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KEY DEFINITIONS 
¶ There is no global consensus on when ñold ageò begins, in large part because the perception of 

aging varies by individual, community, and societal contexts.1 Women (and men) are considered 

ñoldò when they experience treatment from society that differentiates them as older. Borrowing 

from the social definition of disability, this brief advances a definition of age that recognizes its 

social construction in place of chronological age.2 This is because the global population reaches 

ñold ageò at considerably different rates. For example, women in Somalia have the worldôs 

shortest average lifespan, 56 years, compared with women in Spain, who are considered to have 

the longest average lifespan at 86 years.3 

¶ Ageism is the systemic stereotyping of and discrimination against people because they are 

considered old.4 The social construction of old age is reinforced by ageism, which can further 

inhibit the realization of equality for older women.  

¶ Violence against older persons in general has been addressed through the frame of elder abuse. 

The World Health Organization (WHO) defines elder abuse as harm to an older person aged 60-

plus through any single or repeated actðphysical, psychological, sexual, emotional, or financialð

including neglect and abandonment.5 This definition of abuse lacks a specific gender lens and 

excludes women who are beyond reproductive age but not yet considered ñoldò in their cultural 

context.  

¶ This brief addresses older age as a risk factor for gender-motivated violence by providing 

attention to women survivors aged 50 and older, looking at this specific age group due to the 

paucity of global data collection on women after the age of 49. In line with the WHO, we define 

ñviolence against older womenò as ñany act of gender-based violence that results in, or is likely to 

result in, physical, sexual or mental harm or sufferingò to women aged 50 and older ñincluding 

threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or in 

private life."6 This can also include financial abuse, exploitation or deprivation of resources, 

neglect, and abandonment. For more details on these key definitions, see the glossary.  

KEY POINTS 
¶ Women aged 50 and above represent nearly one-quarter (23.6%) of women around the world.7  

¶ Globally, the number of people aged 60 and above is expected to reach 1.4 billion in 2030 and 2 

billion in 2050; the majority of the older population will continue to be women living in low- and 

òDiscriminatory laws and practices against older women in all spheres of their political, 
economic, social and family lives fuel violence and abuse.ó 

 Source: United Nations General Assembly. (2013). Follow-up to the International Year of Older 
Persons: Second World Assembly on Ageing: Report of the Secretary General (A/68/167).  

 
 

https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N13/402/51/PDF/N1340251.pdf?OpenElement
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N13/402/51/PDF/N1340251.pdf?OpenElement
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middle-income countries8 and outnumbering men as they age. In 2015, women accounted for 

54% of the global population aged 60 years or more and 61% of the global population aged 80 

years or more.9  

¶ Global development discourse and action on gender equality and womenôs empowerment have 

centered on women and girls of reproductive age, mostly due to the fact that globally comparable 

data sets, as modeled by the Demographic Health Surveys, collect data only from women of 

reproductive age (that is, 15 to 49).10 As a result, older women (aged 50 and above) have not 

typically been considered in the critical dialogue that informs development programs and 

investments, as well as the benefits that are derived from them. This includes actions aimed at 

reducing violence against women and girls (VAWG).11  

¶ The systematic exclusion of older women within advocacy for the rights of women and girls is 

starting to change. Most recently, the mandate of the United Nations Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs) to ñleave no one behindò shows promise in expanding data collection on older 

women regarding VAWG. Moving beyond the age-limited sampling of the Demographic Health 

Surveys and similar models, SDG 5 indicators on VAWG are on track to measure the prevalence 

of intimate partner violence (IPV) and non-partner sexual violence among those aged 15 and 

older, thus continuing to measure experiences of violence for women beyond the age of 49.12  

¶ Globally, older women experience discrimination that jointly stems from strict gender norms and 

culturally embedded values that place a premium on youth and womenôs role as child-bearersðin 

some cases, making harmful assumptions that older women are ñuselessò once they are past 

reproductive age. This creates a specific type of vulnerability to violence driven by ageism, as well 

as sexism.13  

¶ Health status, disability, care dependency, and HIV status are also characteristics that can 

intersect with age- and gender-related identities and thus influence oneôs experiences, social 

expectations, and societal roles.14 Intersectionality is specific to each context; however, in many 

societies, this intersection can increase older womenôs disadvantage and vulnerability to violence.  

¶ Overt, widespread, and frequently hostile discrimination and social exclusion are forms of 

structural violence. These rights violations limit older womenôs ability to meet their basic needs 

and access services, which places them at risk for other acts of violence.  

