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ELDER ABUSE

Elder Abuse and Diversity: An Overview 
By Andrea Lowenthal

Elder abuse is proliferat-
ing at an alarming rate, and 
is yet still drastically under-
reported. Recognizing elder 
abuse is not always a matter 
of “I know it when I see it.” 
Defi nitions and descriptions 
of the general categories of 
abuse vary among states, 
across research on the inci-
dence of elder abuse, and in 
the literature generally. Elder 
abuse may be intentional physical, sexual, or psycho-
logical abuse; or it may be self-neglect, or neglect by 
a caregiver. Financial abuse, whether by “insiders,” 
such as family members or appointed agents, or mass-
exploiters, through broad-based schemes, is another 
form of elder abuse. While there are more similarities 
than differences, identifying an overt act or failure to 
act as abusive or neglectful also depends upon the 
experience of the individual perpetrator and victim. 

There are many U.S. studies over the past four 
decades on the implications of race, ethnicity, culture 
and social orientation on elder abuse.1 Researchers 
have attempted to identify and classify the effect of 
race and ethnicity of the elders and their caretakers on 
the incidence of elder abuse, reporting, and response. 
However, many variables, such as the locale and com-
munity in which the elders live, will cause variations 
even within members of any sub-group.2 The effect of 
sexual or gender orientation has been explored, but 
not researched. Because elder abuse is also a global 
problem, the available research includes many inter-
national studies from which a better understanding of 
diverse American elders can also be obtained.3 

Researchers are aiming at a moving target. The 
elders of one generation may not have had the same 
perceptions and understanding as their children and 
caretakers. Regardless of their background, the elders 
and their progeny will have been infl uenced by their 
different opportunities for education, employment, 
and mobility, by their community and their social ac-
ceptance. Racial, ethnic, and other cultural identifi ca-
tions may be fl uid, and so too must be the approach to 
understanding elder abuse. However, the research to 
date provides a starting point. 

Defi ning Elder Abuse
There are neither national nor universal defi nitions 

of types of elder abuse, and some authors use the word 
“maltreatment” or “mistreatment” instead to encom-
pass both abuse and neglect as distinct conditions.4 For 
that matter, how old is an “elder”? In a 1998 report, 
The National Elder Abuse Incidence Study,5 the authors 
attribute the diffi culty in collecting data to inconsistent 
defi nitions of abuse, neglect and exploitation resulting 
not only from 50 different U.S. state and territory law 
systems, but also from disagreement among experts. 
Based on their review of these laws, on roundtable dis-
cussions, a consensus meeting in Washington, D.C., and 
pilot testing in local Adult Protective Services agencies, 
they proposed a set of “standard” defi nitions, and list 
some of the most important signs or symptoms of each. 

Briefl y, these include seven categories of abuse: 
physical abuse (the use of force as well as restraint 
through drugs or otherwise); sexual abuse (nonconsen-
sual, unwanted touching and coerced nudity or expo-
sure to photographing); emotional or psychological 
abuse (infl iction of anguish, emotional pain or distress, 
including isolating the elder from persons or activities); 
neglect (refusal or failure to fulfi ll obligations or duties 
to the elder, directly or indirectly); abandonment (de-
sertion); fi nancial or material exploitation (illegal or im-
proper use of funds or other property); and self-neglect 
(to the extent health or safety are threatened, but ex-
cluding competent and voluntary choices).6 In 2001, the 
National Center on Elder Abuse defi ned elder abuse as 
fi ve of these (omitting abandonment and self-neglect),7 
these fi ve presumably encompassing all the forego-
ing acts or forms of neglect, and in 2003 the National 
Research Council defi ned abuse to include intentional 
acts causing or creating a serious risk of harm or failing 
to satisfy an elder’s basic needs or protect them.8 

