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INTRODUCTION 

 
 
We are pleased to welcome you to Dynamics of Abusive Relationships Participant Manual, 
developed by Adult Protective Services Workforce Innovations (APSWI), a program of the Academy 
for Professional Excellence under a grant from the California Department of Social Services, Adult 
Programs Division.   
 
The Academy for Professional Excellence, a project of San Diego State University School of Social 
Work, was established in 1996 to provide exceptional workforce development and organizational 
support to the health and human services community by providing training, technical assistance, 
organizational development, research, and evaluation. Serving over 20,000 people annually, the 
Academy continues to grow with new programs and a diversity of training focused on serving the 
health and human services community in Southern California and beyond. 
 
The Academy is a project of San Diego State University School of Social Work (founded in 1963), 
which offers both a bachelor’s and master’s degree in Social Work. The School of Social Work at San 
Diego State University was founded in 1963 and has been continuously accredited by the Council of 
Social Work Education since 1966.   
 
APSWI is a program of the Academy for Professional Excellence. APSWI is designed to provide 
competency-based, multidisciplinary training to Adult Protective Services professionals and their 
partners. APSWI’s overarching goal is the professionalization of Adult Protective Services 
professionals to ensure that abused and vulnerable older adults and adults with disabilities receive 
high quality, effective interventions and services.  
 
In partnership with state and national organizations, APSWI is developing a national APS Supervisor 
Core Competency Training Curriculum. This curriculum is developed, reviewed and approved by 
experts in the elder and dependent adult abuse fields. 
 
APSWI’s partners include:  
• National Adult Protective Services Association (NAPSA) Education Committee  
• California Department of Social Services (CDSS), Adult Programs Division 
• County Welfare Directors Association of California (CWDA), Protective Services Operations 

Committee (PSOC) 

 
  

THE ACADEMY FOR PROFESSIONAL EXCELLENCE 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

DYNAMICS OF ABUSIVE RELATIONSHIPS 
Course Description: 
Abusive relationships, whether between intimate partners, families, or caregiver/care recipient 
relationships create safety concerns and may pose difficulties with service planning and 
interventions. In some cases, abusive behaviors are obvious and can be validated with evidence. 
In others, it can be very difficult to identify and verify. In this thought provoking and engaging 
training, participants will focus on power and control as the underlying dynamics of abusive 
relationships. During the training, participants will learn various tactics abusers use, explore many 
reasons and situations where someone may feel they cannot or will not leave an abusive 
relationship and work through an experiential exercise to help develop empathy and awareness of 
various outcomes and resources when working with people who are being abused. Participants 
will complete numerous activities to apply content to field work, while keeping abuse dynamics in 
mind. This training has been designed using Trauma-Informed Practice. 
 
Training Purpose:  
The purpose of this training is to enable Adult Protective Services (APS) professionals to 
understand the dynamics of abusive relationships in order to enhance victim safety.  
 
Learning Objective:  
● Define abusive relationships in older adults and adults with disabilities as it applies to APS  
● Identify the underlying dynamics of abusive relationships  
● Clarify APS’ role and how abusive relationship dynamics might inform case interventions  
● Identify why some adults may choose to continue the relationship with the abuser  
 
Target Audience: This training is intended for new APS professionals or those that could benefit 
from a refresher on the dynamics of abusive relationships. Class size should be no more than 30 if 
training in-person and no more than 25 if training virtually.  
 
Course Requirements: 
● Participants should be aware that some content in the training may be activating and appropriate 
resources should be available. 

● If training virtually, participants will need access to a computer with video conferencing 
capability and be able to connect to the virtual platform being used to deliver this training. A 
headset or earbuds with microphone and a video camera are highly encouraged. Participant 
Manual is a fillable PDF if using Adobe Acrobat. Participants are encouraged to either print a 
hard copy or ensure access to Adobe Acrobat to allow for highlighting, typing in comments and 
filling out worksheets.    
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COURSE OUTLINE 
 

CONTENT MATERIALS TIME 
WELCOME, INTRODUCTIONS, & 
COURSE OVERVIEW 

 20 minutes 

Introductions with Connection   

DEFINING ABUSE  65 minutes 

Activity #01: Defining Abuse (Large Group)   

