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Background: Personal assistance, typically provided in the home by a paid worker, has been the subject of media that has reported theft, physical neglect, and harm inflected upon people with disabilities by their attendants.
Research questions: How often are consumers exploited by attendants? Are specific consumer behaviors associated with exploitation?

Purpose and anticipated benefits: To learn more about reports about personal assistant abuse and neglect, this project sought to evaluate the magnitude of problem and examine the relationship of factors that might increase the likelihood of assistant exploitation.

Who: Gary Ulicny with the assistance of researchers Glen White, Barbara Bradford, and Mark Mathews (all with the Research and Training Center on Independent Living at the University of Kansas) along with Dale Polton, skill and advocacy coordinator of the Southeastern Minnesota Center for Independent Living, sent 150 consumers surveys, and 91 people with disabilities who had personal assistants mailed back responses.
When: 1990
Method: From a list of 156 centers for independent living, the researchers contacted 15 randomly selected centers. The telephone survey had both open-ended questions and forced-answer questions (for instance, how many attendants do you use?) that 91 consumers answered. Consumers were asked how many times they had been exploited by assistants and their responses to that exploitation. They also were asked whether they let assistants engage in any of these behaviors related to theft: 

· Buying drugs and medications 

· Bringing friends to your home 

· Having a key to your vehicle 

· Writing checks 

· Borrowing vehicle for personal use 

· Charging items to your credit card 

· Opening your mail when you are not around 

· Using your cash to go shopping 

· Having a key to your home 

Results: Forty percent of respondents reported that an assistant had stolen from them. Items most stolen were money, jewelry, forged checks, prescription medications, televisions or stereos, and clothes. Nine consumers said they were physically abused by the assistant; each one of these respondents also reported theft. Of those who said they were exploited, 33% said the assistant acted suspiciously (for instance, sneaky or abusing drugs or alcohol) before the abusive act.


Twenty-five percent of the exploited consumers said they refused to confront the assistant because they were afraid the assistant would harm them; 19% overlooked the incident(s) because they did not want to find a new attendant. Most consumers had employed an assistant five years or less. Data suggested that the longer an assistant was employed, the more chance for exploitation. Payment method, number of attendants, assistant living arrangement, and other factors did not associate with incidence of exploitation.


To avoid theft, consumers mentioned keeping valuables locked or on their own person, throughout applicant screening, medication and bank account monitoring, and more attention paid to assistants. Consumers also said they should sign their own checks and have groceries and prescriptions delivered.
Conclusion: Of these results, the most disturbing was that consumers remain in abusive situations fearing assistant retribution or were reluctant to hire a new employee.
Also, survey results showed that consumer demographics appeared to have little relationship to exploitation. Also, there wasn’t any evidence that exploitation increased drastically with:

· Multiple attendants

· Residence in one’s own home

· Payment from own funds

· Attendant residence on premises

· Consumer behavior
Recommendation: Consumer training in assistant supervision and substance abuse detection in assistants may solve exploitation problems.
Products: Ulicny, G. R., White, G. W., Bradford, B., & Mathews, R. M. (1990). Consumer exploitation by attendants: How often does it happen and can anything be done about it? Rehabilitation Counseling Bulletin 33(3), 241-246.
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