Implications of Culture and Orientation
The value of any particular study is necessarily 

limited by the methodology and scope of the research 
conducted, by reliance upon information extrapolated 
from statistical studies, and, as importantly, by the 
inherent fl uidity of the subjects studied, as discussed 
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above. In “Multiethnic Perspectives on Elder Mistreat-
ment,”9 the authors concluded from their focus group 
study that interpretations of elder abuse are affected 
by “social expectations” (gender role, fi lial obligations, 
marital fi delity, and ageism), “caregiver expectations” 
(skilled professionals versus unskilled, lay providers), 
“victim characteristics” and the “characteristics of the 
interactions.” They did not fi nd “different levels of 
tolerance across cultures,” but did observe “nuances” 
among members of these groups “when discussing 
both the severity and the factors determining abuse.”10 
The perception and understanding of elder abuse held 
by a particular group, and by such group in relation 
to others, is affected by many factors particular to the 
group, the time, the community and other variables. 
There may be a closer identifi cation between mem-
bers of one community regardless of their race or 
ethnicity than among members of the same racial or 
ethnic group in another community.11 There are quite 
a few studies of certain groups—African Americans, 
Koreans, etc.—while others have not been studied as 
extensively; in many cases, later research on any of 
these has found fault with the cultural misapprehen-
sions of prior researchers.12 The following overview is 
therefore offered with the caveat that no one study de-
fi nes the attributes of any particular group, but merely 
contributes to our understanding generally. 

Among the many sources on diversity is Under-
standing Elder Abuse in Minority Populations, edited by 
Toshio Tatara, Ph.D. (including contributions from 
twenty-one others).13 The contributors to Understand-
ing Elder Abuse focus on four groups: Black/African 
American, Hispanic American, Asian American, and 
American Indian. The rate of growth of the elder 
population (60 years and older) indicates that approxi-
mately 25% of the U.S. population will be 60 years of 
age or older by 2030, an increase of 99% from 1997. As 
baby boomers age, and opportunities for better health 
and longevity increase, 70 may become “the new 60,” 
but the numbers are increasing.14 Of the overall rate 
of increase, White elders will increase almost 73.7%. 
The Black elders will increase 131.1%, Hispanic elders 
350.3%, Asian/Pacifi c Islander elders by 334%, and 
American Indian elders by 141.7%, with these ethnic 
groups representing 26.8% of the total U.S. elder popu-
lation by 2030.15 

Tatara notes that the collection of data on race and 
ethnicity among the elderly is improving so that ear-
lier conclusions about differences among these groups 
can be better studied. In a study of data reported from 
31 states, it was found that 32% of the victims were 
in a minority group despite such groups representing 
only 16.2% of the nation’s overall population in 1997. 

If this trend continues, the abused elders from these 
groups will constitute more than 26.8% of the total 
U.S. elder population by 2030. With an increase in the 
rate of incidence reporting, data collection becomes 
more refi ned, so that these numbers will become more 
reliable.16 

In her article, “Abuse of Black Elders in Rhode 
Island,” Joyce Hall relates case studies of specifi c 
victims.17 She writes that abuse within the Black com-
munity is hidden to protect the community’s public 
image, and that Black elders are more likely than others 
“to hide or deny any notion of abuse or maltreatment 
occurring within their community, whether the elder is 
in a group or meeting privately with a caseworker.”18 
Deference to the elder, particularly a matriarch, is 
diminishing, while the number of Black households 
with multi-generational residents is increasing, many 
of whom are being fi nancially supported and otherwise 
cared for by the eldest among them.19 Neighbors may 
become aware that a drug-abusing daughter is taking 
her mother’s Social Security checks and leaving her 
mother with little to sustain herself and to care for the 
grandchild, and yet be reluctant to report the situation 
to mistrusted authorities. Turning to local religious 
leaders may be comforting, but it may not lead to get-
ting publicly available services. 

Linner Ward Griffen makes similar points in her 
article, “Elder Maltreatment in the African American 
Community: You Just Don’t Hit Your Momma!!!”20 
Griffen identifi es ten themes from her study of South-
eastern Black elders and families, among them that 
physical and sexual abuse of elders was considered 
unacceptable, that social conditioning may lead to 
unrecognized fi nancial abuse and neglect, and that de-
pendent, mutually benefi cial relationships may result 
in neither party viewing the use of the elder’s fi nancial 
resources as abuse despite the deprivations the elder 
may suffer as a consequence. Other “themes” include 
the incidence of nontraditional families, geographic 
isolation, minimizing or neutralizing abusive behavior, 
psychological demoralization, and resistance to institu-
tional help. 