Activity #02- Assessing for Abuse (Small 
Groups) 

Handout #01 A-C  

BREAK  15 minutes 

VICTIMS AND ABUSERS  20 minutes 

Who are the Victims?  Handout #02  

Who Abuses? Handout #03  

APS INVOLVEMENT  55 minutes 

APS Goals and Responsibilities   
Activity #03- Identifying APS’ Role (Small 

Groups) 
Handout #01 A-C  

LUNCH  60 minutes 

ABUSE DYNAMICS  90 minutes 

Common Abuser Justifications  Handout #04  
Activity #04- Ruth and Mark Part One Abuse and Caregiver 

Stress Video & 
Intake Report 

 

Activity #04- Ruth and Mark Part Two Abuse and Caregiver 
Stress Video 

 

Activity #04- Ruth and Mark Part Three Abuse and Caregiver 
Stress Video 

 

Activity #05- Understanding the Power and 
Control Wheels Part One  

Handout #05- Power 
and Control Wheels 
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Activity#05- Understanding The Power and 
Control Wheels Part Two 

Handout #01 A-C  

Activity #06- Identifying Power and Control 
Dynamics 

EAGLE Video Clip  

BREAK  15 minutes 

APPRECIATING VICTIMS’ 
EXPERIENCES 

 50 minutes 

Activity #07- Considering Victim’s 
Circumstances 

Flip Chart (or blank 
PPT slide) 

 

Activity #08- Comings and Goings 
(Individual/Large Group) 

Comings and Goings 
Materials 

 

WRAP-UP AND EVALUATIONS  15 minutes 

Victim Resiliency  Mary Lou Video Clip  

TOTAL TIME  7 hours 
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Content Warning: 
Sexual Assault 

   Handout #1A 
CASE SCENARIOS 

TONI AND JOSEPHINA 
 
Toni and Josephina have been married for 10 years and together for almost 40 years. Toni is 80 and 
Josephina is 77. Two years ago, Josephina was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease. The disease 
progressed very quickly. Their son, Henry, told the residential care home director that Toni and 
Josephine’s relationship has been tumultuous. During all of their life together, Toni has been verbally 
and physically abusive to Josephine. For years Toni told Josephine that she was stupid and ugly, that 
no one else would want her, and that she was lucky Toni put up with her, though she might leave her 
at any time. Toni threw things at Josephine, slapped her in the face, threatened to kill her, and once, 
pushed her down the stairs.  
 
On several occasions, Josephina left Toni. When Henry offered to help her move in with his family, 
she refused and went back to her home with Toni. Henry talked with Josephina on multiple occasions 
but she always shut him off and he finally gave up trying.  
 
Three months ago, Toni was diagnosed with breast cancer; her prognosis is not good. Recently, the 
aide who assists Josephina with her toileting and bathing noticed bruises on her breasts and inner 
thighs. When asked about the bruises, Josephine shook her head and cried, but did not answer. The 
aide suspected that Toni was forcing Josephine to have sex with her. When Toni was confronted, she 
became angry, saying “It’s nobody’s business but ours! She’s my wife and I can make love to her 
whenever I want. I’ve done it for 40 years. Besides, I don’t have long to live, and I deserve to have 
some pleasure before I die.”  
 
Questions for Assessing Abuse Activity  

● Did any type of abuse occur? If so, what type(s) of abuse?  
● What were the indicators that led you to identify that type(s) of abuse?  
● Who was the victim(s)?  
● Who was the alleged perpetrator(s)?  
● Were there multiple: victims/alleged perpetrator(s)/types of abuse?  
● What is the nature of the relationship between the victim and the alleged perpetrator(s)?  
● What are the cultural, religious, racial, or other considerations to take into account?  

 
Questions for Identifying APS’ Role Activity 

● What is APS’ role in this case?  
● What steps should the APS professional take initially to promote the victim’s safety and to 

begin the investigation?  
● What other agencies should APS collaborate with?  
● What is APS’ role with regard to the alleged perpetrator, if any?  
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HANDOUT #1B 
CASE SCENARIOS 

ROSIE AND HER PARENTS 
 
Rosie is a 47-year-old woman with Down Syndrome. When she was born, her parents vowed never 
to place her in a skilled facility setting, as was often done in those days. As a result, she has lived 
with her father and mother her whole life and has had little exposure to the outside world.  
 
