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PREFACE

Although violence against and murder of older women is a widespread phenomenon across the world, it receives little targeted 
attention. The simple fact that women get older than men, and as a result must live alone longer, makes them more vulnerable 
to exploitation, fraud, robbery and even physical abuse. As such, the abuse and femicide of older women is one of the most 
widespread unpunished crimes, affecting women of all backgrounds, cultures and countries. In many societies, elderly widows are 
physically and mentally abused, robbed of their right to inherit their assets - eventually losing their societal status. Due to poor 
education and no independent income, they are financially insecure and dependent on their children or relatives.

FEMICIDE Volume VIII aims to analyse the ways in which women, over the age of 55, are psychologically and physically mistreated all 
around the globe, often resulting in death.

For this issue of FEMICIDE, we are extremely grateful to academic researchers Prof. Myrna Dawson, Prof. Janice Joseph, Garima 
Jain, Prof. Shalva Weil, Dr. Marie-Antoinette Sossou and Dr. Joseph Yogtiba, and the Prevalence study of violence and abuse 
against older women (AVOW) Team for their reports on the abuse and femicide of older women in Canada, African countries, 
India, Israel, Austria, Ghana, Belgium, Finland, Lithuania and Portugal, respectively. We would also like to express our gratitude 
to Feminicidio.net and Women’s Aid who have, again, provided us with reports covering Spain and the UK.

In May 2017, during the 26th Commission on Crime Prevention and Criminal Justice in Vienna, Austria, the ACUNS Femicide Team 
arranged a High Level and Side Event during the conference. Both events focused on data collection practices of femicides, with 
speakers from UN Agencies and Offices, Permanent Missions, NGOs and academic researchers. The events were well attended 
and filled with dynamic discussion. Moreover, the following resolution was adopted:

“The Commission on Crime Prevention and Criminal Justice … Also urges Member States to take measures to prevent, 
investigate, prosecute and punish acts of violence against women and girls, in particular gender-related killing, in 
accordance with national laws, and to act at all levels to end impunity for those responsible for committing such heinous crimes 
against women and girls;”

In Vienna, Austria, on November 24th, 2017, the International Day to Eliminate Violence Against Women, a symposium 
will take place to raise awareness about the violence against older women. The symposium is organised by the Academic Council on 
the United Nations System, Organization of the Families of Asia and the Pacific (OFAP), UNODC, NGO Committee on Ageing in 
Vienna, NGO CSW, Soroptomist International and the Permanent Missions of Argentina, Belarus, Costa Rica, Italy, 
Norway, Slovenia and Spain to the International Organizations in Vienna.

The symposium will bring together stakeholders, such as international organisations, Member States, academia, civil society, 
including women’s organisations, to highlight the extreme violence against older women and stress the political and social 
responsibilities to combat these criminal acts. The key objectives will be to identify and discuss the extreme forms of violence 
against older women throughout the world with a focus on the most common kind of crimes and regional differences; the role of 
criminal justice in curbing impunity; and recommended programmes of action for national governments, international 
organisations, and civil society.

Extreme violence against the older woman is a global issue, which occurs in different forms in different regions. We hope that 
FEMICIDE VIII helps to underline the urgency of the vulnerable situation of the older woman and results in substantial changes 
in policy and attitudes.
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FACT FILE: VIOLENCE AGAINST OLDER WOMEN
Age International

A study on intimate partner violence against older women found that the older the woman is, the harder it is to cope and engage in 
help-seeking behaviour.1  Furthermore, a 2013 meta-study showed that only 17% of sexual violence studies worldwide took 
women aged over 49 into account.2  Only 17% of 133 countries reported any survey data on elder abuse in 2014. Only 34% of 
countries have services in place that can investigate cases of elder abuse and only 59% have laws to prevent elder abuse.3 

A Worldwide Issue

In Mozambique, 62% of older women surveyed had experienced some form of abuse in the past six months (2011). This broke down 
to: economic abuse (47%), emotional and psychological abuse (37%), witchcraft accusations (21%), physical abuse (11%) and sexual 
abuse (5%). Only 3 out of 10 older women officially reported such cases.4 2,585 older women were killed in Tanzania in 2009 after 
being accused of being a witch. In the Mwanza region alone, 698 older women were killed; that is two killings every two to three 
days.5 

According to an EU Prevalence Study in 2011, 28.1% of older women in Finland, Austria, Belgium, Lithuania and Portugal, 
experienced some kind of violence or abuse in 2011. In most cases perpetrators were partners/spouses: however, older women were 
also abused by their adult children or children-in-law. 3.1% of woman also experienced sexual violence.6 