The studies of the Hispanic elders in Understanding 
Elder Abuse highlight the importance of religion, the 
centrality of the family and ties to the community, and 
pride and its obverse, shame. In “Elder Mistreatment 
in Mexican American Communities: The Nevada and 
Michigan Experiences,” Yolanda Sanchez observes that 
the Detroit subjects identifi ed themselves much more 
strongly with the local Mexican American community 
than did the Nevada subjects, perhaps, she surmises, 
because more of the latter were native born or of longer 
residence in the U.S. Among her observations is that 
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the extended family system (la familia) has positive 
implications for family care of the elderly, but may 
lead to the protection of intra-family perpetrators and 
a reluctance to contact authorities. A sense of shame 
would make reporting unlikely except in extreme 
circumstances.21 

In “Issues in the Provision of Adult-Protective 
Services to Mexican American Elders in Texas,” it was 
observed that while the younger generation seemed 
somewhat more likely to seek and accept help in car-
ing for elders, the cultural norm of keeping the elders 
at home meant a greater number of cases of neglect, 
whether because of poverty or other factors limiting 
the family’s ability to provide care.22 After citing simi-
lar fi ndings, the author of “Elder Abuse in the Puerto 
Rican Context” notes the importance of incorporating 
the family into services for maintaining and treating 
the elderly to prevent and address issues of neglect, 
especially when so many of them are sharing house-
holds and limited resources.23

Asian Americans are a very diverse group, and 
this is refl ected in the way the different ethnic sub-
groups recognize and experience elder abuse. In 
“Elder Abuse and Neglect Among the Korean El-
derly in the United States,” Ailee Moon notes that 
the signifi cant numbers of Korean immigrants in the 
later decades of the twentieth century was typifi ed by 
the immigration of adult children, followed by their 
parents. By virtue of their age and diffi culty in assimi-
lating, these older Koreans became dependent upon 
the younger members of the family, resulting in their 
diminished status and greater vulnerability to abuse. 
Filial piety may have been the traditional belief and 
practice in Korea historically, but is becoming less so 
there and in the United States. The historical entitle-
ment of sons to family inheritance, while changed 
under law in Korea in 1989, continues by tradition in 
some cases.24 Financial exploitation was revealed to be 
the most frequent form of elder abuse among Korean 
Americans, particularly among those who immigrated 
here. Financial dependency to the detriment of the 
parent’s needs was not necessarily viewed as abusive 
by the elders. However, psychological abuse, gener-
ally identifi ed with acts that suggest a lack of respect 
for the elder, was more readily understood as abusive, 
and must be understood in relation to traditional 
expectations of treatment of elders by the children and 
in-laws. 

These elders and their family members are not 
likely to seek outside help at the risk of causing dis-
harmony in the family, as well because of language 
and other barriers faced by the elders themselves.25 
It is unclear whether the low rate of reporting results 

from a lack of awareness of community services (by 
comparison to Caucasians in the same community), or 
from the cultural expectations of the elders in dealing 
with their family and with others, or perhaps from ser-
vice organizations inappropriately equipped to serve 
these elders.26

In “Exploration of Elder Mistreatment Among the 
Japanese,” Susan Tomita designed the study to deter-
mine the “cultural and structural factors [that] encour-
age the Japanese to seek help or keep the Japanese from 
seeking help for interpersonal confl ict,” and whether 
there was any difference between younger and older 
Japanese.27 Elder mistreatment was studied in the con-
text of interpersonal confl ict generally. “Group above 
self” was the category that was determined to encom-
pass sub-categories of behaviors: Never Complain, 
Endure, Hold Back Desires, Silence, Don’t Retaliate, 
Accept Fate, etc.28 Adding to the complexity are the 
cultural notions of multiple selves (e.g., inside/outside) 
and the tendency to hide problems to avoid dishonor. 
Generational perceptions did vary; for example, the 
younger generation articulated negative views of the 
multiplicity of self (e.g., “two-faced”). Among elders, 
females described aggression, alcoholism, male domi-
nance and unaccountability, and other behaviors that 
they were taught to tolerate but clearly resented. If cer-
tain behaviors are expected to be tolerated, and respon-
sibility for them denied, then addressing abuse must 
focus on the family dynamic rather than on directly 
exposing the abuser and victim by assigning blame and 
empowering the individual to respond.29 