As her parents have aged, Rosie has taken on more and more of the household work and personal 
care for her parents. Although Rosie is mostly able to complete her daily activities on her own, she 
struggles to help her father, Frank, age 79, who has severe Parkinson’s disease, and her mother, 
Betsy, age 72, who is legally blind and increasingly frail. The family has a limited income and barely 
makes ends meet. They do have a home health aide paid through Medicaid twice a week, as well as 
Meals on Wheels and senior transportation.  
 
Due to his Parkinson’s disease, Frank is unable to feed himself. Rosie tries to help him, but often gets 
frustrated and roughly jams the spoon into his mouth. On one occasion, she broke his front tooth. She 
blamed Frank, because “He jiggles around too much.”  
 
Returning after a long weekend, the in-home aide found Betsy unresponsive and lying on the floor 
between the bed and the doorway of the adjoining bathroom. She had several pressure ulcers on her 
left hip and left leg, apparently the result of her lying on that side for an extended period of time. The 
aide called an ambulance, and the paramedics reported the carpeting beneath Betsy’s body was 
badly soiled.  
 
Rosie and Frank said they found Betsy lying on the floor in her present location several days earlier. 
Rosie said she tried to help her up, but her mother cried out in pain and told her to leave her alone. 
After that, they left her lying on the floor, bringing her food and water and giving her medications. 
Frank said that Rosie put a pillow under her head and tried to care for her.  
 
When asked why he did not call for medical assistance, Frank told the paramedics that his wife said 
not to call anyone. The paramedics reported the case to APS.  
 
Questions for Assessing Abuse Activity 

● Did any type(s) of abuse occur? If so, what type(s) of abuse?  
● What were the indicators that led you to identify that type(s) of abuse?  
● Who was the victim(s)?  
● Who was the alleged perpetrator(s)? 
● Were there multiple: victims/ alleged perpetrator(s)/types of abuse?  
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● What is the nature of the relationship between the victim(s) and alleged perpetrator(s)? 
● What are the cultural, religious, racial, other considerations to take into account? 

 
Questions for Identifying APS’ Role Activity  

● What is APS’s role in this case?  
● What steps should the APS professional take initially to promote the victim’s safety and to 

begin the investigation?  
● What other agencies should APS collaborate with?  
● What is APS’ role with regard to the alleged perpetrator, if any?  
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HANDOUT #1C 
CASE SCENARIOS 
JAKE AND REGINA 

 
For years, Jake, who is 56, has been struggling to make a living as an artist, with little success. 
Sometimes he does house painting. Jake has a Substance Use Disorder and his employment is 
impacted when he relapses and he is often in and out of jobs. So, he turns to his mother, Regina, for 
financial help. In the beginning, Jake claimed that the money Regina gave him were loans, and that 
he would pay her back as soon as he “got onto his feet.” But the loans were never repaid. Now Jake 
is saying that if only he could take another art course, his paintings would finally begin to sell. He 
wants Regina to take out a reverse mortgage on her house, so he can have $10,000 for his art 
studies.  
 
Regina, who is 75 years old, has advanced macular degeneration and relies on a private pay aide to 
help her with housework and to drive her to appointments. She is reluctant to mortgage her home. As 
a woman who immigrated to the United States, she is very proud that she owns her own home free 
and clear. Also, her mother lived to be 101, and Regina is worried that if she cashes in on her home 
now, she will outlive the income provided by the reverse mortgage. She is also concerned that she 
will be unable to continue to pay for the increasing levels of assistance she will need to cope with her 
vision loss. But she also wants to support Jake’s dream of being a painter. He has sold an occasional 
picture, and she believes that he has real talent.  
 
Jake is getting impatient with his mother. He claims that if she really loved him, she would help him 
out. Yesterday he barged into her house and kicked Bootsy, Regina’s small dog. Regina started to 
cry, and begged Jake not to hurt the dog. She promised him that she would find the money 
“somehow.” Jake replied, “You better find it.” Before he left, Jake took the ATM card from Regina’s 
wallet without her knowledge. He had helped her use it previously as her sight was failing, so he 
knew the PIN. That day and the next he made two withdrawals totaling $1,000. 
 
