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Estimates of Intimate Abuse of the Elderly

The underreporting of intimate abuse of the elderly makes it difficult to estimate 
prevalence. These incidents are not likely to be reported for a variety of reasons, includ-
ing, as we saw in the opening case history, lack of understanding of the abuse as a 
crime, especially if it is perpetrated by an intimate partner or a family member, as well 
as emotional commitment to the perpetrator, shame, fear of retaliation, and physical or 
financial dependency on the perpetrator (Paranjape, Corbie-Smith, Thompson, & 
Kaslow, 2009; Zink, Regan, Jacobson, & Pabst, 2003).

Despite the difficulty of accurately measuring intimate violence against the elderly, 
several nationally representative studies have produced what may be considered “best 
estimates.” The most comprehensive study of elder abuse to date is the National Elder 
Mistreatment Study, which was conducted in 2009 and included a nationally represen-
tative sample of 5,777 elderly respondents, aged 60–97 (Acierno et  al., 2010). This 
study found that about 1 in 10 (11.4%) respondents had experienced physical, emo-
tional, or sexual abuse, or neglect in the year preceding the survey. Despite this dis-
turbingly high rate, however, relatively few of these incidents were reported to police 
or other authorities: approximately 31 percent of physical abuse incidents, 16 percent 
of sexual abuse incidents, and 7.9 percent of emotional abuse incidents were reported 
to authorities by respondents to this survey. Other studies show even lower reporting 
rates (see, for example, Pillemer & Finkelhor, 1988).

Risk Factors Associated With  
Intimate Abuse of the Elderly

Women are at greater risk of intimate elder abuse simply by virtue of having a longer 
average life expectancy than men; in 2014, there were 79 men aged 65 and older for 
every 100 women in this age group (Population Reference Bureau, 2015). Although 
this ratio is expected to narrow over the next few decades as men’s life expectancy 
improves, the current sex ratio means that there are more potential elderly female 
victims of intimate violence than male elderly victims.

Age 2012 2020 2030 2040 2050

Under 18 years 23.5 22.8 22.4 21.7 21.5

18–64 years 62.8 60.4 57.3 57.3 57.6

65 years and over 13.7 16.8 20.3 21.0 20.9

Table 10.3 � Percentage Distribution and Projections of the U.S. Population by Age,  
2012–2050

SOURCE: Ortman, Velkoff, & Hogan, 2014.