¶ Violence against older women not only hurts these women, but also undermines their ability to 

contribute to their families and communities. 

òOlder women face greater risk of physical and psychological abuse due to discriminatory 

societal attitudes and the non-realization of the human rights of women. Some harmful 

traditional and customary practices result in abuse and violence directed at older women, 

often exacerbated by poverty and lack of access to legal protection.ó 

Source: United Nations. (2002). Political Declaration and Madrid International Plan of Action 

on Ageing, Paragraph 38. New York: Author. 

 

http://www.un.org/en/events/pastevents/pdfs/Madrid_plan.pdf
http://www.un.org/en/events/pastevents/pdfs/Madrid_plan.pdf
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CAUSES, TYPES, AND CONSEQUENCES OF VIOLENCE 
AGAINST OLDER WOMEN 

Gender Inequality and Ageism 

The Beijing Declaration underscored the reality that across the globe, womenôs full and equal 

participation in society is prevented and their opportunities are restricted ñby discriminatory attitudes, 

unjust social and economic structures, and a lack of resourcesò throughout their entire lifespan.15 Older 

age adds another layer of discrimination and deprivation. Combined, age and gender discrimination can 

lead to a lifetime of greater likelihood of poverty, limited access to protective resources, and heightened 

risk of violence and abuse.16 Older women are not only confronted with negative views of aging 

(ageism) that are exacerbated by sexist social norms, but also often suffer from a lower standard of 

living in old age resulting from diminished opportunities for economic security and education throughout 

their lifespan on account of their gender.  

¶ For example, in many countries, older womenðwho were as girls denied the opportunity to 

complete secondary schoolðhave lower levels of education than older men.17 In low- and middle-

income countries, nearly twice the proportion of women aged 65-plus are illiterate compared with 

men of the same age group (58% compared to 34%).18  

¶ For many older women, poor health and disability is another manifestation of gender disparity 

across the lifespan. Research on the social determinants of health shows that health status in 

later life is linked to the conditions and activity of an individual throughout the lifespan; in countries 

or cultures in which families heavily favor male children, girls may have lesser access to adequate 

food and nutrition in their developmental years, increasing the risk of disease in old age.19  

¶ Further, complications during pregnancy and childbirth remain a leading cause of death and 

disability among women in many countries. According to the World Bank, 15 to 50 million women 

per year are injured or seriously disabled during childbirth, suffering from conditions such as 

severe anemia, incontinence, damage to the reproductive organs or nervous system, chronic 

pain, and infertility.20 These conditions can worsen in later life, leading to greater dependence, 

lower quality of life, and increased marginalization and vulnerability. 

Older Women and Economic Deprivation 

In both developed and developing countries, older women are more likely than their male counterparts 

to be poor.21 Living in poverty augments older womenôs vulnerability to violence, limiting their ability to 

leave an abusive partner or household due to limited economic independence. 

¶ The majority (80%) of the worldôs older people do not have access to any form of pension. Where 

access does exist, older women are systematically excluded from non-contributory programs. 

Though countries with social pension/social security schemes can provide a degree of economic 

security in later life, older women may have little or no material assets independent from these 
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subsistence programs, relying heavily on government assistance.22 In many countries, the 

survivors benefits paid through a husbandôs contributory pension benefits are the sole sources of 

income for older women.23 Further, as women generally live longer than men, they must stretch 

their lower benefits over a longer lifespan.  

¶ When women are expected to assume unpaid caregiving responsibilities for children and other 

family members, they are often prevented from building any savings for later life through 

employer- or government-based contributory pension schemes.24 For example, in Western 

Europe, fewer older women than older men receive a pension (87% of women compared with 

99% of men).25 In Latin America, the gap is similar, with 53% of women and 62% of men receiving 

pensions.26 

¶ When women are engaged in formal paid employment, they usually face discriminatory practices 

and attitudes that impact economic security in later life by reducing wages earned or pensions 

accrued over a lifetimeðunequal pay for equal work, for example, or differential retirement ages 

than men. For example, women in China are required to retire from the workforce 10 years earlier 

than men.27  

¶ Access to land is one of the fundamental economic, social, and cultural rights protected under 

various international treaties and national constitutions, yet women own only 1 to 2% of all land 

worldwide. Deprivation of land rights is increasingly being categorized and addressed as a form of 

economic violence, given the critical link between financial stability and land ownership. In largely 

agrarian developing countries, widows (often older women) can be denied equal land and 