Questions for Assessing Abuse Activity 

● Did any type(s) of abuse occur? IF so, what type(s) of abuse?  
● What were the indicators that led you to identify that type(s) of abuse?  
● Who was the victim?  
● Who was the alleged perpetrator(s)?  
● Were there multiple: victims/ alleged perpetrator(s)/types of abuse?  
● What is the nature of the relationship between the victim and alleged perpetrator(s)?  
● What are the cultural, religious, racial, other considerations to take into account? 
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Questions for Identifying APS’ Role Activity 

● What is APS’ role in this case (assume Regina is eligible for APS services in your state)?  
● What steps should the APS professional take initially to promote the victim’s safety and to 

begin the investigation?  
● What other agencies should APS collaborate with?  
● What is APS’ role with regard to the alleged perpetrator, if any?  
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HANDOUT #02- VICTIM INDICATORS/SIGNS AND SYMPTOMS OF ABUSE  
(adapted from National Center on Elder Abuse (NCEA) and National Clearinghouse on Abuse in Later 

Life (NCALL) 
 

 
If an older adult or adult with disabilities is displaying some of the signs listed below, investigate 
further to determine if abuse, neglect, or exploitation is occurring. Pay particular attention to reported 
changes in their behavior.  
 
GENERAL BEHAVIORAL INDICATORS 
Victim signs can include but are not limited to:  

● Suddenly withdraws from routine activities.  
● Is afraid to speak in the presence of the suspect or looks to the suspect to answer questions.  
● Is confined (e.g. tied to furniture or locked in a room).  
● Is isolated.  
● Denies, minimizes, or blames self for what has happened, is hesitant to discuss, or gives 

“coded” disclosures such as “my son has a temper.”  
● Unexplainable changes in behavior,  
● Waits or fails to seek out help or medical treatment, misses appointments, or frequently 

changes doctors or hospitals.  
● Visits hospital or physician with vague complaints such as anxiety, headaches, or digestive 

problems.  
● Provides implausible or inconsistent explanations about what has occurred.  
● Appears afraid, embarrassed, ashamed, withdrawn, or depressed.  
● A victim’s report of being abuse neglected or exploited.  

 

 
PHYSICAL ABUSE  

● bruises, black eyes, welts, lacerations, and rope marks 
● bone fractures, broken bones, and skull fractures 
● open wounds, cuts, punctures, untreated injuries in various stages of healing 
● sprains, dislocations, and internal injuries/bleeding 
● broken eyeglasses/frames, physical signs of being subjected to punishment, and signs of 

being restrained 
● laboratory findings of medication overdose or underutilization of prescribed drugs 
● a victim’s report of being hit, slapped, kicked, or mistreated 

o includes report of caregiver’s refusal to allow visitors to see person alone 
● a victim’s sudden change in behavior 
● strangulation- petechial or hoarse voice 
● burn marks 

 
 

1 of 2 
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SEXUAL ABUSE  

● bruises around the breasts or genital area  
● unexplained venereal disease or genital infections 
● unexplained vaginal or anal bleeding 
● torn, stained, or bloody underclothing 
● a victim's report of being sexually assaulted or raped 

o Includes report of being forced to watch pornography on television and/or computer  
● a victim’s report of coerced nudity 

 
EMOTIONAL or PSYCHOLOGICAL ABUSE  

● being emotionally upset or agitated 
● being extremely withdrawn and non communicative or non responsive 
● unusual behavior usually attributed to neurocognitive disorders(e.g., sucking, biting, rocking) 
● an older adult's report of being verbally or emotionally mistreated 

 
NEGLECTING  

● dehydration, malnutrition, untreated bed sores, and poor personal hygiene; 
● unattended or untreated health problems 
● hazardous or unsafe living condition/arrangements (e.g., improper wiring, no heat, or no 

running water) 
● unsanitary and unclean living conditions (e.g. dirt, fleas, lice on person, soiled bedding, 

fecal/urine smell, inadequate clothing) 
● an older adult's report of being mistreated 