83% of women surveyed in Peru, reported experiencing at least one form of violence or abuse since the age of 50. In Mozambique 
this was 75%, and in Kyrgyzstan it was 39%.7 

14% of older women surveyed in Moldova, in 2016, had been humiliated or threatened.  10% had been victims of financial abuse 
and 4.5% had been subjected to physical violence.8 

Older women in Thailand are 5 times more likely than older men to have been abused by family members.9 

A 2010 study in the Democratic Republic of Congo showed that 15% of people seeking help after experiencing sexual violence were 
aged 55 and over. Women over 49 experienced rates of sexual violence on par with the rest of the population, despite 
representing less than 10% of the overall population. 10

The Inadequate Global Response

Of 131 government reports on violence against women, only 13 recognised that older women were also at risk of violence.11 A 
2013 UN report highlighted the fact that domestic violence legislation does not, in general, specifically include older women.12 
Many countries have no domestic violence legislation at all (for example Kenya, Tunisia, Myanmar and the Russian 
Federation). Those that do, often exclude economic violence - a form of violence that women are often subjected to in older age.13 

Original text: https://www.ageinternational.org.uk/policy-and-research/gender-inequality/violence-against-older-women-factfile/

1 Nagele B et al, Intimate Partner Violence Against Older Women, 2010, page 62-63
2 WHO,  Global and Regional Estimates of Violence against Women, 2013, page 16
3 WHO, UNODC, UNDP , Global Status Report on Violence Prevention 2014
4 Machafa S, Violence and violation of rights against older women, HelpAge International, December 2011
5 Data from police reports, February 2009, extracted from the media by the Legal Human Rights Centre, Tanzania
6 Daphne III AVOW study quoted in UNDESA, Neglect, Abuse and Violence Against Older Women, 2013, page 12
7 HelpAge International, Developing an indicator-based framework for monitoring older people’s human rights: panel, survey and key 
findings for Peru, Mozambique and Kyrgyzstan, 2012
8 HelpAge International, Breaking the silence: Elder abuse in the Republic of Moldova, 2016
9 Chompund, M, Charoenyooth, C, &Palmer, MH, “Prevalence, associated factors and predictors of elder abuse in Thailand”, Pacific Rim 
International Journal of Nursing Research, 14(1), pages 283-296
10 “Now the World Is Without Me”: An investigation of sexual violence in Eastern Democratic Republic of Congo, A Report by the Harvard 
Humanitarian Initiative With Support from Oxfam America, April 2010
11 E/CN.6/2015/NGO/258 
12 Neglect, Abuse and Violence against Older Women, UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2013
13 The World Bank’s Women, Business and the Law online database.
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1.7 ABUSE AND VIOLENCE AGAINST OLDER WOMEN LIVING IN THE COMMUNITY: A 
SYNOPSIS OF RESULTS FROM THE MULTI-NATIONAL AVOW STUDY
Gert Lang, Austrian Health Promotion Foundation, Gesundheit Österreich GmbH, Vienna/Austria

Bridget Penhale, School of Health Sciences, University of East Anglia, Norwich/UK

Liesbeth De Donder, Department of Educational Sciences, Vrije Universiteit Brussel, Brussels/Belgium

José Ferreira Alves, School of Psychology, University of Minho, Braga/Portugal

Ilona Tamutiene, Sociology Department, Vytautas Magnus University, Kaunas/Lithuania

Minna-Liisa Luoma, Ageing, Disability and Functioning unit, National Institute
for Health and Welfare, Helsinki/Finland

Introduction

Elder abuse is a violation of human rights; abuse of 
older people is recognised as a global problem and is 
accepted as a complex phenomenon.  For instance, a 
differentiation between personal and structural abuse 
and distinction of the social context in which 
abuse takes place is necessary (e.g. in public, in 
institutions or in private households). The Toronto 
declaration of the WHO defines elder abuse as “a 
single or repeated act, or lack of appropriate action, 
occurring within any relationship where there is an 
expectation of trust which causes harm or distress to an 
older person.” 

Abuse has many facets whereby abuse is 
categorised as several types: physical (intent to 
cause pain/injury), psychological/emotional 
(anguish or distress, verbal/non-verbal), sexual 
(non-consensual sexual contact of any kind), 
financial/material abuse (illegal/improper use of funds, 
property or assets), and neglect (refusal/failure by 
those responsible to provide essential daily living 
assistance and/or support) , sometimes violation of 
personal civil or human rights (e.g. violation of 
privacy, right to autonomy, freedom) is included. 
Abusive behaviour by the perpetrator can be 
intentional or unintentional. Further, elder abuse 
can vary in severity taking into account the 
combination of intensity (frequency) and density 
(number of behavioural acts).