inheritance rights following their husbandôs death. Communities in certain regions use violence, 

threats, and intimidation to drive them away from their property under accusations of 

witchcraft.28,29 

Restricted Access to Health Services 

In addition to the economic disadvantages older women often grapple with, there is significant evidence 

that older age impacts womenôs health-seeking behavior and access to services, which in turn furthers 

the cycle of violence. In part based on the focus on women of reproductive age, the sexual health of 

older women is often ignored, marginalized, and stigmatized, impeding access to preventive services 

and care for interpersonal violence and sexually transmitted infections, including HIV. While many 

primary care providers avoid talking to their patients about sexual health (due to a range of reasons 

such as time constraints, lack of resources, training, or perceived ability),30 they are even less likely to 

inquire about the sexual activity of older patients.31  

¶ The Global Study of Sexual Attitudes and Behaviors surveyed 27,500 men and women aged 40 

to 80 and found that only 9% had been asked about their sexual health by a provider in the past 

three years, even though 49% of women had reported at least one sexual problem (including, but 

not limited to, lack of desire, inability to climax, lack of lubrication, and physical pain during 

intercourse) in the past 12 months and 41% of women responded that they believed providers 

should spontaneously ask about sexual problems as a part of routine care.32 This lack of 
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communication is problematic since it is known that sexual problems can negatively impact a 

personôs quality of life.33  

¶ A report by the Joint United Nations Program on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS) emphasizes that ñhealth 

communication and health services are not geared towards people aged 50 and older living with 

HIVò and that ñclinicians are less likely to be trained on the specific needs of people 50 and older 

living with HIV.ò34 Studies in the United States show that older women are uniquely at risk of not 

knowing whether they have HIV, as they are extremely unlikely to ask for an HIV test without first 

being prompted by a provider.35 Given the increasing degree to which successful GBV 

interventions are combined with programming for HIV testing, services, and care, it is concerning 

that older women are excluded from most of these settings.36  

¶ Interventions for VAWG in community health settings that are combined with reproductive health 

services generally exclude women past childbearing age who do not seek out sexual health care.  

Interpersonal Violence 

Violence against older women is widespread yet mostly hidden. It occurs in multiple, often-intersecting 

forms by varying perpetrators, including intimate partners or spouses, family members, caregivers (both 

in and outside of institutional settings), or members of their community. Reliable, comprehensive 

prevalence data are lacking.  

¶ Violence against older women includes physical, sexual, and psychological violence, verbal 

abuse, financial exploitation (including economic coercion), and neglect. For more information, 

please visit the Terminology section of our website.  

¶ It is important to note that older women can be subject to all of these forms of violence throughout 

their lives, though some types of abuse are even more likely to occur in older age. For example, a 

perpetrator might exploit an older womanôs vulnerability in terms of physical ability, social status, 

availability of financial resources, or all of the above. In addition to the terms explored on our 

website, older women can also experience:37   

o Psychological/emotional abuse through denial of access to sacred sites or participation in 

faith activities, most salient in cultures in which spiritual and religious traditions are strong; 

o Financial exploitation or economic abuse through the illegal or improper use of their money, 

property, or assets, including the use of threats, intimidation, and/or force to take control of 

their resources; and 

o Neglect, including desertion or abandonment, or intentional failure by a caregiver to provide 

essential support such as food, clothing, shelter, and health and medical care.38  

¶ One of the few prevalence studies to focus on violence and abuse against women aged 60 and 

above was conducted in five European Union countries. It found that 28% of older women 

reported experiencing some form of abuse in the previous year (neglect, emotional, financial, 

http://www.vawgresourceguide.org/terminolgy
http://www.vawgresourceguide.org/terminolgy
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physical, sexual, and/or ñviolation of rightsò). Emotional abuse was the highest-reported category, 

with 24% prevalence of this type of abuse in the home in the previous 12 months.39 

¶ For all forms of abuse (with the exception of neglect), a spouse or intimate partner was the most 

commonly named perpetrator. This underscores the fact that IPV remains a problem for women 

across the lifespan.40 

¶ Research from the United States indicates that women remain at a fairly constant risk for IPV 

regardless of age when measures of abuse are included such as ñautonomy-limiting behaviorò 

and ñpsychological vulnerability.ò41 

o Aging is not a defense against sexual violence, and these crimes are significantly 

underreported to law enforcement. Data from the United States show non-partner sexual 

assaults committed against adults aged 65 and older are reported 15.5% less frequently 

than sexual assaults committed against individuals between 25 and 49.42 

¶ Research on violence and abuse against older women remains predominantly concentrated in 

developed countries.43 For example, in a 2013 WHO study on violence against women globally, 

women aged 50 and above comprised less than 6% of the sample; less than 1% of women aged 