FINANCIAL or MATERIAL EXPLOITATION 
● sudden changes in bank account or banking practice, including an unexplained withdrawal of 

large sums of money by a person accompanying the older adult 
● the inclusion of additional names on an older adult's bank signature card 
● unauthorized withdrawal of the older adult's funds using the older adult's ATM card 
● abrupt changes in a will or other financial documents 
● unexplained disappearance of funds or valuable possessions 
● substandard care being provided or bills unpaid despite the availability of adequate financial 

resources 
● discovery of an older adult's signature being forged for financial transactions or for the titles of 

their possessions 
● sudden appearance of previously uninvolved relatives claiming their rights to an older adult's 

affairs and possessions 
● unexplained sudden transfer of assets to a family member or someone outside the family; 
● the provision of services that are not necessary 
● an older adults’ report of financial exploitation 
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                                    HANDOUT #03 

ABUSER INDICATORS OF ABUSE, NEGLECT, AND EXPLOITATION 
 

Signs that a person is an abuser can include, but are not limited to:  
 

Provide inconsistent or conflicting explanations about the victim’s injuries 

Isolates the victim from family, friends, and social activities  

Belittles, threatens, or insults the victim 

Ignores the victim’s need for assistance or is reluctant to help the person 

Does not speak to or provide companionship to the victim, and isolates them from 
the outside world, friends, or relatives 

Controls and dominates the victim and their activities, is always present when 
anyone talks with the victim, speaks for them, and is overly protective or defensive 

Handles the victim roughly 

Abuses the victim’s pets, including service animals 

Portrays self as victim or the only caring person in victim’s life 

May be charming and helpful towards professionals and the victim while others 
are present 

Justifies and minimizes own actions 

Has a past history of being abusive 
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                                             HANDOUT #042 
ABUSER JUSTIFICATIONS AND DEFENSES 🡪 APS CONSIDERATIONS 

 
Form of Abuse Justification/Defense Investigation Considerations 

Physical 

“She fell.” 
Does the medical or physical evidence 

match suspect’s/victim’s/witness’ 
description of events? 

“He’s just clumsy.” 
Does the medical or physical evidence 

match suspect’s/victim’s/witness’ 
description of events? 

“I was just trying to help.” 
Does the medical or physical evidence 

match suspect’s/victim’s/witness’ 
description of events? 

“She bruises easily.” 

Doe the medical or physical evidence 
match suspect’s/victim’s/witness’ 

description of events? 
 

Is the victim taking medication that can 
cause a person to bruise easily? 

“It was an accident.” 
Does the medical or physical evidence 

match suspect’s/victim’s/witness’ 
description of events? 

“He has Alzheimer’s disease 
or he’s crazy 

Do the medical history and/or mental health 
experts support this assertion?  

 
What are your observations of 

victim/suspect/witness at different 
periods of time? 

“I was defending myself.” 

Is there a sign of a defensive injury? 

 

Who is the predominant (or primary) 
physical aggressor? 

Neglect 
“She has always lived like 

this, She’s not a good 
housekeeper.” 

Are there sufficient resources to provide for 
the victim’s needs? 
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“I’m doing the best I can. 
Taking care of him is very 

difficult.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“She refused to eat.” 

 

 

“I didn’t know how sick she 
was or what she needed.” 

Has the victim’s capacity or ability changed 
over time? 

Is there a caregiver? 

 

Do friends or family members support this 
statement? 

 

Does the victim have sufficient capacity to 
make informed decisions about care, 
including refusing to accept care, or 

treatment?  
 

Does the victim have a history of 
refusing help? 

 

Does the suspect have a duty to provide 
care? 

 

Has the caregiver been instructed on the 
victim’s condition, care needs and how 

to provide care? 

 

Does caregiver have any social training in 
providing care? 

 

Are the victim’s care needs obvious and 
would be apparent to the average 

person? 

 

What is the health history of the person’s 
condition? 

 

 

Is there a medical history indicating how 
often victim was taken to a doctor and 

what was told to the caregiver about the 
patient’s condition? 
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“I’m just doing what she (the 
victim) wants.” 

Do wills or advanced directives describing 
what the victim wants actually exist? 

Sexual 

“She wants to have sex with 
me.” Or “She likes 

watching pornographic 
movies with me.” 

(Suspect is trying to show 
consent.) 

