


Geriatric Delinquency
Senior Citizens Turning to Crime

If asked to describe the ““typical criminal,”
most people would probably respond with
one or more of the following adjectives —
young, poor, lower-class, under-educated,
under-privileged and/or unemployed. And, as
a brief look at our society’s prison population
might suggest, these adjectives are frequently
applicable to the majority of criminals. Yet,
in recent years, the U.S. criminal justice sys-
tem has increasingly been confronted with a
relatively little-studied, little-considered type
of offender — the delinquent senior citizen.

Although actual figures on the number of
crimes committed by elderly persons hardly
constitute what could be termed a “crime
wave,” statistics indicate that crime by the
nation’s elderly population is indeed becom-
ing a growing, and serious, problem. In fact,
the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s statistics
report that arrests of elderly people nation-
wide doubled between 1970 and 1980 (as the
incidence of crime falls off sharply at age 55,
many criminologists categorize anyone age 55
or older as “elderly”’). In Dade County, Flori-
da where 20 percent of the residents are age
65 or older, the problem is magnified: in a
single year, from 1980 to 1981, arrests among
the elderly increased 29 percent.

The most frequent charges against the elderly
are fairly minor, including petty theft, dis-
orderly conduct and liquor-law violations
(such as public drunkenness). Alarmingly,
however, the elderly are increasingly perpe-
trating more serious offenses. According to
the Federal Government’s Uniform Crime
Reports, arrests of elderly persons for such
crimes as murder, rape, robbery and larceny
rose 257 percent from 1964 to 1979, as
compared with 177 percent for the general
population. Current statistics estimate that
persons 55 or older commit approximately
400 murders, 3,000 sex crimes and 20,000
assaults annually. Although these figures

account for only a minute fraction of the
total number of such crimes committed by
the overall population, it is nonetheless
significant that such felonies now account for
30 percent of the total number of crimes
committed by the elderly, whereas in 1964
they constituted only 3.7 percent.

Unsurprisingly, perhaps, shoplifting is the
single most common charge against elderly
offenders. Vastly inflated prices of consumer
goods combined with greatly reduced in-
comes (often the elderly are solely dependent
on Social Security benefits) may impell some
resentful senior citizens to steal what they can
no longer afford. However, according to many
researchers, the popular ‘‘stealing-to-eat”
theory is a misconception. A sociologist in
Florida, for example, found that most of the
elderly shoplifters he had studied were
retired, white-collar homeowners of high
educational background, often with several
sources of income, including stocks and
bonds. He also found that the elderly fre-
quently steal luxury items, such as expensive
cheeses and steaks, rather than items neces-
sary for survival. And some thefts seem
totally senseless: in one case, an 82-year-old
woman was caught as she attempted to steal
contraceptives, and in another case, an
86-year-old man was apprehended as he
carried out several hair brushes (the man was
bald).

Clearly, the problem goes much deeper than
economic survival. One gerontologist de-
scribes the problem of elderly crime as an
“adjustment disorder” which in some re-
spects closely resembles that of juvenile de-
linquency. Most elderly citizens have gradual-
ly drifted out of the mainstream of society:
they often lack marketable skills or else have
been victims of ‘“mandatory retirement”
policies and therefore feel useless and alienat-
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ed in today’s world of utilitarian ethics. Addi-
tionally, many have suffered escalating losses
of loved ones and have simultaneously ex-
perienced rapidly decreasing physical health.
This perceived lack of belonging and purpose
combined with loneliness and despair can
often motivate an elderly person to commit
what society calls a crime but what is in fact
a desperate cry for attention.

Regardless of intentions or motivational
factors involved, delinquent senior citizens
who are apprehended and prosecuted create
special problems for the criminal justice
system. For those elderly convicts whose
serious offenses mandate a prison or jail
sentence, few facilities are adequately staffed
or equipped to provide the special food, care
and/or medical attention frequently required.
Additionally, many judges are reluctant to
impose upon an elderly person a prison or
jail sentence which would normally be ap-
propriate for a younger person convicted of
the same offense: for some elderly persons,
even a short sentence of even a few months
can end up being a life sentence.

Fortunately, as previously noted, most
elderly offenses are relatively minor, and the
overwhelming majority are committed by
first-time offenders (in Dade County, for
example, 90 per-cent of the elderly who are
arrested are first-time offenders). Particularly
in such cases, relative leniency in court is the
rule, and in some areas, special programs have
been specifically developed to handle them.

The Senior Intervention and Education Pro-
gram in Broward County, Florida is an ex-
cellent example of such an alternative course
for elderly offenders. In this program, first-
offense shoplifters can enter a plea of “no
contest” and agree to participate in three
months of counseling. During these three

months, the offenders are assigned to do
volunteer work for local hospitals and chari-
ties (such as the Red Cross or Salvation
Army). They also participate in group classes
which help them learn to deal with their prob-
lems and help get them involved in communi-
ty activities. If they successfully complete the
program, all charges are dropped, and they
are not only spared the embarrassment of a
public trial and a possible criminal record,
but they also realize that they can play
valuable and worthwhile roles in their com-
munities, despite their age.

Admittedly, crimes against the elderly are committed
much more often than crimes committed by the
elderly. However, in searching for solutions to our
nation’s crime epidemic, even the smallest aspects of
the problem should be considered. Although elderly
offenses constitute only a fraction of total crimes
committed, they are very likely to multiply in the
near future as America’s current 45 million citizens
age 55 or older increase to an expected 51 million
by 1990. An aralysis of the causes of elderly de-
linquency indicates that alienation and lack of posi-
tive incentives are at the root of the problem. There-
fore, community programs which actively instill a
sense of belonging and purpose in senior citizens
should be developed in order to redirect their ener-
gies from negative and destructive behavior to posi-
tive actions which would benefit the entire com-
munity.
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