50 and above included in the survey came from low- and middle-income countries.44  

¶ In addition to IPV and non-partner sexual violence, older women can be subjected to harmful 

practices that vary by regional and local contexts. These include practices of widow burning,45 

wife inheritance,46 and forms of violence and stigma related to accusations of witchcraft.47  

Additional Risk Factors for Violence 

Data on violence against older women in vulnerable settings or from marginalized populations is very 

limited; however, several studies, complemented by observations from development practitioners 

working with older populations, have identified factors that can magnify older womenôs risk for violence 

and abuse. 

¶ Isolation. Older women who are isolated from friends, family, and community have a threefold 

risk of exploitation and limited to no access to services or support in the event they experience 

violence or abuse.48 Living alone, particularly when coupled with poor health or mobility 

challenges, increases the risk of isolation and creates barriers for older women to access social 

services. Worldwide, almost half of older women live alone due to being widowed, divorced, or 

never married.49  

¶ Cognitive decline and dementia. Of all people with dementiaðmost of whom are womenð

about half experience some form of abuse.50 Older women with dementia are especially 

vulnerable, as it may prevent them from seeking help for abuse or cause the recipients of reports 

to question their veracity. Globally, the rate of people with dementia being abused by their 

caregivers is high, ranging from prevalence of 34% to 62%.51 In regions where belief in witchcraft 

is strong, older women with cognitive decline or severe dementia are sometimes accused of being 

witches, and are subjected to extreme physical and emotional violence and/or social exclusion. 
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Even an accusation, whether or not it is followed by violence or banishment, is a form of 

psychological abuse.52  

¶ Disability and care dependency. Women and girls with disabilities of all ages are subjected to 

violence and abuse at alarmingly high rates, as high as 80% over the course of their lifetimes.53,54 

Disability can be an added risk factor for older women, who may acquire an age-related disability. 

Women with a lifelong disability can become more vulnerable to violence as they become older, 

particularly if they are dependent on another person for daily care.55  

¶ Prior history of interpersonal violence. Women with histories of relationship abuse are at 

increased risk for violence and abuse in later life.56 Further, research on risk factors for the 

mistreatment of older adults indicates that a prior traumatic event increases the likelihood of 

abuse twofold.57 

Intersecting Forms of Marginalization for Older Women 

Older women are not a monolithic group, but rather include women from all countries, ethnicities, 

sexualities, gender identities, professions, and health statuses. Those from marginalized populations 

continue to be at greater or unique risks for violence throughout their lifespan and in older age.58  

¶ Immigrant and ethnic minority women. Culture plays a significant role in shaping how older 

women experience abuse and who the perpetrators are. For example, a study in Canada of Tamil 

immigrants revealed that older women experienced various forms of threat and control from their 

community, which exerted considerable control over the older womenôs decisions regarding 

leaving an abusive spouse, living alone, engaging in paid employment, or refusing to engage in 

unpaid work.59 A 2013 report from the United Nations notes that while insufficient data exist, small 

descriptive studies, qualitative data, and anecdotal evidence point to older immigrant womenôs 

vulnerability to abuse, especially for those whose residence in the host country is sponsored by 

their adult children.60  

¶ Women in emergencies. Humanitarian crises can further increase an older womanôs risk, as 

ordinary social controls are eroded. In emergencies, all women can face violence and abuse 

(such as rape and sexual assault) regardless of their age or be subjected to particular acts of 

violence based on their being older. In the Democratic Republic of the Congo, for example, 15.5% 

of women seeking care for sexual violence in a South Kivu hospital between 2004 and 2008 were 

aged 55 and above.61 Reports from Iraq highlighted a mass grave of older Yazidi women 

murdered by the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS). According to observers working to 

rehabilitate the younger surviving women, those aged 40 and above were murdered because they 

could not be bought and sold as sex slaves.62  

¶ Sexual and gender minority women. One study of older lesbian, bisexual, transgender, 

queer/questioning, and intersex (LBTQI) women in the United States found that nearly one-

quarter reported experiencing some type of physical, emotional, verbal, sexual, financial, or 

neglectful abuse.63 Older LBTQI women with lifetime histories of physical abuse report lower self-

esteem, more loneliness, poorer mental health, and more suicide attempts compared to their 