If the victim has decisional capacity, what is 
the victim’s account of what happened?  

 

If the victim does not have decisional 
capacity or was incapacitated, the 

victim cannot consent. 

“She’s my wife/girlfriend.” 

If the victim has decisional capacity, what is 
the victim’s account of what happened?  

 

If the victim does not have decisional  
capacity, or was incapacitated the 

victim cannot consent. 

“I was just cleaning or bathing 
him. This is not sexual 

abuse.” 

What does a health care provider say about 
whether appropriate caregiving 
techniques were being used?  

“She came on to me.” 

If the victim has decisional capacity, what is 
the victim’s account of what happened?  

 

If the victim does not have decisional 
capacity or was incapacitated, the 

victim cannot consent. 

“We’re consenting adults.” 

If the victim has decisional capacity, what is 
the victim’s account of what happened?  

 

If the victim does not have decisional 
capacity or was incapacitated, the 

victim cannot consent. 

Sexual 
 “She acted like she liked it.” 

If the victim has decisional capacity, what is 
the victim’s account of what happened?  

 

If the victim does not have decisional 
capacity or was incapacitated, the 

victim cannot consent/  

3 of 7 



Module #8: 
Dynamics of Abusive Relationships                                                    PARTICIPANT MANUAL  

Version 2 Nov. 2021     32 
 

Financial 
Exploitation 

Loan 

What is the decisional capacity of lender?  

 

Is there written proof of the loan including 
the amount and period of loan and were 

other loans made?  

 

What are the terms of repayment and were 
any repayments made?  

Gift for self or children 

What is the decisional capacity of the 
donor?  

 

What is the value of the gift?  

 

What is relationship between donor & 
victim?  

 

Is there evidence of donor’s intent to make 
a gift?  

 

Why was a gift made? (Any promises or 
other inducements?) 

Services Provided 

What is the decisional capacity of the 
person seeking the services?  

 

What were the services; were they needed; 
how often were services provided; how 

well performed; were supplies 
provided?  

 

What is the value of services vs. amount 
paid for them?  

Permission 

What is the decisional capacity of the 
victim?  

 

Is there evidence of actual permission?  
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Were there promises or other inducements 
to get permission?  

 

Who benefited?  

 

How often was permission used?  

 

What is the value of items obtained?  

 

Did victim understand what permission was 
used to do?  

Financial 
Exploitation 

Quid Pro Quo (“She lets me 
live with her in exchange 
for helping with errands.” 

What is the decisional capacity of the 
victim?  

 

Are there any suspect misrepresentations?  

Favor (“She freely gave me 
use of her car as a favor 

to me.”) 

What is the decisional capacity of the 
victim?  

 

Who benefits from the favor; what did victim 
receive in return; is the benefit 

reasonable?  

 

How does it fit prior financial planning and 
actions of the victim?  

 

Did suspect receive payment to provide 
care?  

 

What is victim’s relationship to business or 
person? 

Lack of Knowledge (“But I do 
not know her PIN.”) 

What is the contrary evidence?  

 

Did the suspect have access to the 
information?  
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Were there other acts for same goal? (e.g. 
forged signature to get an ATM card in 

victim’s name) 

Legal authority 

What is the decisional capacity of the 
victim? 

 

Is there legal authority in writing?  

 

What does the legal authority cover and 
expressed or implied limitations?  

Victim is crazy 

Is there a medical opinion of victim’s mental 
health?  

 

Are there statements from friends and 
family about victims behavior prior to 

and after suspect came into life?  

 

Does the victim take any medications?  

 

What was the victim’s behavior around time 
of questioned events? Is this conduct 

consistent with earlier times?  

“I’m the real victim.” 

“We’re in love” 
“married/in a relationship”  

“We’re family”  

“She’s like a mother to me” 
Therefore, we share 

resources 

Who is benefitting financially?  

 

What is true nature of relationship?  

 

What are the cultural norms to consider?  

 

Does suspect have other relationships or 
marriage licenses?  

 

Does suspect have other income or debts?  

 

Are victim’s basic needs met?  
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Purchase made as part of 
care 

Is there evidence of purchase being used to 
provide care?  

 

Is there purchase necessary for care?  
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HANDOUT #05- POWER AND CONTROL WHEELS  
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