Understanding elder abuse in the Native American 
family, discussed by Arnold S. Brown in “Patterns of 
Abuse Among Native American Elderly,” fi rst requires 
an understanding that there are hundreds of different 
tribes, widely varying environmental living conditions, 
and sometimes diffi cult relations among tribes.30 Yet 
there is also the importance of many general cultural 
similarities: spirituality, religious foundations that 
emphasize the connection of people to the earth, and 
valuing cooperation of the group and harmony among 
the tribe.31 Many negative forces work against the ide-
alized tribal support system, including poverty, drugs 
and alcohol abuse, mental and physical illness, and 
insuffi cient services to address these signifi cant prob-
lems. While “mutual sharing” is a traditional value, it 
appears that the dependence of multiple family mem-
bers upon the pension or Social Security benefi t of the 
elder leads to fi nancial abuse or exploitation as it does 
in other multi-generational households. Consequently, 
neglect of the elder, whether because of insuffi cient 
fi nancial resources, or simply because of the burden 
upon caretakers (typically a widowed or single-mother 
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daughter), was perceived to be more of a problem 
than overt physical abuse. In “Dilemmas Surrounding 
Elder Abuse and Neglect in Native American Commu-
nities,” specifi c recommendations for addressing these 
problems focus on changes to the health and human 
services systems of the reservations, including in-
creased federal funding, as well as greater leadership 
within the tribes themselves to increase accountability 
and coordination of community services.32 

Sexual preference and gender identity are also 
parameters for defi ning a group for purposes of un-
derstanding elder abuse. “Lesbian, Gay Male, Bisexual 
and Transgendered Elders: Elder Abuse and Neglect 
Issues” by Loree Cook-Daniels, MS is among the 
very limited explorations of this topic.33 Cook-Dan-
iels sought to examine how an “elder’s need for, and 
willingness to accept assistance from, adult protective 
services” would be affected by such elder’s identifi ca-
tion.34 As she notes, fi rst it is important to understand 
that sexual orientation and gender identity are “whol-
ly separate characteristics, like age and race” so that it 
is possible for an elder to face prejudice because of one 
or both of these.35 

Cook-Daniels posits that abuse of lesbian and gay 
elders arises because of homophobia, and this condi-
tion may be manifested in numerous ways. It might 
be neglectful care by a personal care worker, domestic 
violence within a couple and the victim’s tolerance 
of it because of low self-esteem, a reluctance to seek 
outside help, a fear of authorities, or the barriers to 
leaving a long term relationship with the same rights 
that are available to legally married couples. Today’s 
lesbian and gay elders include those who may have 
endured even more signifi cant family and public 
condemnation of their personal choices than later 
generations. “Transgendered” elders, whom Cook-
Daniels defi nes to include transsexuals (born one sex 
but living, post-operative or otherwise, as the oppo-
site), transvestites (cross-dressers), and intersexuals 
(hermaphrodites), typically face even greater societal 
prejudice.36 

Lesbian, gay, and transgender elders may be more 
vulnerable because of self-protective efforts to keep 
their lifestyle private—adaptations that may prevent 
them from seeking help—or may have their discom-
fort used against them by manipulative abusers. These 
elders are thus also more vulnerable to self neglect; 
they also become isolated socially because of the death 
of trusted friends or the necessity of becoming institu-
tionalized with others very unlike themselves.37 Even 
if they seek help, these elders may face misapprehen-
sions that interfere with receiving the services they 
need.

Cook-Daniels makes a number of suggestions for 
adult protective services providers, which are applica-
ble to anyone interacting with an elder. These include, 
among others: do not focus on the gay/lesbian/trans-
gender status (a private matter), but on the person and 
issues; do not assume the other member of the house-
hold is in an intimate relationship with the elder, but 
determine if they may be a caretaker or concerned part-
ner; remain aware of the lack of legal rights between 
partners; try to fi nd appropriate services but avoid 
isolating the elder from his or her community simply 
because it seems uncomfortable to the observer; and 
recognize that as in any heterosexual relationship, the 
bonds and dependencies may lead to the appearance 
of exploitation, but also may be acceptable to the elder, 
provided neglect of that elder’s needs is not a result.38

Conclusion
The great diversity of elders, and the signifi cant 

increases in the population of minority elders in par-
ticular, means that understanding and addressing elder 
abuse must take this diversity into account. The effect 
of assimilation, the changes in society’s tolerance for 
diversity, and numerous other factors, will continue to 
challenge our ability to understand and address elder 
abuse. The research conducted over the last several de-
cades reveals that the differences among these groups 
does not necessarily require changes in the applicable 
laws, but rather in the public and private services avail-
able to educate and assist elders, their caretakers, and 
the health and social institutions upon which they will 
increasingly rely. 
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