Abuse against older people is a taboo topic and 
insufficiently noticed, despite generally 
acknowledged social change, which is linked to far-
reaching and profound societal changes, such as the 
age structure and feminisation of age (e.g. growing 
population of older women living at home). This 
background is relevant for elder abuse because functional 
impairments and cognitive complaints increase with 
age. Coincidently, the importance 

of additional situations such as dependence on 
social contacts and networks increases with health 
restrictions. The living conditions of older people can 
be characterised by marginalisation. With increasing 
dependencies, older women in particular are at risk 
of being exposed to external compulsion in their 
social relations, which in extreme cases can lead 
to violence and abuse.

Although there are primary studies, literature 
reviews and meta-analyses available using samples of 
older women, only some of them have the focus 
on violence. Therefore the objective of the present 
paper is to contribute to the dissemination of knowledge 
and awareness about domestic abuse and violence 
against older women living in the community. In 
order to obtain the most comprehensive picture, at 
least three elements are required: first, the primary 
concern is the prevalence and establishing patterns of 
the phenomenon. Second, the determinants or risk 
factors of abuse should be tracked and third, some of 
the effects and consequences of abuse should be 
investigated.

Since these elements can be best explored 
by experiences among community-dwelling older 
women, the following research questions were 
addressed by a multi-national study:

1. What is the prevalence and what are the patterns
of abuse for older women living in the community?
2. What are the most common risk factors of
domestic abuse in older women?

Figure	1:	Determinants	and	consequences	of	domestic	abuse	against	older	women		

Determinants	(risk	factors)	 Abuse	(patterns)	 Consequences/effects	

⎯ individual
⎯ social/community	
⎯ country

⎯ prevalence	
⎯ forms/types
⎯ severity	

⎯ experiencing	
⎯ acting



3. What are the consequences and effects of abuse for these
women?

With regard to prevalence and patterns of abuse, particular 
attention was paid to different types and severity levels 
of abuse. As far as the risk factors are concerned, 
possible determinants can be viewed at different 
levels (individual, social/community, country). 
Consequences of abuse are differentiated under 
aspects of behavioural actions and psychological processes.

Methods

Measures 
The EU-funded prevalence study Abuse and Violence 
against Older Women (AVOW) was based on the above-
mentioned conceptual distinctions. A survey instrument was 
developed, adapted from the literature. Abuse types were 
operationalised with 34 questions, each asking how often abusive 
acts against an older women were committed by someone close 
to the individual in the last 12 months. Respondents could self-
report on a four-point frequency scale.

Additionally, for the description of the 
consequences of domestic abuse, emotional 
consequences (e.g. tension, anger or hatred) of the most 
serious incident and an instrument measuring subjective quality 
of life were included. Moreover, help seeking behaviour 
(formal or informal) or reasons for not reporting the 
incident were added. Finally, background factors were 
included, e.g. individual age, educational attainment, 
health status, coping styles, social/family status, leisure 
time activities, living area and country.

Data collection 
The study was undertaken in five European countries 
during 2010, based on random sampling. In total, 
N=2,880 older community-dwelling women from 
Austria, Belgium, Finland, Lithuania, and Portugal 
answered the questions; from n=436 to n=687 per 
country.

Population sample
The target population comprised women aged 60 years 
or older (mean age=74.4, median=70.0, SD=8.2). Half of 
the respondents were married or cohabiting (50.5%), one 
third were widowed (31.8%), and 17.7% were single or 
divorced. 45.4% 

of respondents reported less than nine years, and 54.7% 
had 10 or more years of completed education.

Results

In this section, the main results of the AVOW study in 
relation to the research questions is reported. For more 
details, reference to original articles will be made.

Prevalence and patterns
A total of 30.1% of older women aged 60 years or older 
reported they had experienced at least one kind of abuse 
in the previous 12 months by someone who was close to 
them. Regarding different types of elder abuse, overall, 
emotional abuse was reported most frequently (25.3%). 
9.2% of older women reported financial abuse, 6.5% 
violation of personal rights, 5.5% neglect, 3.3% sexual 
and 2.6% physical abuse.

In terms of severity, 7.4% experienced level 1 abuse 
(single indicator/type, seldom), 16.1% reported level 
2 (single incident/type, (very) often or multiple indicator/
types, seldom), and 6.5% of older women faced the most 
serious level of abuse (multiple indicator/types, each 
at least monthly) which represents the most 
vulnerable group of older women.
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41.4% of older women who reported experience of 
abuse indicated that their current partner or 
spouse was the perpetrator. In 27.7% of cases, 
the perpetrator was identified as a child (or child-in-
law). In 16.5%, the perpetrator(s) were other 
relatives, in 13.9% other people well known to the 
woman and in 3.8% of cases abuse was initiated by a 
paid home help or caregiver.

