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What is abuse in later life? 
 
The National Clearinghouse on Abuse in Later Life defines abuse in later life as “the willful abuse, 
neglect, abandonment, or financial exploitation of an older adult who is age 50+ by someone in an 
ongoing, trust-based relationship (i.e., spouse, partner, family member, or caregiver) with the victim.”1 
Abuse in later life also includes sexual abuse of an older adult, regardless of the relationship between 
the survivor and the perpetrator.2 Abuse in later life involves a pattern of coercive behaviors used by the 
perpetrator to exert power and control over the survivor or to financially exploit the survivor.3 Abuse in 
later life overlaps with but is not synonymous with elder abuse and excludes self-neglect and abuse, 
neglect, abandonment or exploitation by an individual outside of an ongoing, trust-based relationship, 
and elder abuse absent power and control or greed. While abuse in later life includes adults aged 50-
and-older, elder abuse typically refers to adults either aged 60-and-older or 65-and-older.  
 

Did you know?1 
 

● More than 10% of community-residing older adults experience physical abuse, psychological 
abuse, sexual abuse, financial abuse or neglect at the hands of a trusted other annually in the 
United States.4 

● Older adults who require assistance with daily life activities are at increased risk of being 
emotionally abused or financially exploited compared to other older adults.5 

● Crimes against older adults are significantly underreported, with estimates between 1 in 14 and 1 
in 24 cases being reported.6  

● While people of all genders experience abuse in later life and elder abuse, most survivors are 
women.7,8  

● A plurality of elder abuse cases reported to authorities are reported by health care providers.9 
● An estimated 13.5% of older adults have suffered emotional abuse since the age of 60.10 
● Previous traumatic events, including experiencing domestic violence, increase the risk of 

experiencing emotional, sexual and financial abuse.11 
● Nonfatal assaults against adults aged 60-and-older has increased substantially in recent years.12 
● 57% of physical abuse, 87% of emotional/psychological abuse, 40% of sexual abuse and 13% of 

financial abuse against older adults are perpetrated by the victim’s intimate partner.13 
● Between 2014 and 2017, 6,188 people aged 60 and older were victims of homicide. Firearms 

were the most common means used to kill older adults, and 39% of firearm homicides of older 
adults were committed by intimate partners, compared to 12% of homicides committed by other 
means.14  

 

 

1 The statistics presented here include both statistics about abuse in later life and about elder abuse. 
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Why it matters 
 
Abuse in later life causes both physical and psychological harm. Older adult victims of abuse have 
shorter lifespans than their peers who do not experience violence.15 Psychological harms associated 
with abuse in later life include depression, anxiety, fear, loneliness, shame, embarrassment, loss of self-
esteem, hopelessness, powerlessness, and self-blame.16 Abuse in later life has a devastating impact on 
victims and can result in the loss of independence, health, quality of life, security, life savings, and 
dignity. 
 

How to help 

 

• Abuse of older adults is associated with low social support.17 Enhancing social support for older 
adults may prevent abuse. 

• Encourage local shelters and hotlines to specifically train staff to work with older victims and 
survivors. 

• Encourage social service agencies, hospitals, houses of worship, and other organizations to have 
domestic violence information and resources available and visibly displayed that are oriented to 
specific populations, including older adults. 

● Encourage shelters, social service agencies and hospitals to develop a referral list of 
organizations in the area that specialize in the intersection of domestic violence and older adults. 

• Ensure local health care professionals are properly screening older patients for domestic 
violence. 

• Educate staff at social service agencies and care facilities to recognize the sings of abuse and to 
respond appropriate. 
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