lead-up events combined with the stress associated with 

the transition itself can exacerbate an older person’s existing 

problems relating to trauma. Families and carers can be upset 

and confused about the process, and this may impact on their 

interactions with staff or create family conflict.

Elder abuse

Research from Australia suggests that up to 14 per cent of 

older people may experience elder abuse. Elder abuse is any 

act which causes harm to an older person and is carried out 

by someone they know and trust (usually a family member 

or carer). The abuse may be physical, social, financial, 

psychological and/or sexual and can include mistreatment and 

neglect. Elder abuse can be challenging to identify. Trauma-

informed practice can assist in identifying and responding 

appropriately to elder abuse. 

“ When people come into aged care they are often sad 
about losing their old way of life, and scared of what 
moving into aged care will mean for them.” 

  Jade, Personal Care Worker (PCW)

Trauma in Older Australians
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Providing inclusive care

Trauma-informed care aligns with the Aged Care Diversity 

Framework, which identifies groups with high prevalence rates of 

trauma. These groups are also at increased risk of experiencing 

further trauma as they engage with aged care services.  

 Elders from Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
communities

For older people from these communities, issues of trust  

will be fundamental.

Examples of traumatic experiences:

• Ongoing impacts of colonisation and a history of 

marginalisation, discrimination, disadvantage and racism

• Stolen Generations: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

people who, when they were children, were taken from 

their families and communities under government policies 

(by 2023 all Stolen Generation survivors will be eligible for 

aged care)

• Growing up in an institution such as an orphanage can have 

long-lasting effects, including on personal identity, personal 

worth and trust in others

• Homelessness: In the 2011 Australian Census, the rate of 

homelessness for Indigenous people per 10,000 population 

aged 55 and over was almost 16 times the rate for non-

Indigenous people

The trauma experienced by older people from these 
communities can have a profound lifetime effect on 
their wellbeing, sense of safety and belonging, their 
ability to trust others and to develop relationships.

“ I was taken from my family and forced to live 
on a reserve. I had no control. How can we 
forget that? And now moving in here it feels 
like I have no control again.” 

  Yarran, older person

Trauma in Older Australians
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 Older people from CALD backgrounds*

Many people from refugee or migrant backgrounds may have 

had difficult experiences such as fleeing war, community 

violence, or extreme poverty. It is likely that many of them have 

experienced a betrayal of trust at some point in their migration 

and resettlement process. Moving to aged care with a few 

suitcases can be a reminder of forcibly leaving home with 

limited possessions. Older people from CALD backgrounds 

are also vulnerable to experiencing racism and discrimination, 

which, when combined with trauma, can affect their wellbeing 

and limit their access to support.

Examples of traumatic experiences: 

• Escaping war, torture, dispossession, living in camps or 

detention – leaving a familiar environment and adjusting to 

a completely new environment

• Separation from family members due to the migrant or 

refugee experience

• Being exposed to disease, loss and violence in the context 

of poverty and/or poor nutrition

• Exposure to people who are sick and dying

“Older people don’t often tell you (that they are 
survivors). You find out usually when it’s too late. 
A client stepped out on her own, I pulled her 
back and she went hysterical. I found out later 
the guards used to touch on the shoulder the 
women they wanted...”

  David, lifestyle coordinator

* Culturally, Linguistically and Faith Diverse, including people from a refugee background.

“  Some people in aged care who haven’t needed an 
interpreter in the past need one if they are stressed or 
upset. Stress affects their ability to speak in English.”

  Mahalia, PCW
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Older lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and intersex 
(LGBTIQ+) people 

The current generation of LGBTIQ+ people using aged care 

services were coming of age at a time when their sexual 

orientation or gender identity could result in enforced medical 

‘cures’ such as shock treatment or lobotomy, imprisonment or 

loss of family, employment and friends. 

Moving into aged care can be frightening for an 
older LGBTIQ+ person – for example It may be 
uncomfortable living with people you don’t know 
and who may hold discriminatory views about you.

Examples of traumatic experiences:

• Discrimination, with homosexuality decriminalised in 

Australia only in 1994 

• Living through the epidemic of HIV and AIDS, losing friends 

and partners 

• The violence inflicted on the LGBTIQ+ community by 

uniformed officers at the 1978 Mardi Gras March

• Social exclusion and exposure to family violence based on 

how a person identifies

• Potential loss of contact with family members or friends as 

a result of a person’s sexual orientation

“ Having ‘shock therapy’ was supposed to teach 
me how to be straight. All it taught me was to 
keep my mouth shut. I can’t talk to the staff 
here. When J visits I don’t want them to know 
he’s my partner.”

  Graeme, older person

Trauma in Older Australians
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People living with cognitive impairment including 
dementia

Like all Australians, most older people living with dementia will 

have experienced at least one traumatic event in their lifetime. 

People who have experienced trauma and are now living with 

cognitive impairment may have less effective coping strategies 

(such as for managing anxiety), become more affected by past 

traumatic experiences, or be less able to communicate. Older 

people with dementia may also be survivors of recent physical, 

sexual, emotional or financial abuse by family, caregivers and 

other patients and staff in care settings. 

Parents separated from their children by forced adoption 
or removal

In the peak period of 1951 – 1971, approximately 250,000 

adoptions occurred. Many pregnant women, most of whom 

were unmarried, had unethical and often illegal adoptions 

arranged without informed consent. These practices have 

caused trauma to mothers, fathers and the children they were 

separated from, and intergenerational trauma to their children 

and grandchildren. 

“ Fireworks or loud noises can upset our 
veterans, and things like conversations or 
television programs about soldiers.”

  Sadira, PCW

Veterans

Veterans can be affected by trauma experienced while serving 

on deployment (including peacekeeping missions) or in training.

Examples of traumatic experiences:

• Combat, sexual assault, witnessing death and injury

• Witnessing injustice, harm, and poverty without being able 

to help

• Being taken prisoner

• Incidents experienced as part of the high-risk job, such as 

training accidents

For veterans, geographical posting can hinder strong family 

and /or social networks due to constant relocations. Veteran 

support can often be provided by ex-service organisations and 

volunteers rather than family.
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Care leavers and Forgotten Australians

A care leaver is a person who, as a younger person, spent time 

in institutional care or other types of out of home care like 

orphanages, children’s homes or foster care. Examples of care 

leavers are Forgotten Australians or Former Child Migrants. 

“ Sharon hates it when I take her clothes to be laundered. 
She’s worried her clothes will get mixed up, that she won’t 
get them back or someone else will wear them. So I know 
to reassure her when I take her clothes that they will come 
back safely.”

  Milena, PCW

Care leavers and Forgotten Australians can experience 
intense fear about using aged care services because of 
childhood trauma from living in institutions.

Examples of traumatic experiences:

• Dealing with feelings of loss, abandonment and grief 

because of separation from parents and siblings

• Children often experienced neglect, exploitation, 

mistreatment and physical and/or sexual assault at the 

hands of their caregivers

Other communities with high rates of trauma

• People who have experienced homelessness

• People living with chronic mental health illnesses and 

disabilities

• People who have been incarcerated

Trauma in Older Australians
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