Risk factors
Analysis of risk factors revealed that there were 
determinants at individual and social/community levels 
that were significantly associated with abuse and greater 
severity of abuse against older women. The following 
older women had a higher risk of most severe abuse 
(level 3): married women with poor physical and 
mental health who adopted a behavioural 
disengagement coping strategy to solve problems, 
lonely women, and those who managed poorly 
with their household income. These older women 
had a risk for high abuse (level 2): the younger old 
(60-69 years), married women, women with poor 
mental health who adopted a behavioural 
disengagement coping strategy, and lonely 
women. In contrast, low abuse (level 1) barely 
differentiated individuals from older women who were 
not abused at all.

Additional correlations appeared between 
country-level factors and severity of abuse, albeit 
weakly. Higher levels of abuse of older women were 
significantly (p<0.05) related with a lower education 
level for older people in a country (Spearman 
r=0.129), a higher old age dependency ratio (r=0.126), 
higher gender inequality (r=0.084), and higher 
population density of a country (r=0.104). Socio-
economic parameters such as GDP per capita, risk of 
poverty, and social protection expenditures were 
not significantly related.

Consequences and effects
Just under half (45.7%) of the older victims had 
spoken with someone else about the most serious 
incident of abuse in the past twelve months, but of 
those who did so this was more often to their informal 
network (e.g. 15.0% to family, 12.5% to friends) than 
to formal institutions (e.g. 7.7% to a medical doctor/
nurse/priest, 6.1% to counselling/police/lawyer). This 
reporting behaviour varied for types of abuse, e.g. 
63.2% reported if physical abuse, 54.2% if a 
personal rights violation happened. Moreover, 
reporting frequency differed significantly according to the 
severity of abuse. The reporting took place at 22.1% for 
level 1, 47.1% for level 2 and 55.8% for level 3 abuse. 
Almost half (47.7%) said that the support received 
following reporting was helpful.  On average, 
however, the majority (54.3%) of older abused 
women did not talk about the incident and reasons 
for not reporting varied by type and severity of 
abuse.

Irrespective of whether the incident was reported or not, 
abuse indicated many emotional implications for victims 
like tension, anger/hatred, feelings of powerlessness, 
sleeping difficulties/nightmares, depressive feelings, 
fear, concentration difficulties, shame, difficulties in 
relationships with others or guilt. In all of these 
consequences, again, there were significant and quite 
considerable differences depending on the types of abuse – 
particularly in the case of sleeping problems, difficulty 
concentrating, feelings of shame – as well as for severity 
of abuse.

Domestic abuse against older women also resulted in 
significantly lower quality of life compared to those 
not abused. Negative effects were greater in cases of 
neglect, physical or financial abuse, violation of 
personal rights, and sexual abuse. In addition, 
quality of life decreased significantly  and gradually 
higher levels of abuse severity.
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Conclusions

This multi-national study revealed a self-
reported prevalence rate of abuse against older 
community-dwelling older women of 30.1%. When 
distinguishing between different types and levels of 
abuse, a complex pattern and more nuanced picture 
appeared. The results call for an in-depth 
understanding of abuse against older women.

Particularly, it showed details of the most 
vulnerable group of older women with the highest 
potential risk of abuse. The level of severity of elder abuse 
is clearly associated with individual, social/community 
and country-level factors. This supports the hypothesis 
that structural inequalities increase the risk of abuse 
among older women. Because elder abuse occurs 
within a social context (family, local networks), not only 
individual determinants of elder abuse need to be 
included in considerations.

As one important consequence, elder abuse is 
clearly associated with many emotional burdens and 
lower quality of life for victims. There is not only 
differentiation by types of abuse (e.g. physical abuse, 
neglect) but quality of life also decreases gradually with 
increased severity level of abuse. Particular attention 
should be given to the issue of lack of reporting or 
talking about abusive incidents by victims. Raising 
awareness that elder abuse is neither trivial nor “normal” 
is a major recommendation.

The study indicates that older women need to be 
considered as a heterogeneous group with different 
needs. Standardised initiatives to counter elder abuse will 
likely not succeed. According to this nuanced picture, 
different interventions by various actors, at different stages 
and action contexts need to be developed to prevent and 
combat elder abuse. Comprehensive and multi-faceted 
efforts should address the complicated and multiple layers of 
the phenomenon in order to find appropriate solutions to 
this complex social and public health problem, by 
integrating health promotion, risk prevention and 
public health strategies.
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